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For Zuza Homem de Mello and Ercília Lobo a minha família brasileira

Thank you for giving me a new world



Introduction
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IF THEY’RE WAITING for me to die . . . good luck!”

So said Miss Peggy Lee, age seventy-two, to her startled audience at the New York Hilton’s Club 53 in 1992. “They” meant the Walt Disney Company, her foe in a legal war for unpaid royalties on the top-selling videocassette of Lady and the Tramp, the 1955 cartoon classic. Lee had contributed four character voices and cowritten the songs. In court, the mythic songstress had looked like no match for the mighty Disney; she entered in a wheelchair that held an oxygen tank and seemed to be at death’s door. She won the case—but Disney kept fighting. So did Lee. It was her nature. In her theme song, “Is That All There Is?,” she smilingly declared, “I’m not ready for that final disappointment!”

Nearly all the fans inside that packed cabaret were old enough to remember the Peggy Lee of legend—the blond seductress with a mermaid’s figure and a vixen’s smile, who held out a snapping hand and sang “you give me fever!” in a tough purr. Now she sat enthroned like a bizarre fallen angel—a shapeless blur of ghostly, gleaming white, from her snowy Cleopatra wig to her feathered silk robe. Critic Rex Reed compared her to “an intergalactic Mae West”; according to Gerald Nachman of the San Francisco Chronicle, her voice had changed from “warm and sexy” to “cool and eerie.” The air in her presence felt thick, slow-moving, as though one were in a dream. Offstage, Reed found her “strange to the point of madness.”

Even so, Lee retained an almost magical ability to touch the heart. According to pianist Mike Melvoin, her conductor in the 1960s, “there was no way you could escape her spell. There was no way you couldn’t believe every word she said.” The Pop star k.d. lang saw Lee at the Hilton. To lang, Lee had “an aura of majesty about her. It was like there was a vacuum in that room except for this one piercing ray of light, which was her voice and her presence. It doesn’t happen frequently, when people channel the universe like that.” Peggy Lee had never had to shout to make her point; in her musical language, silence spoke as loudly as sound. Hers was the sweet, husky voice in the bedroom, beckoning you to pull in closer. “When I get very quiet and very intense,” she explained, “the power goes right through.”

She controlled the stage like a puppeteer. Characters materialized one by one: a barroom vamp on the make, an indomitable and still-sexy housewife, various faded women whose last chance at love had passed them by. Wispy as it seemed, her voice could drive a whole orchestra—even that of the “King of Swing,” Benny Goodman, who had discovered the awkward young singer in 1941 and made her a star. Other band vocalists had to belt to be heard; Peggy Lee made audiences lean forward. To Rob Hoerburger of the New York Times, Lee had formed the blueprint for the sexualized cooing of Eartha Kitt, Diana Ross, and Madonna. “I knew I could never sound like her, but I wanted to,” said Dusty Springfield.

To many black musicians, including Count Basie, Lee sang the blues like no other white woman could. “Are you sure there’s not some spade in you?” joked the bandleader. Grady Tate, her longtime drummer, placed Lee on the same pedestal as Billie Holiday. “Peggy had that nasty, laid-back, demented, sultry, incredibly funky sound that Lady Day had,” he said. “But it was Lady with another Lady on top of it.” Lee’s influence reached beyond pop and jazz: Julius Baker, the renowned classical flutist, copied her airy, confidential tone; the operatic mezzo-soprano Marilyn Horne, known for her plush sound and technical bravura, grew up trying to imitate Lee.

But no one could capture the aura that radiated from behind that placid façade and riveted audiences before she had uttered a note. “In singing, it’s all in the mind,” she noted. “I just sort of go into my own little universe.” Impressionist Jim Bailey, who channeled Lee so uncannily that it shook even her, had found the singer much harder to capture than Judy Garland and Barbra Streisand, his two most famous subjects. “Barbra and Judy projected to the back of the house. But Peggy made you come and find her. She made you very curious. I would be on the edge of my seat. I wanted to get into her head.”

Inside it lurked a misty storybook world where truth and fantasy blurred. Peggy Lee, of course, hadn’t been born Peggy Lee; she was really Norma Deloris Egstrom, a name as flat as the desolate North Dakota landscape that had created her. “She came up out of nowhere,” said Artis Conitz, her closest childhood friend in Nortonville, population one hundred. “She made a lot out of nothing.” Lee never doubted that her mind was the gateway to miracles. She carried her credo around on a sheet of paper: “Whatever you vividly imagine, ardently desire, sincerely believe, and enthusiastically act upon . . . must inevitably come to pass.”

By the late 1940s she was Miss Peggy Lee, star. In her favorite song, “The Folks Who Live on the Hill,” a couple ascend, hand-in-hand, to the oasis of their dreams—a “home on a hilltop high.” Around 1980, Lee acquired her own: a villa in Bel Air, the exclusive gated community in west Los Angeles. Along the side of the house grew a profusion of pink Peggy Lee roses, named for her by the American Rose Society. A staff was on hand to treat her like a queen. But she lived alone. The love of her life—guitarist Dave Barbour, the first of her four husbands—resided there only in her mind; he had died years earlier, and divorced her well before that.

In January 1999, when I visited her home, Lee’s own time seemed to have run out. A whopping stroke had left the singer incapacitated and barely able to speak. I had made arrangements with Vanity Fair to write what would likely be a memorial profile. Her daughter, Nicki Lee Foster, had moved in, and had agreed to see me. Virginia Bernard, the uniformed black wardrobe mistress and cook who had worked for Lee since the 1960s, greeted me at the door. I walked through a regal foyer with a chandelier and passed a grand staircase, the kind descended by Gloria Swanson in the movie Sunset Boulevard.

Ushered into the living room, I met Nicki, a large woman of fifty-five with a brown shag hairdo. Her weary movements and sad air suggested that life as the child of Peggy Lee had not been easy, even in better times. Her stories confirmed it. Like most stars, Lee had demanded and received constant attention; her career came before all. In the 1970s, Foster had left her mother as well as a marriage, and taken her three children far away to Idaho. Now Lee’s illness had brought her back.

As I stood with Foster, Peggy Lee was just steps away, behind the closed door of a bedroom off the living room. “I can’t take you in there,” Foster warned.

For the next two hours I couldn’t get my mind off that door. I imagined Peggy Lee inside, wondering: “Who is he? What are you telling him?” I remembered her Oscar-nominated performance in Pete Kelly’s Blues, the 1955 crime drama in which Lee played an alcoholic torch singer of the Roaring Twenties who goes insane. In her first appearance, she stands in the background while her mobster boyfriend and a bandleader talk business. Silent and out of focus, Lee dominated that scene; now, invisibly, she was ruling this one.

Gone were her low, hearty laugh and the risqué jokes she loved to tell; now her pretty home had the frozen quality of a museum. Foster showed me the office. On its walls were twelve Grammy nominations—Lee had scored one award, for “Is That All There Is?,” and another for lifetime achievement—along with signed photos and letters from the likes of Albert Schweitzer, Frank Sinatra, and the Dalai Lama. The father of jazz, Louis Armstrong, had written this to Lee on a picture of his grinning face: “The greatest ever since I heard her chirp the 1st note.”

Nearly the whole house was painted peach, a color Lee thought soothing. But according to friends, the queen of laid-back minimalism couldn’t find much comfort in anything. Lee had spent most of her adult life in bed, nestled in a cocoon of fluffy pillows and sheets; it was the only place she seemed to feel safe. Bottles of tranquilizers were tucked away in the bedclothes. Hints of an obsessively controlling nature—some called it perfectionism—appeared in the crowning feature of her living room: a wall of cabinets that housed her career’s worth of orchestrations by some of the greatest arrangers in jazz. All were guarded in numbered plastic envelopes, alphabetized, and notated in a binder.

French doors looked out on a pool Lee had seldom used. A pair of Peggy Lee puppets, with huge eyelashes and red-painted lips, lay slumped together on a chair. Her daughter’s hazy watercolor paintings hung in various places, a reminder that she, too, had creative gifts. But Nicki had long ago abandoned the call of art. “I didn’t want to ever have to try and follow in my mother’s footsteps,” she told me. “That’s too big a shoe to fill.”

Well into our discussion, we were joined by Holly Foster-Wells, Nicki’s vivacious daughter. For all the trouble she had caused them, both women clearly adored the sleeping figure in the bedroom. So it was with most of the people who knew her, including many of the ones she had burned. Lee sang, and all was forgiven.

In her last months of lucidity I had gotten my own moment with the star when I interviewed her by phone for the liner notes of a reissue of Mink Jazz, her 1963 album. Speaking to me from bed, Lee could offer little more than a weakly murmured “I don’t remember.” But when I mentioned a song she had cowritten, “Where Can I Go Without You?,” Lee’s voice turned to steel. “Will I be given credit for that?” she asked with an imperiousness that chilled me.

Robert W. Richards, an illustrator who had worked with her in the 1970s, offered some insight. “Peggy operates on anger,” he said, “and the minute you can get her angry you’ve got her attention.”

Anger. It was a product of her childhood, and it had seen her through the pressures of every show; surely it had also helped her survive a series of near-death experiences. Lee had weathered so many, she had come to feel she would never die. Her friend Phoebe Jacobs didn’t doubt that Lee had a special line to the beyond. “Peggy was a very spiritual person,” she said. “I saw what she could do to an audience. That’s not just talent. It’s gotta come from something else.”

Others who knew her felt the turmoil within. Jazz singer Mark Murphy, her fellow artist at Capitol Records in the late 1950s, picked up on it. Murphy was infatuated with her talent, and when he met her he expected to find the Peggy Lee he had seen on TV: “like a jazzy Myrna Loy—the coolest, sweetest, most down-home.” Instead he saw the dichotomy common among artists who create a persona apart from their real selves. “She was a woman horribly not at peace with herself,” he said. “When she was Peggy Lee, not so many problems—but when she was Norma it was problem city.”
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“When she wanted me to play bluesy she’d say, ‘Trains,’ ” recalled one of Lee’s musicians. The Midland Continental depot at Jamestown, North Dakota, c. 1910.







Chapter One
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TO DRIVE THROUGH the Dakota plains is to feel the numbing sameness of a place where nothing ever seems to change. “North Dakota was forever,” explained Peggy Lee, “and it was flat.” As the landscape flies by outside a car window, one has a strong sense of going nowhere. According to Frank Sonnek, a retired Los Angeles accountant who came from South Dakota: “The Dakota prairies just roll on and on—they can make you sick. You feel like a sailor in the middle of the ocean.”

But Dakota life was all about reaping fruits from the soil, turning emptiness into riches. Peggy Lee did the same. She recalled herself as “a weird little child with a tremendous imagination . . . I had some very strange thoughts. I used to daydream my way through some of the more difficult things.” Fantasy became so crucial to her survival that it permanently altered her view of reality. Lee developed intense powers of visualization; she could escape into far-off points in her mind when she sang, envisioning them in such detail that listeners could see them, too.

Her father, Marvin Egstrom, worked on the railroad, which gave her a sense of the world beyond. To see an approaching train excited her. A deafening mechanical clamor, a huge cloud of hissing steam, and there it was, chugging rhythmically toward her, car after car. The whistle blared melodiously, so loud that it seemed to sound from the heavens. For Norma Deloris Egstrom, trains meant a way out. “I knew where they came from, and where they were going to, and I made up my mind at an early age that I was going to go to all those places.”

Getting there, though, could seem impossible at a time when life was a daily struggle. Work dominated prairie life, but the elements waged war at every step. In 2011, Artis Conitz, Norma’s best friend, looked back at her childhood in tiny Nortonville: “You will never understand what it was like if you didn’t live it—those horrible days of very, very severe winters and very, very dry summers and very, very poor people.”

Rhiannon, a jazz singer and educator, grew up in the 1950s on a farm in South Dakota. In a recorded monologue, “Love of the Land,” she evoked the battles that all Dakotans faced.

There is a cruelty to this life. A loneliness. A separation from the rest of humanity. You have got to fit in here. It’s cultural monotony! . . . These flat cornfields, the endless squares of crops growing, the cows . . . standing. The men in their silage-smelling bib overalls with their big heavy shoes, sucking their teeth. Big chests, red faces, rough hands. And the women in their plain cotton-print dresses with children hanging off them. Busy with their hands all the time. Big hands. Plain hair, plain features. They were built kind of low to the ground like they were crops coming up out of the earth. Miraculous people. Sturdy. You’ve gotta be: there is no mercy from the wind that blows out of that big sky.

Cold was the ultimate hardship. Winter winds of thirty to forty below seemed to scorch the skin; each breath, wrote North Dakota’s Lois Phillips Hudson in Reapers of the Dust: A Prairie Chronicle, “was like strong hot smoke in my nostrils, so that for one confused instant I thought I was going to suffocate with the cold that was so cold it was hot.” Before leaving the house, Dakotans layered on long underwear and wool garments, then braced themselves for the opening of the front door. Some parents wrapped their children in buffalo-skin coats. Blizzards buried the town in towering snowdrifts. If school wasn’t canceled, parents took their children there on sleighs or by horse and buggy. Plows that looked like monsters roamed the streets, their toothy, gaping mouths scooping up mountains of white, but no machine could match a Dakota snowstorm.

Sometimes a blizzard made it too dangerous for kids to walk to school. On blustery nights, while the Egstrom children sat around the pot-bellied stove, their father, Marvin, kept them riveted with accounts of a legendary Midwestern catastrophe, the Schoolhouse Blizzard of January 1888. For two days it swept the plains states—Nebraska, Minnesota, Montana, Wyoming, Idaho, and the Dakotas—with deadly results.

The story began on an unseasonably sunny weekday morning. Children walked casually to school; grown-ups ventured out as well, rejoicing in the odd wave of warmth.

Around noon, snow began to fall. Within an hour it had buried everything in sight. Whipped about by fierce winds, the snow blew horizontally, destroying visibility and making driving—and walking—impossible. Panic spread, for children were stranded at school. Some teachers fetched rope and strung the students into a chain, then attempted to lead them home one by one. Most of the time, children and adults froze to death. In one schoolhouse, teachers tore up the floorboards and burned them, along with chairs and desks, for heat. By the time the storm had ended, 235 people—mainly children—had died.

Dakotans faced other attacks. Modern medicine had far to go; disease and accidents cut short many lives, and infant mortality was high. Death records from the teens and twenties report countless premature demises, from tuberculosis, pneumonia, scarlet fever. Blue-collar labor brought its own hazards. Alfred Nash, who married Norma’s aunt Hannah, was buried alive in a mining accident. On his first railroad job, Marvin Egstrom dropped heavy freight on his foot, crushing two toes.

Home life brought its own challenges. Indoor plumbing was rare; families drew well water through a cistern pump into a bucket. When the wells froze, they melted snow on the stove. Many pots of water had to be boiled to fill one bathtub, which bathed the whole family. Clothes were hand-laundered on scratchy metal washboards or in primitive hand-operated washing gadgets. This was also the age of the makeshift toilet known as an outhouse: a backyard shed with a hole dug in the ground. Coarse pages from the Sears or Montgomery Ward catalogs served as toilet tissue.

Houses were not necessarily safe harbors. The wood-frame, weather-beaten structures were prey to kerosene lanterns that tipped over, primitive gas stoves that exploded, early and hazardous electrical wiring. Many towns had no fire department; houses burned to ash in minutes. But townspeople helped one another out of tough binds. When fire leveled Artis Conitz’s house, neighbors brought them replacements for almost everything. The same was done for the Egstroms, two of whose homes burned.

But as Russell Duncan wrote in his Dakota memoir I Remember, people didn’t complain: “The work had to be done so they did it.” They and their immediate ancestors, most of them Scandinavian, had grown up amid long, dark winters and harsh conditions; stoicism was in their blood.

Still, they had to vent somehow, and many men reached for the bottle. Alcoholism wore down Marvin; his brother Milford, who drove a cab in Jamestown, drank, too. “So did most of the males I was aware of,” said Milford’s son, Glen Egstrom. They kept their disquiet to themselves. “In that culture, you’re not allowed to show much emotion,” said Frank Sonnek. “Big boys don’t cry. Angry means, I’m a bad person. With Peggy Lee, the feeling came out in her music. When she performed you didn’t see a lot of emotion, but you could feel it.”

Lee couldn’t exist without drama, though. Insanity figured in many of her family stories. In her autobiography, Lee tells a fanciful (and almost completely unsubstantiated) tale of how her Swedish-born paternal grandfather, Jan Magnus Eriksson Ekström, moved to Norway and then, in his attempt to leave, nearly died in a shipwreck. He and five fellow sailors built a raft, Lee explains; they floated on it for a month. Only Jan and one other man survived, rescued by a passing ship bound for New York. The tragedy peaks as Jan goes temporarily mad and winds up in a Manhattan psychiatric ward. Once recovered, he saves enough money to send for his Norwegian wife, Berthe, and Erik, a son he didn’t know he had until he had reached America.

The truth was much less cinematic. Jan was a ship’s carpenter who impregnated his girlfriend Berthe in his adopted home of Norway. He married her, then lived there with her and their son Erik until they emigrated to the States. After a brief stay in New York, they settled in Wisconsin, where another son, Ole, was born on November 23, 1874. Five more children followed. A few years later the family moved to the Dakotas, whose wealth of fertile farmland was attracting hordes of Scandinavian immigrants.

Of the Eriksson brood, Ole grew up to be the standout: over six feet tall, lanky, and good-looking, with a brisk stride and a ladykiller’s charm. By seventeen he had relocated to Minnesota, where he won a then-prestigious job as a railroad telegraph operator. That, combined with his rakish charisma, helped him land a beautiful dressmaker, Eva G. Williams. The couple married, and in 1896 became the proud parents of a baby girl, Zelda.

Thereafter, something went terribly wrong. Eva took Zelda and fled to her family home in Iowa; Ole returned to his parents’ home in South Dakota. No proof exists that they divorced. In a 1900 census form, either Eva or her family listed her as a widow; a year later she remarried. Ole blurred his own past by changing his name to Marvin Olaf Egstrom.

His checkered marital history resumed in 1903, when at twenty-eight he scored another teenage beauty. Selma Anderson was a petite Norwegian, just eighteen, and born in Volga, South Dakota. She looked like a dainty porcelain doll: a bow adorned her dark, upswept hair, and hanging curls framed an alabaster face. As Peggy Lee recalled her, Selma was almost too good to be true—she played piano beautifully, cooked and sewed to perfection, and showered her family with love.

In truth, neither Selma nor her family were paragons of goodness. Her parents had divorced, a scandal at the time; her mother, who ran an inn, had borne children by two men, one of them probably illegitimate. According to the Volga Tribune, Marvin and Selma married in October 1903—three months after the birth of their first child, Milford.

Sexual impropriety was then more common than one would assume. “What else was there to do?” remarked Artis Conitz. But Marvin’s wild days were behind him. Just around the time he married Selma, he won his most prestigious job, as superintendent of transportation at the Sioux Falls headquarters of the South Dakota Central Railway. Children kept coming—Della (1905), Leonard (1908), Marion (1913), Clair (1916).

The pressure mounted, and soon, people who spoke of Marvin tended to describe him as Conitz did: “He was a sweet, sweet man who loved to drink.” Sloppiness with the railroad’s finances cost Marvin his job. In 1918 he moved to Jamestown to manage the depot there for a junior line, the Midland Continental Railroad. His new job was a comedown. The Midland was originally meant to stretch from Canada to Texas, but World War I had wreaked havoc on the financing, and only sixty-eight miles of track were laid. Locals laughed off the Midland as “puny.” A freight train carried farm goods and supplies; the passenger train came and went just once a day.

At least Marvin had wound up in a real city. Jamestown was North Dakota’s fourth largest, with six thousand residents. Instead of the state’s habitual flatness, it lay in a valley surrounded by hills; the James River, which connected the Dakotas, ran through it. There were farms on the periphery, but the street names—Milwaukee, Wisconsin, St. Paul, Washington—gave the town a worldly air. Aside from being the county seat of government, it boasted a college, an opera house, and a theater.

Still, the place epitomized small-town America. Few people locked their front doors. Clip-clopping horses pulled carriages down Fifth Avenue South—a dirt road that contained a general store, a barbershop with a peppermint-stick pole outside, and other essential businesses. Men strode down the street in dour three-piece suits; women wore neutral-colored dresses and overcoats and church-lady hats. There was no room for stylishness, just prim practicality. Mary Young, who lived in Jamestown, recalled big nights out: “You’d park your car downtown and watch the people window-shop. Folks would buy popcorn and hot peanuts from Mr. Wheeler’s cart. That would be a big deal for me, to have a bag of popcorn. Everybody was poor. We’d go to the ball games, and if I got a bottle of pop, oh, that was incredible.”

Each Sunday residents gathered in Jamestown’s many churches—Lutheran, Methodist, Presbyterian, Episcopal. The tall, pointy steeples aimed at the heavenly paradise they hoped someday to reach; church bells resounded through the town on Sunday, suggesting that something larger was looking out for them. But darkness radiated from the city’s largest business, known as “the Nuthouse.” The North Dakota State Hospital for the Insane stood on a hill that overlooked Jamestown. A hamlet unto itself, the Nuthouse had its own farm, power plant, and general store. Marvin Egstrom knew the place well, for the Midland carried its supplies.

The hospital was proof of the staggering degree of mental illness that plagued the region—another byproduct of the grim pressures of the Dakotas. By 1950, the Nuthouse’s population had ballooned to almost 2,500—nearly a quarter of Jamestown’s population. A 1915 report told of rooms overcrowded with lice-infested cots, of patients doped into oblivion. Outbreaks of smallpox and tuberculosis there were deemed “almost impossible to prevent.” Even in the fifties, a doctor brought in to overhaul the institution talked of finding “cages, strait jackets, leg irons, stern guards, malnutrition.” Inmates were so neglected they could wander out freely.

Before she left Jamestown at the age of eight, Norma Egstrom had seen some of the patients, with their vacant stares and strange behavior, and had heard many stories. These memories came in handy in 1955, when the movie Pete Kelly’s Blues costarred Peggy Lee as a woman who ends up institutionalized, her mind nearly blank.

But only sweetness was apparent in the face that greeted Selma and Marvin Egstrom at Trinity Hospital on May 26, 1920, the day their sixth child, Norma Deloris Egstrom, was born. Norma had extremely fair skin, light brown hair, and hazel eyes; soon she became Marvin’s little angel.

In her early years, the Egstroms thrived. They had settled into a spacious house on Pennsylvania Avenue between Second and Pacific Streets; Marvin, meanwhile, was promoted to vice president of the Midland Continental. The family lived simply; they sang together, played cards with neighbors, went to church socials and barn dances, and ice-skated on the frozen creek in winter. As the temperature climbed—sometimes to 115 degrees—they picnicked along the James River. Farm kids walked around barefoot, partly to save on shoes; boys fished or hunted gophers. “We were satisfied with very little as far as entertainment,” said writer Connie Emerson, who grew up in Valley City, North Dakota, in the thirties.

Selma and Marvin continued to indulge in the pastime that kept wives perennially pregnant. For Selma, it was proving dangerous. Buried in Jamestown records is the fact that Selma had developed diabetes while carrying Norma. No longer was she a petite, doll-like beauty; a family portrait from that time showed a woman worn down by motherhood—bloated, with a weary face and a short, messy hairdo of convenience. Just sixteen months after Norma’s birth, Selma was pregnant again. The baby, who arrived on June 21, 1922, and was named Gloria, emerged stillborn.

Just over a year later, Selma was expecting again. According to Peggy Lee, her mother feared for her life, and spent the last months of the pregnancy making clothes for the children—“so we’d be dressed for a long time.”

Selma returned to Trinity Hospital, where on April 23, 1924, she bore Jean—a fair-skinned child with the whitest of blond hair. Jean looked like an angel fallen from heaven; and indeed, congenital ill health made her not long for this world. Neither was Selma. “Following her return,” the Jamestown Daily Alert would report, she was “confined to her bed and her life despaired of many times.” A bed was set up in the living room and a nurse engaged. Jean was entrusted to Selma’s sister; the other Egstrom children took turns sitting vigil with their mother.

After three months, Selma lapsed into a coma. She died of diabetes-related causes on August 7, 1924, at four in the morning. She was thirty-nine. By the next afternoon, a coffin had replaced the hospital bed. Friends and neighbors filed past, while a reverend from the Scandinavian Lutheran Church intoned a grave funeral service. Even though she was only four at the time, Peggy Lee would claim vivid memories of that day. “There they were, standing all around with the sweet-smelling flowers, the eyes of everyone focused on the casket. They had on hats and sad faces . . . Why was everyone so serious?” She recalled asking: “Can I see my Mama?” Someone picked her up and sat her in a chair alongside the casket. There lay Selma “looking so tiny and beautiful . . . I thought she’d just gone to sleep.”

The casket lid was closed, and a fleet of pallbearers carried Selma out. “I was so puzzled,” recalled Lee at seventy-two. “So I asked Daddy, ‘Where did they take Mama?’ He said, ‘To heaven, with God.’ And that answer set me on a search that has never ended.”

As she heard her siblings recalling their mother, Selma became Norma’s fantasy ideal. Selma seemed like an angel, wrenched from her for reasons she couldn’t comprehend. Gone were the unconditional love and safety her mother symbolized. In their place came the gnawing sense that her gestation and birth might have pushed Selma to her demise.

Alone, Norma went walking by a nearby stream. Spotting stones and flowers, she paused to pick them up; maybe her mother lay in the ground beneath them. At other times, Norma stood in the backyard and stared at the sky. “I always thought she was going to appear someday and look over a cloud and wave at me,” recalled Peggy Lee. “Sometimes I really thought I saw her.”

During childhood, she kept the longing locked inside; Artis Conitz couldn’t recall her ever mentioning Selma. Many years later, though, Lynn Ringuette, one of Marion Egstrom’s sons, knew that his aunt Peggy “grieved terribly; all her life she kept a photograph of her mom on her dresser.”

As for Marvin, his wife’s death “really tore his guts out,” said Glen Egstrom. Marvin’s drinking increased, and his fatherly attention shrank. With no mother to look after them, some of the children were scattered around. Grown-up Della married and moved to another part of Jamestown; neighboring families took in Clair, Marion, and Norma. The younger Egstroms still needed their father, and he wanted them back.

Marvin hired a local widow to housekeep and tend to the children. She had midwifing and nursing skills; according to one report she had even helped care for the dying Selma. Minnie Schaumberg Wiese was a full-blooded German, age thirty-one, whose parents had settled in Jamestown. “Min,” as she was known, moved into the Egstrom house with her eight-year-old son, Edwin. To the Egstrom brood, Min was unnervingly different from their beloved mother. Tall, hulking, and stern, with waist-long hair braided and tied in a bun, she epitomized cold efficiency. Lee described Min in monstrous terms: “Bulging thyroid eyes. Extremely obese, but light on her feet, fast and violent. Spent time with True Romance [a magazine] and boxes of chocolates. Came from rather nice background, but her taste was imitation oriental rugs and mohair sofas. Nostrils flared a lot. Wore percale. Full lips, gold tooth in front.”

Her granddaughter, Janice Wiese Duffy, recalled a “warm and loving” side to Min, who could laugh at a joke until tears ran down her face. But Min wasn’t there to charm anyone; she had work to do, and Marvin was relieved to let her take over. All the children resented her presence, but Norma had the most violent reaction toward Min—“because of all the evil she seemed to represent.”

Some of that darkness surely stemmed from a tragedy too painful to discuss. In 1916, Min and her first husband, farmer Emil Wiese, were living with Edwin, then a toddler. A week before Christmas, the family had gone to visit Min’s parents. The Wieses returned home later that day. While Min busied herself in the house, Emil did farming tasks outside. He needed gas, and about a gallon remained in a sealed barrel. The bitter cold had frozen the nozzle. Using a piece of wire and a rag soaked in oil, Emil designed a makeshift blowtorch. He lit a match and held the rag to the nozzle to thaw it.

Min heard an explosion so strong that it shook the house. She ran outside to find her husband’s body some distance away, crumpled on the ground in flames. The near-empty gasoline barrel had exploded like a bomb; according to a detailed report in the Jamestown Daily Alert, it had blown off the top of Emil’s skull and shot it clear over the house. In shock, Min grabbed the baby and ran to the nearest farm, which was about a mile away. No one was home. Bolting farther, she found a schoolhouse with a church service in progress. She screamed for help. A doctor was called, and he rushed to the house with Min; but her husband, of course, had died instantly. He was thirty-three.

Emil had known all about the dangers of farm equipment. The violence of his exit suggested a Dakota prototype: an unhappy man in an environment he longed to escape. But no one, except perhaps Min, would ever know his motives.

Too little of her husband remained to display in a casket. Min’s parents took in her and Edwin. For eight years she struggled to survive, working whatever domestic jobs she could find. But on the afternoon of December 27, 1924, Min was ensconced at the Egstrom home, serving as midwife for Della and her husband Paul Rudrud’s first baby. By midnight most, if not all, of the Egstrom family was asleep. The temperature outside dipped to thirty below zero.

Marvin had lingered at the depot. He returned home around one in the morning to find smoke seeping out of seams in the walls. A fire had erupted in the chimney. Marvin quickly notified the fire department—how wasn’t clear, for the house had no phone. Milford ran from room to room to rouse his siblings. Two firemen carried Della and her newborn son into the bitter cold and dropped them off with neighbors. Others doused the house or hauled out furniture. By the next morning, the Egstrom house was a charred and sodden mess. Min’s parents and her former in-laws divided up the children and sheltered them while Marvin and Min looked for a new house. Peggy Lee talked about that fire for the rest of her life; for her it was one more symbol of displacement, of warmth and safety removed.



THE EGSTROM SIBLINGS WERE aghast when, just a year after their saintly mother’s death, their father told them of his plans to marry Min. No one in town could fathom why this still-handsome and charming man would want to replace Selma with a battle-ax like Min. Nevertheless, the wedding took place on August 15, 1925, at Min’s parents’ home.

It was a practical choice for Marvin and for Min, too, who had struggled as a single mother for years. Their failure to produce any children suggested a sexless marriage. “I never saw him touch her or her touch him in a loving fashion,” said Artis Conitz. But Min grew to care about Marvin very much, and was unfailingly devoted to him. All the while she faced the constant challenge of being compared to Selma, whom her husband had adored, and whose shoes she would never manage to fill.

Min couldn’t possibly feel secure, so she retained her tough shell. After the marriage, the Egstroms moved into a house at 215 Milwaukee Street East, three blocks from the Midland Continental depot. Min, said Janice Wiese Duffy, “absolutely took care of business. Early to bed and up at the crack of dawn.” In the autumn of 1926, Norma entered Roosevelt School, a block away from home. But her day didn’t begin there. Min expected the children to rise by at least six and perform household chores. “It was just normal that you worked from the time you were little,” said Jeannette Loy, Norma’s future high-school classmate. In years to come, Peggy Lee recalled baking bread, milking cows, churning butter, and—to her revulsion—butchering animals, a technique taught by Min. All these tasks, she said, were enacted behind the house on the family farm, where Lee remembered spending untold hours in indentured servitude.

Those memories clashed with the ones that Marion Egstrom passed on to her son Lee Ringuette, Lynn’s brother. “There was really no family farm as such,” said Lee. “Given that era, it could be that you had your own animals and a garden, but I don’t know this.” Artis Conitz doubted that the Egstroms had ever had a farm. “Norma had quite an imagination,” she said with a laugh.

No one would inflame it like Min, the villain who had torn her storybook home life asunder. “Where were the tender smiles and happy laughter . . . the feeling of fresh linen and the smell of flowers?” lamented Peggy Lee in the 1980s. She envisioned her mother “baking delicious cakes and cookies, singing and laughing, playing games with us, playing her prize possession, a Circassian walnut piano. And then she was gone, and there was this ominous heaviness and anxiety everywhere.”

It’s unlikely that Lee could have recalled so many details of a mother she lost at four; the portrait was probably a collage of her siblings’ recollections and her illusory Paradise Lost. For now she kept her hatred of Min hidden, but in the years to come it would flare up with mounting intensity if the wrong buttons were pushed. Dona Harsh, Lee’s secretary and traveling companion in the late 1940s and fifties, recalled entering the singer’s bedroom once on a late morning to wake her up. “I said, just kidding, ‘Are you gonna sleep all day?’ She practically clawed me. She said, ‘That’s what Min used to say to me, and don’t you dare ever say that again!’ ” Lee’s secretary of the 1970s, Betty Jungheim, told of a Christmas season when someone sent Lee a beautiful arrangement of yellow poinsettias, a flower Min had loved. “Peggy nearly went bonkers. ‘They remind me of Min! Just get them out of my house!’ ”

Lee didn’t speak much of Min publicly until after her death in 1971. But from then on she attacked her stepmother with a vengeance, charging her with the beastliest of brutalities. Lee’s most damning recollections of Min begin, chronologically, right after the marriage. Washing dishes was one of Norma’s duties; she was so little she had to stand on a box to reach the sink. “If the water was not hot enough,” asserted Lee, “she would pour boiling water over my hands.” At the house, she said, she was held captive at the washboard, “scrubbing the shirt collars and cuffs with Fels Naptha Soap”—a lye-based laundry cleaner—“until my knuckles were bleeding.”

Min, she said, had once whipped her so hard on her back that she drew blood—just because the child had slipped in a puddle. Atrocities mounted: Min bashed Norma on the head with a frying pan, hit her in the face with a metal-ended razor strap, grabbed her hair and dragged her around by it. The stories took a high place in Lee’s personal mythology, and her stepmother became known to the singer’s fans as the all-oppressive pinnacle of evil in her life.

What was the truth? Betty Jungheim recalled working late into the night at Lee’s home with Marion (now known as Marianne), her sister’s occasional girl Friday. The two women spoke of Lee’s obsession with Min. “Peggy went on and on about how horrible Min was,” said Jungheim. “Marianne said, ‘You know what’s funny? I was there and I don’t remember any of this!’ ” Dona Harsh, who was close to both Marianne and Della, couldn’t remember either sister saying a bad word about Min. “But Peggy exaggerated everything,” said Dona.

Certainly Min was no stranger to corporal punishment, then the norm in childrearing. According to Janice Wiese Duffy, Min had been raised with it, and practiced it toward her own son. Lynn Ringuette recalled hearing about Min punishing his mother Marianne for some indiscretion by whacking her on the back with the dull edge of a knife.

It took Artis Conitz to give the most authoritative word on the matter. Norma was eight when she met Artis, and they were inseparable for the next six years—the prime time of the alleged violence. “Min never abused Norma physically,” she insisted. “I think if Min had beat Norma like she implied, her father would have killed her. He loved that girl to death.” The children used to skinny-dip together in a creek that ran through the Conitzs’ pasture. “I saw a lot of her body,” explained Artis. “I never saw her with a black and blue mark or a scar or a scratch or a Band-Aid.” Still, she said, “Min did everything she could to make Norma’s life miserable. For some reason she hated Norma with a passion. It was obvious to everybody.” One of Min’s key weapons was to ignore the child, which had an effect as painful as any beating. “Min made her feel unnecessary,” said Artis. “Invisible.”

Lee recounted her version of Min’s abuse in such searing terms that one wondered if she actually believed it were true. Paul Pines, a jazz-club owner, psychologist, and poet, was fascinated by Peggy Lee, and he had his own theories. “I think that one has to make a distinction between the literal truth and the psychological truth. The story she told was the reality of how she felt about her experiences. One of the things that children often suffer from is not being seen. They feel like they exist in a landscape where they are lost, where nobody knows them. If they translate the emotional beating into literal, physical terms, their experience can be rendered the way they felt it. It’s a cry for attention.”

But as Lee’s assistant in the nineties, Robert Strom, observed: “There are two sides to every story. It’s clear that whatever Min did had this lifelong, unforgettable impact on Peggy.” The furor of their clash nurtured Lee’s fighting spirit. All the while, she clung to her sense of abandonment and rejection and carried it into nearly all her relationships. As a girl, Norma learned about emotional abuse from Min; as Peggy Lee, she often wielded it against her loved ones.

And against her stepmother. Norma detected Min’s weak spots, which gave the child the ammunition she wanted. She brought up Selma whenever possible, while stressing the fact that she was her father’s favorite. The emotional war escalated. Lee told of a time when Min found her in the attic, looking through old family photos in hopes of seeing her mother. Min, she claimed, retaliated by burning all the pictures. The older woman also ridiculed Norma’s hands, which were oversize. The child felt terribly self-conscious and kept trying to hide them. Later, as Norma began to show an interest in singing, Min belittled that, too.

The businesslike German couldn’t help but resent daydreaming Norma. Instead of working, the child talked to a fictional playmate named Green Cida, and pretended to feed imaginary chickens. She identified with lost souls, such as the hobos that passed through town. Some of them traveled for free by climbing on top of railroad cars. When a wanderer crossed her path, the child would say hello, then invite him home for a meal. Inevitably Min and Marvin found out and put an end to Norma’s hospitality. She would have preferred the company of her father, but the more he drank, the more distant he seemed. Maybe because she saw him as another of Min’s victims, she forgave him everything. “He was a dear man, but very private,” she explained later. “I don’t think I ever knew him very well.” Still, she recalled him romantically: “He had light-brown hair, which never turned gray; he had beautiful gray eyes and a beautiful smile.” His touch, she said, was magic. “If I had a toothache he’d put his hand on my face and the ache would go away.” He sometimes stayed downstairs at the depot until past midnight, drunk and singing songs to the train tracks. When he finally came home, Marvin found Norma sound asleep at the dining room table, where she had waited up for him.

Through it all, Norma was an excellent student. In school, she said, “I could get away from Min, so I studied hard and got good marks.” When class let out, she went to the Jamestown depot, where her father gave her small tasks. She preferred to playact the role of mistress of the depot. She waited excitedly for the train to pull in, and when her father let her run aboard, she pretended that the passenger coach was a restaurant car and she was in charge. Norma ran down the aisle, waited on imaginary people, then yelled the orders at a nonexistent chef.

Her search for her mother continued. She recalled standing under a tree and talking to God, asking him where Selma was. No answer came, but the one-sided conversations eased her longing. Later, when she heard about a Bible school in nearby Nortonville, Marvin let her ride the train a number of times to attend. Maybe she would find her mother there, she thought. She recalled sitting on the floor and piecing together what she later called the first lyric she ever wrote; it began, “Mama’s gone to dreamland on a train.”

Music may have struck her as a way to bond with Selma, who had loved to play the piano. Talent began to appear in Norma around the age of six. Her first-grade class had a percussion band, and a teacher held a rhythm class. In a 1993 interview with the record producers Ken Bloom and Bill Rudman, Peggy Lee remembered twenty children clapping in an effort to keep time. “There were only two of us that could do it. I thought, how strange that is. I wonder why they don’t know how much to measure between their hands so it’ll come out even. Obviously that’s something that comes with the genes.”

With onstage microphones rare at that time, singers often performed with their mouths pressed to megaphones and bellowed with all their might. Recordings were made “acoustically” then; artists poured hefty volume into a big horn, which channeled the sound through a needle and cut sound waves into a spinning wax disc. Seventy-eight-rpm records were pricey, as were machines to play them on. But the Egstroms had somehow found the means to acquire a luxury item, an Edison Victrola with a huge metal horn for a speaker. What blared out sounded tinny and hissy, but the invention seemed miraculous. The record that Peggy Lee remembered best was “When the Red, Red Robin Comes Bob, Bob, Bobbin’ Along,” a chirpy number-one hit from 1926. The song promised brighter days, and little Norma could sing all the words.

It was a huge hit for superstar Al Jolson, a Russian Jew whose nasal bray could almost shatter glass. But Norma preferred the happy robin’s tale in a competing hit version by “Whispering” Jack Smith, a star vaudevillian. Smith had an unusual style for the time; he spoke-sang breathily, as though whispering secrets. Smith hit his peak in the mid-1920s, near the dawn of “electrical” recording, which employed a microphone. That revolutionary breakthrough enabled singers to tone it down. The mike could pick up gentler vocal contours and nuances, paving the way for an age of subtler, more refined popular singing. Smith’s style was an accident; as a World War I soldier he had inhaled poison gas, which destroyed his old lung power. His amiable plea to “Wake up, wake up, you sleepyhead/Get up, get up, get out of bed” sounded much sweeter to Norma Egstrom than Min’s impatient bark. Having come from a stoic Scandinavian tradition, where lids were kept on emotions of all kinds, Norma connected instantly with soft voices that expressed strong feelings.

Her talent continued to reveal itself in small ways. Jamestown was full of accents, German and Russian as well as Scandinavian. She could mimic them with ease. But the sound that captivated her most was the blowing of the train whistle. In 1942, she told the New York Post about how “the sad whistle of the engines at a crossing” was the first music she had ever heard.

Trains inspired a lot of songs, few of them happy. Their waaAAAHHH, waaAAAHHHs carried for miles throughout the empty prairie. That sound signaled the loneliness of the itinerant life, with pained good-byes at stations; it could echo like a wail in the night or a scream for help. “A freight train whistle taught me how to cry,” went “Freight Train Blues,” which Bob Dylan recorded on his first album.

There were all sorts of whistles. Those on steam locomotives were sounded by a pull cord, which the train operator could manipulate to vary the pitch and duration, as though he were singing. He could create a bluesy slur, the kind heard in the singing of Bessie Smith and other blues pioneers. Some trains had several whistles, and clever operators could play chords or make choral sounds.

Norma absorbed the vibratoless tone of the train whistle; once she became Peggy Lee, she used it in her singing. “When she wanted me to play bluesy she’d say, ‘trains,’ ” said Steve Blum, her guitarist in the late sixties.

But Norma’s attraction to the dark side went far deeper than that. Ever since her mother’s mysterious demise, she was obsessed with what lay beyond. According to one grisly recollection, she and her Jamestown pal Everold “Ebbie” Jordan were out picking beans on a summer day. Wandering through a field, the two children spotted a snazzy Model A Ford parked off the road amid tall grass. They recognized it as the car of Fred Bitz, a man from the neighborhood. Moving closer, they peeked inside. There sat Fred at the wheel, maggots crawling all over him, his head slumped over amid a cloud of flies. Apparently he had sealed himself inside and left the engine running until the exhaust fumes suffocated him.

Death seemed to be everywhere. She and Ebbie went to the wake of an acquaintance who had accidentally shot himself in the face. The two children stared down into the man’s open casket. “You could see all the black marks,” she recalled. Ebbie himself was still a child when he met a fate almost as grisly: the horse he was riding stepped into a gopher hole and fell, crushing him to death. When her dog, Rex, was mauled by a neighbor’s pack of hounds, Norma carried the dying animal up to her bedroom, then buried him beneath the railway bridge. She added spookier details in a story she jotted down for William Luce, the playwright enlisted to write the script for her 1983 Broadway show Peg. Wrote Lee of Jamestown: “Hank Schmidt—town drunk—wife killed herself. Came to get me and showed me how it happened—5:00 AM. Town thought he killed her.” So much early exposure to dying made her feel she had a direct rapport with the afterlife.

But other brutal realities faced the Egstroms. In 1928, the general manager of the Midland Continental uncovered an embezzlement scheme among a few employees; Marvin was counted among the guilty.

It was a grievous charge, but Marvin’s employer chose not to let him go. Instead, he transferred Marvin about twenty-six miles south to the depot in Nortonville, the least important stop on the Midland. A town of one hundred inhabitants, Nortonville was so minor that a mention of it could bring a smirk to anyone living in Jamestown or Bismarck. It was just a few blocks long—so small that the streets had no names, and the fifteen or so houses lacked numbers. There were dirt roads, three tall grain elevators, a lumberyard, a schoolhouse, a hotel where almost no one stayed, and—significant in that tiny but arduous town—two churches and two bars. Marvin became a regular in both saloons—no surprise, for apart from the blow to his ego, the demotion had brought a drop in salary from $175 to $100 a month.

The Egstroms would live upstairs from the depot, which was decorated in drab Midland style, orange-yellow with green trim. The apartment had no phone, indoor plumbing, or electricity; kerosene lamps and candles provided light. Min worked as a train dispatcher at the same depot. Marion and Milford had left home, but Clair, Norma, and Edwin remained; Min enrolled them in the little Nortonville School.

Norma got attention. “I envied her,” said Pearl Hickey, a local farmer’s daughter. “I always thought she was so pretty. I was a shy little gal from the country. Coming from Jamestown, she was a city gal.” Another classmate, Mattie Foy, recalled Norma as “just a new girl that we all came to like. She took part in everything that was held in our little Nortonville Town Hall. They used to have roller-skating and dances and movies and community plays. Her father was always in them, because he was quite an actor.”

It was in Nortonville that Norma met her best friend, Artis Conitz, one of eight children born to a farmer and his wife. The Conitz home became her refuge, and she stayed overnight with the family whenever possible. Norma saw Artis’s mother as a beacon of kindness, her house as a peaceful place without anger. Mrs. Conitz ended up making most of Norma’s clothes, a task Min had no time to do. The children amused themselves by hiking in pastures, bending down to pluck wildflowers, and cutting out paper dolls and pictures from catalogs.

On October 29, 1929, the stock market crashed, plunging America into the Great Depression. But survival in North Dakota had already been pared down to bare-bones essentials; cows still produced milk, chickens kept laying eggs, the land yielded its harvest, the train rolled on no matter what. As the Jamestown professor Katherine Stevenson observed in 2010: “When you’re already dirt-poor, how do you know what the Depression is?”

Having been branded a crook in Jamestown, Marvin now held the mantle of Nortonville town treasurer. His First Lady was seen as an upstanding community leader who could “be as sweet as apple pie,” according to Artis. Min hosted meetings for the local ladies’ club; the Edgeley Mail was rife with reports of her “delicious lunches” and of a stream of visiting houseguests given shelter by the Egstroms. But in the mornings there was work to do; all had to pitch in. And every day, Norma and Min crossed swords over it. When Min roused her brusquely at dawn to do her chores, the child seethed. “Min was strict, and very critical,” said Artis. “Norma would have to wash the kitchen floor. Min would make her do it again. She would keep Norma at home working in the morning, trying to make her late for school, so she’d get in trouble.” The principal found out and took sympathy on her. From upstairs in the schoolhouse, he could see the Egstrom home. He waited until she came out the door before he started ringing the bell.

Norma never showed she was upset. “I think she was very, very strong-willed, and probably pugnacious and argumentative,” reflected William Luce. The girl began to purposely come home late from school, breaking a cardinal rule of Min’s. “She knew she wouldn’t get spanked because her dad wouldn’t allow it,” said Artis. “All Min could do was make her wash more dishes or whatever, work harder, longer.” Pearl Hickey saw Norma’s revenge: “She and Clair would tease Min and pick at her. Then Min would get mad and hit ’em.”

On Sunday morning, January 5, 1930, Norma watched in glee as fate dealt Min a nasty blow. The young girl and her father had gone to church. In the middle of the service, someone made a chilling announcement: the train depot was on fire. Mattie got in the car with the Egstroms; everyone else rushed over on foot.

Approaching the depot, they saw smoke billowing out of the upstairs windows. A crowd had gathered. Moving closer, Norma, Marvin, and Mattie spotted Min on the ground, sprawled out and moaning in pain. Only minutes before, Min had lit the gas range to start dinner. Then she went downstairs into the barn. She heard an explosion—a sound she knew too well. Min grabbed a bucket and ran to the cistern pump. “She was gonna get some water and take it back up there, thinking she could do something for the fire, but she couldn’t, of course,” said Mattie. “It was winter, and there was a lot of ice.” Min slipped, and her weight took her down so hard she broke her leg.

By the time a fire crew came, the depot was almost completely razed. Min was brought to the doctor in nearby Edgeley, whose newspaper wrote sympathetically of her plight: “Her many friends hope to hear that she will soon be back with them again.” A kindly local family took the Egstroms in until they found a home on the east end of town; the Midland hauled a small freight house to serve as temporary depot.

Min’s accident gave Norma wicked satisfaction long after she had turned into Peggy Lee; in 1983 the singer included it in “One Beating a Day,” a comedy song about her stepmother’s evilness. For now, though, Norma was uprooted yet again, and the atmosphere inside their new home was almost as cold as the weather. She and Artis kept their distance from Edwin—the child whom Min naturally favored—and he from them. More than ever, Marvin found his solace in the bottle. Prohibition was on, and he brewed bootleg beer in the basement; after work he stopped at one of the local bars to keep imbibing. Spirits brightened, he would shuffle home, and the entertainment began. “He could tap-dance like nobody you ever saw in your life,” said Artis. “He only did it when he’d had too much to drink.” Marvin loved to sing an Irish jig about McGinty, whose wife Mary Ann took him out for a grand night of burlesque. Marvin belted out the song’s big finish: “He said, ‘Mary dear / Why did you bring me here? / I can never love you, you know / The way I used to . . .”

Sadness in music touched Norma deeply, and it baffled Marvin to see tears falling from her eyes. “That’s a funny song, honey!”

“No, it isn’t,” she said, sobbing. “He doesn’t love her anymore.”

Norma escaped whenever she could. In the summer she and her siblings did local jobs to help support the family. One year, barefoot and clad in overalls, she went to work for a poor mother with a single infant, handling farm duties for two dollars a week. Joined by Artis, Norma traveled to a farm outside Jamestown to visit their friend Ruby Savage. Ruby suffered from a severely infected knee that had left her bedridden, but Norma diligently coaxed her onto her feet and even got her up onto a horse. To Ruby’s sister, Rose, Norma worked magic; she “made her walk.”

As far as Artis could tell, music was just a hobby to Norma. The girls sang together in church, or while walking along dirt roads. “She didn’t sing any better than I did,” claimed Artis. “And I wasn’t talented.” But other friends saw a budding songbird in their midst. “She used to sing a lot,” said Pearl Hickey. “When we’d have a high-school play and they needed a singer in it, they’d let her sing with us even though she was a grade behind. We didn’t mind, because she had a pretty voice.” In her bedroom, she sketched out song lyrics, but didn’t dare show them to anyone. Norma yearned to take piano lessons, but the rigidly practical Min dismissed that as nonsense. Still, the teacher let Norma occasionally sit in on other students’ lessons. Just by listening and watching, then by practicing at whatever piano was available, she learned to play in a rudimentary way.

For most of her friends, and certainly for the grown-ups in town, little existed outside their daily small-town grind. But Norma was getting a sense of the world outside. Movies entranced her, as they did all of America. The Nortonville Town Hall had occasional screenings, but the closest theater was in Edgeley, and on the rare occasions when Norma managed to go, she was dazzled. To small-town girls like her and her friends, films showed them women who looked and acted nothing like the ladies of North Dakota. Even back in Jamestown, show business had excited her. A top celluloid sweetheart gave Norma her first Hollywood thrill. “This man came to Jamestown with Janet Gaynor’s bra. He had worked in some Hollywood studio. He put it in a window on Main Street, and we all filed by to look at it. I was so impressed. I wanted desperately to be a part of show business.”

Norma took special notice of Clara Bow, the silent-screen superstar known as the “It Girl.” Born in poverty to an abusive and mentally unstable mother in Brooklyn, Bow had bucked the odds to become Hollywood’s number-one box-office draw. A defiantly liberated flapper with a mop of short curly hair and a saucy glance, she exemplified the scandalously freewheeling sexuality of the Roaring Twenties. “They yell at me to be dignified,” said Bow. “But what are the dignified people like? They are snobs, frightful snobs.” Having the nerve to be herself, she said, made her a “big freak” in their eyes.

Bow was everything that Norma longed to be. With her broad shoulders, thin eyes and lips, and extremely pale skin, the child hardly looked like a budding glamour queen. But she had started to learn how women could get attention. Starting around age twelve, said Artis, “there wasn’t a shy bone in her body. She made you recognize her. Whenever we went anywhere, she loved to be the one whom everybody looked at. She loved to tell stories and to exaggerate, and she told them so convincingly that people believed her. I wonder if she didn’t believe them herself half the time.”

In 1932, Norma began traveling every Saturday to Jamestown to begin the two-year process of classes that prepared children for confirmation. She and twenty-five other pubescent youths sat in St. John’s Lutheran Church and listened to Reverend W. W. A. Keller expound solemnly upon the Bible and Christian behavioral ideals. Russell Krueger, a farm boy from nearby Eldredge, never forgot Norma Egstrom: “She was a big gal for her age, and she was loud. Quite a talker. Before class started, you knew she was around.” The other girls wore plain floral dresses and flat, austere hairstyles; Norma teased hers out into a modest facsimile of Clara Bow’s. As Reverend Keller spoke, Norma sat in her pew sketching movielike femmes fatales. Her flappers had furs, blond Marcel waves, bright lipstick, and brassy names—Trixie, Babe, Bumps. Meanwhile, popular song continued to seduce her. When Keller was out of earshot, another girl stood watch while Norma committed the sinful act of playing current tunes on the church organ. Dreams of fame began to fill her head. “I remember standing at the cistern pump,” she said, “and looking out across the wastes of North Dakota . . . and thinking, One day I’ll get out of here. And I’ll come back in a big car with presents for everybody. I’ll drive down Main Street, passing out gifts. When people thank me I’ll say, ‘Oh, it’s nothin’, it’s nothin’.’ ”
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Confirmation day at St. John’s Lutheran Church in Jamestown, 1934. Norma Egstrom sits third from right in the front row; others include the Reverend W. W. A. Keller (front row, center), Elga Woodell (front row, far right), and Russell Krueger (middle row, third from left). (COURTESY OF KATE STEVENSON)





A serious illness yanked her down to earth. In September 1932, the twelve-year-old’s appendix burst, and peritonitis set in. Her brother Clair drove her to the nearest hospital, above a bank in Edgeley. Norma was carried up a long, steep flight of stairs and laid on a table. A nurse anesthetized her with ether. The surgery was risky, but it worked. On October 13, during the two-week recovery time, a report in the Edgeley Mail suggested that Min wasn’t as uncaring as Peggy Lee would claim: “Mrs. M. O. Egstrom and son Ed visited at the Edgeley hospital Sunday.”

But in years to come, that appendectomy formed the basis of Lee’s favorite tale about Min’s viciousness. Before she was hospitalized, said Lee, Min had coldly ignored her fever, nausea, and vomiting. After her appendix had burst, she was doubled over in pain, but Min tried to hold her captive at home. “I’m quite sure she hoped I would not pull through,” declared Lee in her memoir. Clair, she wrote, had to threaten Min with a shotgun in order to get her to let him drive the child to the hospital.

Her recuperation time spawned another morbid childhood memory: “Each day I would walk to the window and stare at an enormous tumor they had removed from some woman. They had placed it in a pan and put it out on the roof of the annex building. It started out as large as a small watermelon, and the last time I saw it, it was like a small cantaloupe.” How she could have recognized a tumor was mysterious, but the horror had just begun. Immediately upon her return home, she said, Min ordered her to scrub the floor. As she crawled on her hands and knees, brush in hand, Min supposedly began kicking her so savagely that her stitches broke. According to one of Lee’s accounts, she ran for bandages to close the wound; another version has her rushing to her father for help. Then Min beat him up, after which he fell to the floor and broke a rib. The child ran out of the house into a blizzard, as did her father. Min followed them, waving a fireplace poker.

Back home, a traumatized Norma came close to poisoning herself by drinking Lysol. “You may well ask, ‘Where was your Daddy?’ Well, he was probably out trying to drown his sorrows, and, besides, I tried to hide everything from him. He was troubled enough on his own.” Apparently he was also powerless to prevent Min from hiring her and Clair out as day laborers—another of Lee’s claims. Their nephew Lee Ringuette doubted it: “Clair never said that, and he would have.” Lee’s story grew. From dawn to sundown, she worked for a threshing rig, shocking grain, driving the water wagon, and cooking for the crew. Years later, neither Artis nor other friends of Norma’s could recall any such thing.

Over time, Lee strung those episodes into a Cinderella-like fable. It starred the idealized mother snatched away by the Grim Reaper and the wicked stepmother who forces the daughter into domestic enslavement. The girl tolerates the abuse, afraid to tell her father. Each night she retires in fear to her cold room, crying for her mother.

Rage, pain, and victimization were the themes, all inspired by Min. “I often thought that if there had been no Min, maybe there would have been no Peggy Lee,” said Paul Horner, her composing partner of the 1980s. Added Horner, “Peggy never got past being four years old.”
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Chapter Two
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AFTER SIX YEARS in the bleakness of Nortonville, Marvin Egstrom got a slight reprieve. In the summer of 1934, the Midland Continental transferred him to the last stop on the line, Wimbledon, population three hundred. The town had abundant trees and a pretty park, but Edith Lockett, daughter of the local druggist, recalled it as “just plain.” The Egstroms set up house on the second floor of the depot, a drab wooden box.

At least they had a furnace, plumbing, and electricity, new additions to all depots. And for a few weeks Marvin could revel in his freedom from Min, who had stayed in Nortonville to close up the house. She too seemed to enjoy the single life; the Edgeley Mail reported her adventures as the town’s social doyenne, along with her shopping trips and vacations in bigger cities, away from Marvin. “Daddy took advantage of that,” claimed Peggy Lee in her memoir, leaving the implication clear.

By now all of Norma’s siblings had gone; at last she had her father to herself. But his drinking continued, and with Prohibition now repealed, Marvin could drink at the neighborhood bar until past midnight. In bed, Norma would hear him dragging himself up the creaky wooden stairs, almost too drunk to walk.

She busied herself with high school, which she began on September 10. Fellow student Ginny Lulay spied Norma for the first time as she walked near the two-story, red-brick schoolhouse. She wore a drab skirt and a sweater that accentuated her broad shoulders. To Connie Emerson, who met her later in Valley City, she looked nothing like the glamorous songstress to come: “She wasn’t a real blonde; she was kind of a dishwater blonde. And she was stocky.” Still, recalled Ginny, “there was something exciting about her. Us girls stood there gawking. We thought, ‘Who’s the new girl?’ ”

Under their scrutiny in an unfamiliar town, she lost the bravado she had developed in Nortonville. After that first sighting, Edith and a couple of her friends passed Norma on their way to choir practice. They asked if she wanted to come. “Oh, I can’t sing,” she told Edith despondently.

During Norma’s second week of school, Marvin, who was sixty, took ill. Back he went to Nortonville and Min’s care. In years to come, local legend—fueled by Lee’s claims—held that the young girl valiantly ran the depot in his absence. But the story seems like one more figment of her imagination. The Wimbledon News reported that E. E. Kelleran, Marvin’s predecessor, was “back on the job at the depot at this time”; what’s more, if it had so incensed Norma to have to rise at six to do mundane household chores, it seems unlikely that she would have awakened even earlier to work harder at a train station.

Worried as she was about her father, she thrived without him. Her schoolmates had nicknamed her Eggy, and now, feeling less self-conscious, she made her first attempt at public singing. At a PTA meeting that October, she and three other schoolgirls “sang two numbers which were enjoyed very much by everyone present,” wrote the Wimbledon News. The “something exciting” about her was starting to flower. “She could write stories, she could write poetry; she was very talented,” said Edith Lockett. As a child in Jamestown, she had seemed as straitlaced as any of her elders; school principal Ella Fetcher had proudly jotted down little Norma’s statement that people who “say bad words” would wind up “where they have to shovel ashes.” Now she was an adolescent of fourteen, and the Wimbledon News printed her saucy exchange with a pal:

JEANNE: I know that fellow awfully well, in fact we’ve broken bread together.

NORMA: Well, I know him even better than that. We’ve broken davenports together.

Forbidden things attracted her, be they the sexual charms of boys or, increasingly, the Negro race. There in Wimbledon, as in all of North Dakota, a black person was a rare sight. Virtually the only ones in view were porters, dressed in livery and treated like servants. The show-business custom of blackface thrived in North Dakota. A few years earlier, Marvin had joined the all-white Nortonville Dramatic Club. In a play called Two Days to Marry, he played Simon P. Chase—“as black as his race,” quipped the wag who wrote the program notes. (Another character, Emily Jane Pink, was listed as “blacker than ink.”) Added the Edgeley Mail’s reviewer: “A little darkey boy and girl furnished music between acts.” Norma joined in on the fun. Pearl Hickey, her Nortonville classmate, recalled a “musical contest” in Edgeley, where father and daughter “dressed as minstrels and blackened their faces, and they sang Negro spirituals.”

Norma meant no disrespect. To her, blacks were special; perhaps she identified with them as fellow maligned outcasts.

Soon they would alter her world dramatically, via an innovation that was opening up American households to worlds unimagined. Marvin, who had returned to Wimbledon on New Year’s Day 1935, celebrated by buying a luxury item: a handsome floor-model radio produced by Atwater Kent, the most popular brand in America. He had splurged on a top-of-the-line model, priced at $165—a handsome piece of polished-wood furniture with lacy woodworking and five knobs.

Careful twisting of the one on the top right made clouds of static part, revealing crystal-clear voices. They gave national and local news in comforting tones; they sang Verdi and Puccini at the Metropolitan Opera in New York. By day, radio kept housewives company with soap operas like Ma Perkins and The Romance of Helen Trent. At night, it made families laugh with the antics of Fibber McGee and Molly, a cornpone couple surviving creatively amid the Depression; or chilled the blood with The Witch’s Tale, hosted by the cackling “Old Nancy, witch of Salem, and Satan, her wise black cat.”

Parents and children sat in semicircles around the magical talking box. Radio was the theater of the mind, and it conjured scenes more vivid than anything Hollywood could dream up. In his book Raised on Radio, Gerald Nachman recalled the impact the medium had on him in the forties: “Radio made me want to see the places I kept hearing about each night, sparking a wanderlust the way a passing train and paddle-wheeler might have for a boy a century before.”

More and more families were finding the money to acquire these costly devices, the popularity of which signaled the start of financial recovery in America. In 1935, President Franklin D. Roosevelt launched the W.P.A. (Works Project Administration), the latest phase of his New Deal program to combat the Depression. It provided construction jobs for millions of the unemployed. To buy a radio after years of monetary fear was to see a way out of the dark.

For Norma Egstrom, radio had one overwhelming asset. It was the key accelerant of the swing era, which was unfolding just as her father bought that Atwater Kent. Clarinetist Benny Goodman, the bookish son of Russian-Jewish immigrants, had burst on the scene with his big band, which made swing a household word. Played by groups of twelve to eighteen men, it had a kinetic, syncopated swagger that made toes tap and shoulders sway.

To Depression-weary Americans, swing was the rallying cry to get the lead out of their shoes and start dancing. The New York Times called it “more than a form of music-making; it is a social phenomenon.” Swing brought the white mainstream face-to-face with black musical culture, primarily the blues, which was its foundation. And it brought Norma Egstrom an epiphany. Dialing the tuner late at night, she happened upon WX9BY, an experimental station. She heard a broadcast from the Reno Club, a hangout for black jazz fans in Kansas City. Until now, Norma had only heard music made by whites—solemn hymns sung in her Lutheran church or her mother’s prim piano playing. Nothing in her young life had prepared her for the hot sounds of the Reno Club’s resident nine-piece, all-black swing band, led by Bill (soon to be known as Count) Basie, a young pianist from Red Bank, New Jersey.

He and his bandmates had swing in their souls. Someone would play a riff (a short repeated phrase), and the others would follow. In this freewheeling fashion, the Basie band created its theme, “One O’Clock Jump.” Within that rollicking twelve-bar blues was a low-down, midnight feel. “We kept late hours,” said Basie. “The hours when the spooks came out.”

His music worked on Norma like a drug. The rhythm conjured up her exhilaration when a train sped by; the bluesy wail evoked the train whistles she’d heard all her life. Basie’s piano defined the minimalism for which Peggy Lee would become famous. His gently touched, perfectly placed notes were all the band needed to set it swinging. Tenor saxophonist Lester Young’s silky playing was light, lyrical, and full of feeling, qualities that Lee’s singing would share. Later to join that orchestra was the first swing guitarist she had ever heard, Freddie Green, whose quarter-note, strumming technique swung hard. Green triggered her lifelong infatuation with the guitar and the men who played it.

Basie’s men had lived the hard-knock life, and it came through in their playing—a connection to hurt and struggle that would later be termed “soul.” But their prevailing spirit was joy—even if the band worked in a joint that, in sax man Buster Smith’s words, was “nothin’ but a hole in the wall.” Call girls lingered in the stairwell, pimps and thugs at the bar; cigarette smoke permeated a room that felt “hot as hell,” according to trumpeter Buck Clayton. Black patrons were confined to the balcony and a small space behind the bandstand.

The Reno Club altered jazz history nonetheless. One of its broadcasts reached John Hammond, a wealthy white producer who would play a crucial part in launching many of the music’s greats, including Billie Holiday. Hammond heard the Basie band on his car radio as he passed through Chicago. He took Basie under his wing and set him on the road to stardom.

Norma liked the gruff, nasal blues shouting of Basie vocalist Jimmy Rushing, but she didn’t try to imitate it. She related much better to a white singer who was bridging the gap between white and black music, while conquering Hollywood and selling millions of records. In 1935, Norma saw Mississippi, a movie musical set down South. It starred Bing Crosby, a superstar crooner whose voice caressed the ears of the scuffling masses. A discovery of the so-called King of Jazz, bandleader Paul Whiteman, Crosby was revolutionizing popular singing by turning it from declaiming into confiding.

His art lay in his ease. Crosby’s rise coincided with the emergence of the microphone; before him, a singer’s key aim was to be heard. In vaudeville or on Broadway, performers had to belt loudly enough to reach the last row of the balcony. This left little room for nuance; bluster was the trademark of most popular singers then, including two giants, Al Jolson and Sophie Tucker. Pop singing still bore the trappings of operetta and European art song, which employed formal diction, strict adherence to the written note, a “produced” sound, and artily rolled r’s.

Now, with the microphone, singers didn’t have to shout; they had a tool capable of hearing and amplifying a sigh. A world of interpretive possibilities opened up for vocalists, many of whom were touched by black music, which was invading almost every corner of show business. The star black singers of Crosby’s youth, notably Louis Armstrong, Ethel Waters, and the “Empress of the Blues,” Bessie Smith, freed pop of its musty formality and brought it to sassy, syncopated life. Waters and Smith pounced on sexual innuendos with glee; trumpeter Armstrong colored his singing with the same growls, slurs, and freewheeling swing phrasing that poured out of his horn.

Their white vocal peers—Mildred Bailey, Connee Boswell, Lee Wiley, and most of all Crosby—learned much from them, just as they did from the white jazz innovators of the day, including honey-toned cornetist Bix Beiderbecke and the “Father of Jazz Trombone,” Texas-born Jack Teagarden, who played with a bluesy swagger. Crosby distilled all these influences into a style that had a laid-back flavor of jazz. His buoyant rhythm made his singing sound off-the-cuff and light as air. He sang words as though he were speaking them. “When I’m asked to describe what I do, I say, ‘I’m not a singer; I’m a phraser,’ ” he explained. “That means that I don’t think of a song in terms of notes; I try to think of what it purports to say lyrically. That way it sounds more natural, and anything natural is more listenable.”

Even in his thirties, Crosby had a paternal air; and Norma, who clung to father figures, was hooked. “I literally saved pennies to go to see his movies,” she explained. “Tears rolled down my cheeks if the leading lady didn’t treat him right.” A hymn to lost love that he sang in Mississippi, “Down by the River,” haunted her: “Once we walked alone, down by the river/All the world our own . . .” His intimate delivery profoundly inspired her sense of how a song should be sung.

Until then, singing for Norma had been an amusement. Now it became her reason for being. The fifteen-year-old saw it as her ticket out of North Dakota, and perhaps as a way to show Min—who had long since moved into the Wimbledon depot—that she wasn’t invisible. “She just went hog wild to make a name for herself,” said Artis Conitz. “She would have done anything to become famous.”

Thus began the fierce drive that would spur her for the rest of her life. Norma was obsessed with swing; she heard it in the rhythmic chugging of trains as they pulled out of the station and in the gentle trot of the horse that carried a young suitor to her home. She couldn’t get enough of the jazz of the day. Norma and a high-school classmate, Lillian Wehler, would “lie on the floor by the radio and listen to music,” said Wehler. “She was singing then. She was very good. And very ambitious.”

Even when she wasn’t singing, she craved attention. In September of 1935, at the start of her junior year, Norma was voted class president. She began writing lofty editorials for the school paper; in one of them, she piped out a rallying call to her own generation, heralding the news that “someday the torch of democracy will be ours to bear.” But Norma had her eye on the stage. Two months later, in Valley City, the Kiwanis Club held its seventh annual one-act play contest. Wimbledon Public School entered with At the Stroke of Twelve, a “mystery comedy” about a young couple haunted by a ghost. Norma wasted no time in auditioning. The Wimbledon News soon reported that the key role of “Liza, colored girl servant” had gone to her. Her part would require her to don blackface, but that, of course, didn’t bother Norma.

At the Stroke of Twelve lost the competition. Undeterred, Norma joined a school committee that mounted further shows. That December she starred in The Little Clodhopper, a comedy about a poor girl who meets a tycoon from the big city and winds up an heiress.

It broke Norma’s heart to stare out at a nearly vacant auditorium, the result of a nasty storm. But the Wimbledon News gave Norma her first rave review. Lauding her as “our comical and talented Norma ‘Eggy’ Egstrom,” the paper reported that she had “very splendidly” played her part. In between acts, the six-girl Wimbledon High School Glee Club, featuring Norma, offered a musical interlude. Norma soloed on “Come, Sweet Morning,” a turn-of-the-century French ballad. The song itself didn’t matter; singing, to Norma, “was the only time I ever felt important. . . . I could get thoughts out of my system that I didn’t dare express.”

In the spring of 1936 she mostly felt sad, for her beloved father had moved away. The Midland Continental’s assistant president, who worked in Jamestown, had taken ill, then died; Marvin was sent there to fill in. Min took over as Wimbledon depot agent. Except for brief visits, Marvin never returned; semi-estrangement from Min suited him fine.

To Norma, he had always seemed an elusive father, emotionally unavailable and frequently too drunk to give her the attention she needed. Now he had left her alone with Min—one more painful desertion. But her ambition saw her through. Norma became editor-in-chief of the class newspaper, while speeding ahead on her quest for stardom. She was excited to learn of a statewide talent contest that took place every May in Grand Forks. Over a thousand students vied for honors in everything from sports to homemaking to music. Norma competed in the “low voice solo” category and lost. Quickly she set her sights on another competition, the May Festival, which happened annually in Fargo. This one focused on domestic skills, a subject that didn’t remotely interest her. But according to contestant Jeannette Loy, Norma plotted a trip to Fargo anyhow.

Once there, she went to a local dress shop and had herself fitted for a big, showy gown, the kind a singer would wear. Back in Wimbledon, Jeannette was asked to address the high-school student body about her experience. During her talk, she got her first sense of Norma’s hunger for attention. “She got up and said that I was waving at all the truck drivers. It was a big lie! Everybody laughed. I could have killed her. I guess that’s how she got where she did. I didn’t like her very much, but I admired her.”

September 7, 1936, found Norma back at Wimbledon High for the first day of senior year. After her recent disappointments, she tore into the semester more determined than ever to stand out. That November, Valley City again hosted the Kiwanis Club’s one-act play contest. Wimbledon’s entry, The Man Who Came Back, echoed Norma’s life; it told of a damsel pining for her absent father. But Norma didn’t play that role; once more she confirmed her affinity with the black race by darkening her face to portray “Mammy Jinnie, Negro servant.” The play won first place in the dramatic category, and Norma luxuriated in praise. “I remember the kids in high school telling me, ‘Norma, you’ll wind up in Hollywood,’ ” she said later. “In my secret heart, I knew it, too.” She started planning ahead. In Home Economics class, her classmates sewed shawls and aprons; Norma made herself a silk bra.

For now, she earned survival funds by waiting tables in Wimbledon. As usual, she had put herself in the right place. A customer informed her that Valley City had launched a radio station, KOVC, that was scouting for talent. Its programs formed a mosaic of North Dakota life: Livestock Market, Lutheran Seminary Quartet, Valley Radio’s Kiddie Revue. She made up her mind that one of the vacant slots would be hers.

Learning of her plan to audition, Min typically dismissed it as foolish, and forbade her to go. But at sixteen, Norma wasn’t so easily intimidated anymore, and the townspeople of Wimbledon were poised to help. A depot agent on the Soo Line arranged for her to hop a drive with the station’s resident singing duo, the Fehr Sisters. One Saturday, Norma and the Fehrs trekked twenty-five miles into Valley City, and pulled up near the Rudolf Hotel, which housed KOVC. The tiny street-level station was causing daily excitement; a glass exterior allowed pedestrians to peer into the control room at the people talking on the radio.

Inside the studio, KOVC pianist Belle May Ginsberg greeted a fleshy sixteen-year-old in hayseed clothes. Belle led her to the piano. This was Norma’s first professional audition, and whatever moxie she had shown in the past deserted her; she sang in a small, sweet, but quavering voice. Touched by her determination, Belle arranged for the girl to come back and sing for the station director.

To her astonishment, Norma won a Saturday-afternoon slot—3:45 to 4:00 PM. The pay was five dollars a show, plus a meal. Her show debuted on November 27, 1936. Norma sang four tunes, accompanied primly by Belle, and made some shy remarks. The Wimbledon News reported: “Miss Egstrom sang over KOVC for the first time and her program was enjoyed very much by her listeners. We are very proud of our home girl.”

The next Saturday, a Lutheran minister drove Norma to KOVC. Thereafter, she hitchhiked—“The truck drivers all knew her,” said Jeanette Loy—or rode the train. Once there, she stood in front of her microphone and sang proudly to the gaggle of townspeople who had gathered outside the glass partition, waving and smiling.

Back at school, word spread about Norma’s success. “All us kids were excited,” said Ginny Lulay. “We thought, ‘Wow, someone from Wimbledon is singing on the radio!’ ” In a place where girls’ ambitions seldom reached beyond marriage and home, Norma was a rarity. Previously her aspirations had seemed quaint, not like anything that might make her famous. Now, said Edith Lockett, “we thought, gee whiz, she’s really gonna do something.”

Norma maximized her big break. That New Year’s Eve, she served as featured singer at a dance thrown by the Eagles, a high-flown social club. Her performance betrayed her inexperience, starting with her cornpone appearance. After she had become Peggy Lee, the Valley City Times-Record recalled that early appearance: “Some of the girls snickered at her evening dress. Peggy had the voice, alright, but not the clothes to go with it, and her outfit was a honey. . . . It was black, with an artificial flower of some kind hanging on her back.”

Even if she couldn’t afford to dress like the sirens she saw onscreen, Norma still identified with them. She hoped her charms would melt Lyle “Doc” Haines, KOVC’s star bandleader, whose “orchestra” consisted of him and six of his fellow college boys. Each weekend they hauled their instruments in a trailer and played barn dances and social functions to earn tuition money.

“To Doc Haines and his buddies,” wrote a reporter, Norma “was just a cute little girl with precocious vocal chords, and they treated her like a baby sister.” But Norma had other ideas. Photos of Haines reveal a pleasant-looking young man with spectacles and a shock of wavy hair. But Norma looked at him as though he were Clark Gable or Cary Grant. To her Haines was “dark and handsome”; even his glasses looked sexy to her. As a college man, he had the mature authority she liked, but it was his musicianship that made him irresistible. Haines became her first in a lifetime of crushes on jazzmen; for Norma, they possessed a magical connection to a higher force, the same one she had sensed in her piano-playing mother.

Haines offered her fifty cents a night to sing with his band. She jumped at the chance. The school superintendent at Wimbledon, Ivar Knapp, came to her aid. Norma had maintained a near-perfect attendance record and high marks, and Knapp told her that if she completed all her homework by Friday morning, she could go straight to Valley City to sing with Haines.

Those stints on the road testified to how desperately she longed to sing. Norma and the band sat stuffed in a freezing truck, trailer dragging behind as they plodded through treacherous snowstorms. None of the dance halls and recreation rooms they played had microphones. Norma tried in vain to sing over the band, but her voice was too soft to battle a brass section. Finally she took a cue from Rudy Vallee, a crooning idol of the day, and used a megaphone. Singing such close-dancing ballads as “Moonglow,” Norma was supposed to appear starry-eyed and winsome. Instead she trembled visibly. A musician saw how scared she was and offered her a cigarette, explaining that it would calm her down. She never forgot her first drag; as promised, it eased her stage fright. “I was so busy coughing that I guess I forgot to be nervous,” she said. With that, the singer began a thirty-five-year smoking habit of such intensity that it nearly killed her.

Jittery and green as she was, Norma performed nicely. Doc tagged her his “little blues singer”—proof of how she could make listeners feel when she sang a sad song.

Winter turned to spring, and she counted the days before each of those weekend trips. Though not quite seventeen, she was already a local celebrity, and Min seemed determined to put her in her place. Ginny Lulay recalled Norma’s downtrodden greeting as she arrived at Wimbledon High: “I had to scrub the floor before I got here!”

Whether or not Haines called her, she vowed to spend as much time away from home as possible. Each weekend she hung around KOVC, hoping to score extra airtime by subbing for absentee guests on other programs. Norma caught the eye of Connie Emerson, a seven-year-old Valley City girl who sang “On the Good Ship Lollipop” and other age-appropriate tunes on a kiddie show. Even at that age, Connie saw that Norma was “extremely determined.” Connie’s dad, a jeweler, served on the Junior Chamber of Commerce, and he roamed the state, seeking out cultural events to bring to Valley City. In various dance halls, he and his wife spied Norma. “She would be sitting very close to the bandstand, waiting for the opportunity to sing a song,” recalled Connie.

That bullheadedness had taken Norma far, and she set her sights on the next Grand Forks talent contest. For the Valley City preliminaries, Norma chose a formal art song, “Clouds,” introduced by lyric baritone John Charles Thomas, a radio star. The song interested her, maybe because she’d spent so much time looking heavenward for her mother’s face: “Clouds that drift in the sun of sky / Resemble life as they wander by . . .”

It was a demanding song for an untrained singer, full of extended notes that required strong breath control. Whereas Thomas sang “Clouds” operatically, Norma thought it needed “a soft sound.” Astutely she realized that “it wouldn’t make sense to bellow, ‘Clouds that drift . . .’ You’d break the cloud.”

Two finalists from Wimbledon were announced—a trombone player, Ernest Kupka, and Norma Egstrom. The youngsters starred in a benefit concert at the school gym in order to pay for their trip. Frances McConn, Norma’s school music teacher, borrowed her father’s car to drive them to Grand Forks. Other ladies pitched in with clothes and food.

Norma competed on a Friday. Later the first- and second-place contestants for Girl’s Low Voice Solo were announced: Elsie Heiberg of Fargo and Marian Walker of Minot. Norma went home heartbroken, feeling she had let everyone down.

On May 27, 1937, she had one last chance to emerge as the star of Wimbledon High. Graduation day had come, and an assemblage of proud families, dressed in their Sunday best, sat politely inside the school auditorium. Among them were Marvin, Min, Min’s son Edwin, and his wife Lorraine. The ceremony was a small affair; the graduating class had only eight girls and three boys. Norma had lost out on special honors; Donald Evans, the school track star, was valedictorian, Edith Lockett salutatorian.

But Norma managed to steal the ceremony. The class motto was “Success Awaits at Labor’s Gate,” and Norma had penned an epic poem that could have been uttered at the start of war. She intoned it passionately: There’s work to be done and a place to acquire / There’s a road to be blazed with ambition’s fire . . . After reciting stanza upon inspirational stanza, she came to the rousing final lines: Strive hard till your goal’s reached, for our motto doth state / That success awaits at labor’s gate!” She won a huge ovation. The poem appeared complete on the front page of the Wimbledon News. At a gathering after the ceremony, Marvin and Min presented Norma with a graduation watch.

Now old enough to be on her own, Norma couldn’t bear the thought of living in the depot with Min. She had always felt safest near her father, whose health, worn down by drinking and smoking, had grown weak. A month after graduation she returned to Jamestown to be with him. She took a waitressing job in the coffee shop of the three-story Gladstone Hotel, the city’s most fashionable downtown dwelling. Norma rented a one-room basement apartment nearby. It had no windows, and the furnishings consisted of a bed and an orange crate. No matter; Min was out of her life.

On June 5, Norma had given her farewell show at KOVC. But she made sure she wasn’t off the air for long. She could have waitressed anywhere; but as she had known before she took the job, Jamestown’s main radio station, KRMC, operated from an upstairs floor of the Gladstone. Norma rushed to make friends with a secretary there, who helped her get an audition. By July, the teenager—now dubbed “The Sunshine Girl”—had a fifteen-minute show, three mornings per week.

After singing, she walked downstairs to the coffee shop, put on her white uniform, and spent the rest of the day delivering scrambled eggs and burgers to customers. Off time, local celebrity Norma scored herself a trophy beau. Floyd “Red” Homuth was the curly-haired, redheaded captain of a Jamestown football team. Though just a teenager, Red struck her as one more manly protector figure of the kind she liked. Her casual dating of the much-coveted jock made her self-conscious of her “excess poundage,” as she called it in a letter to Red. She joked uncomfortably about the summer temperatures: “You know how heat bothers those who are afflicted with a need for a diet!”

Peggy Lee’s memories of Homuth suggest she pursued him with a vengeance. One night she insisted on borrowing his mother’s car and taking the two of them for a spin. Driving down a dark road, she crashed into a crossing herd of horses. Miraculously, the teenagers survived, but one of the horses died, and the car was mangled. “I guess I better get out and see what I did,” said Norma sheepishly. Answered Red: “I don’t have to get out to see what you did.” Any chance of a future with him ended then.

One day at the Gladstone Coffee Shop, she waited on a tableful of players from a visiting baseball team, the Fargo-Moorhead Twins. They flirted with her playfully. One of them, Bill Sawyer, told her he had heard her sing on the radio. If she could get herself to Fargo he would introduce her to Ken Kennedy, program director of WDAY, North Dakota’s premier station. Sawyer said it half-seriously; the offer may have only been a come-on. But Norma insisted that Sawyer make that connection for her. Once he did, she made him drive her to WDAY.

This was her first trip to Fargo, the Manhattan of North Dakota. From outside the car window, a whoosh of big-town sights sped past her eyes: office buildings taller than any she had seen, department stores almost the size of a city block, a fur salon. On Broadway, she and Sawyer passed the Fargo Theatre, a first-run movie house; and a posh restaurant where a string quartet played amid potted palms. “Luxury” Plymouth and Ford cars crossed paths on the roads. Everything Norma saw revealed a rising national prosperity; the economy had regained its 1929 levels, and employment had jumped nearly seven percent since the year before.

At 118 Broadway stood Fargo’s crown jewel: the Black Building, which locals called the Cathedral of Business. At eight stories, it towered above every other structure in town. The Black Building was actually white; the name came from its developer, George M. Black. He rented out the lower floors to Sears, Roebuck & Co.; WDAY filled the penthouse level. Throughout town, one couldn’t walk a block without hearing the station’s beloved voices booming out of shops and cars.

In early September, Sawyer took Norma inside the WDAY reception area. There she encountered a “beehive of activity,” as a station brochure termed it. The waiting room had an Art Deco checkerboard floor, just like the ones in Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers movies. People filed in and out briskly—announcers, comedians, singers, members of the resident staff orchestra. The walls were hung with pictures of the station’s star entertainers: the Gals in Gingham; the Texas Ranger; hillbilly bandleader Lem Hawkins and his Georgie Porgie Breakfast Food Boys; and Ken Kennedy, who not only ran the station but starred as Uncle Ken in a hit kiddie show.

Norma, in her prairie garb, knew she was in the big time—at least by North Dakota standards—and fear paralyzed her. “Bill literally had to shove me toward the door,” she recalled. Still, Kennedy encountered a driven young woman. He, in turn, struck her as dazzlingly worldly, even though he was only in his twenties. Tall and lanky, he wore a pinstripe suit and wire-frame glasses; his slicked-back hair and thin mustache seemed patterned on Clark Gable’s.

As a favor to Sawyer, Kennedy allowed her to audition on the spot. A minister’s daughter played piano for her. She sang a ballad, and Kennedy stunned her by offering, in his sonorous radio voice, to put her on the air immediately. “But I told her that I couldn’t pay her enough to justify her making the move from Jamestown,” he explained.

Two weeks later, Norma phoned him. She had found a waitressing job right down the street from WDAY, and was all ready to start broadcasting. Fine, he said, but there was another problem: her name. It had to go. Before WDAY, he had been Kenneth Sydness; Norma Egstrom sounded like a dowdy girl from the sticks. “He sat and looked at me for a minute and said, ‘You look like a Peggy.’ He thought a little longer and said a couple of names as his choices for my last name, and then he said, ‘Lee—that’s it—Peggy Lee.’ ”

Unlike the soft, sluggish sound of Norma Egstrom, “Peggy Lee” had rhythm; it popped, like a drumbeat. She accepted it without argument. But the young woman pictured in WDAY’s next ad brochure looked anything but hip; she was chubby and wore a floor-length dress with puffy short sleeves, suitable for a Dakota housewife. The accompanying bio noted: “Guess she hasn’t any hobbies, all we know is that she’d rather sing than eat.” A cryptic aside—“Of course, you know Peg is single”—made one wonder if her age or her looks had kept her unhitched.

Kennedy took her out for some decent clothes and a more flattering hairdo. Initially he placed her on the Noonday Variety Show; then he added her to Hayloft Jamboree, a small-time forerunner of Hee-Haw, the 1960s TV show that brought hillbilly humor and song to a mainstream audience. Kennedy emceed the Jamboree and appeared in it as ragtag farmer Ole Anderson, who clowned with Tekla, a Norwegian comedienne with a comically thick accent. Lee became Freckle-Faced Gertie, a hick who sang hillbilly ditties. In between shows Lee earned extra cash by donning a straw hat and gingham dress and making live appearances with the cast.

All this exposure earned her a dollar-fifty per fifteen-minute show—too little to survive on, even in 1930s Fargo. Kennedy steered her to Regan’s Moorhead Bakery, a bread factory. For thirty-five cents an hour, Lee sliced and wrapped bread on the graveyard shift. “In the bakery I used to slide these big bread racks around,” she recalled, “and I would sing when I did it, and they didn’t seem heavy at all. You get a rhythmic thing going and it’s sort of fun.” By day she did secretarial work at the station. All the while, she begged Kennedy for her own series.

On October 16, 1937, only a month after she had first set foot there, WDAY premiered Songs by Peggy Lee, a ten-minute recital. At 7:45 in the evening, just as housewives had finished washing the dinner dishes and joined their families around the living-room radio, a cooing voice wafted from the speaker. Lee had been warned that radio microphones didn’t have limiters, which cushioned loud sounds. So she held back, which felt natural to her. “I think basically I was born with that timbre in my voice,” she said years later. “My mother was a soft-spoken woman. It’s just the way that I feel about music.” Singing, she decided, was “almost like giving someone a kiss.”

So it was with a newcomer who captivated her. Maxine Sullivan was a black jazz singer, nine years Lee’s senior, who had burst into the big time. Sullivan sang with the lightness of a falling leaf, yet she made everything swing—even “Loch Lomond,” the traditional Scottish air that had made her famous. The hit had won her a show on CBS radio; for the next few years her lilting voice permeated the airwaves. In an age of frenetic swing bands and their eager-to-please songsters, Sullivan stood out. Her elegant delivery, with never a wasted note or cheap effect; her way of dancing blithely on the surfaces of deep emotions, rather than spelling them out—all this left a mark on Peggy Lee. “I liked the way she phrased, the way you would conversationally,” she remarked. And while Lee would learn to probe the darkest layers when she sang, she held on to Sullivan’s cool, minimalist approach. It had taught her that she didn’t have to shout or emote in order to make her point. Given her innate reserve, Lee found that notion very appealing.

But the allure of Hollywood kept calling her. With the Fargo Theatre right down the street from WDAY, she spent countless afternoons and evenings sitting in the air-conditioned dark, watching her idols act out melodramatic scenarios about love. She rushed to see Stage Door, in which her first screen idol, Ginger Rogers, and Katharine Hepburn costarred as a pair of aspiring actresses in a boardinghouse. Lee, who was still living in one, could relate.

North Dakota friends were tempting her with tales of Southern California, where many of them had gone, either on vacation or permanently, to escape the brutal cold. As the autumn thermometer dropped, rhapsodic letters about orange trees and balmy breezes arrived in her mailbox. Around the time she had met Lee at KOVC, Connie Emerson’s family took its first trip to Los Angeles. Crossing San Bernardino on their way to Hollywood, the Emersons drove down a boulevard lined with swaying palm trees. A sunny, shimmering blue sky was their roof. “This must be like entering the gates of paradise!” exclaimed Connie’s dad. In Hollywood, she and her mother stood near posh hotels and watched chauffeurs drop off and pick up ritzy-looking people. When Connie turned eighteen, she and her family moved to California.

Lee received a letter from a North Dakota friend, Gladys Rasmussen, who now lived in Los Angeles as well. Gladys raved about the city’s sun-drenched splendors, and urged Peggy to join her. Gladys promised her a job at the Circus Café, where she worked as a cashier. For Peggy, who would one day recall “practically no sun for the first twenty years of my life,” L.A. “became like the promised land.”

All winter long, she teased her friends with the wishful announcement, “I may go to California.” But she never named a date. The more they egged her on, the more jittery she became. In February, with Fargo’s weather at its most bone-chilling, Lee finally said, “I think I’ll go next month.” When her landlady and fellow boarders threw her a surprise going-away party, she knew she had to go.

But the seventeen-year-old decided on a compromise. She would visit L.A. briefly, then try her luck in Chicago. When she told her father of her plans, he got her a railroad pass with which she could travel anywhere in the U.S. As for how to eat along the way, Peggy, who had no savings, sold her graduation watch to her landlady for thirty dollars.

In March 1938, an excited but very nervous Peggy Lee boarded a train in Fargo. The long journey would take her to Valley City and to Butte, Montana; then to Salt Lake City, Utah; then finally to L.A. Some Dakota ladies gathered on the platform to see her off. As they waved goodbye, she disappeared inside a railroad car.

After several days, she stumbled onto a station platform with her suitcase and felt the balmiest air she had ever felt—and winter wasn’t even over. Gladys waited there with a group of friends. But as they took off for her rooming house in Hollywood, she gave Peggy the bad news. A heavy rainstorm had flooded the Circus Café, which was below street level, and the place was shuttered.

For the next several mornings, Peggy waited on line at an employment agency downtown. The streetcar cost ten cents; that, combined with daily peanut butter sandwiches—the cheapest meal she could find—was erasing her tiny nest egg of cash. In her desperation, she accepted the first temp job offered her: that of a substitute short-order cook and waitress on Balboa Island in Newport Beach, fifty miles southwest of Los Angeles. She thumbed the lengthy ride; once there she managed to find a spare bed in a beachside cabin occupied by several girls. As her two-week diner stint ended, Peggy panicked. But her boss—a retired sideshow lion tamer—told her there were many jobs available at his old place of employment, the Balboa Fun Zone, the mini amusement park alongside the beach.

Off she went, on foot, to the Fun Zone. The park was nothing special: a few rides, some concession games, a penny arcade. Peggy applied for any job she could get. On the spot, she was hired as a barker. A manager fed her the line she would use to coax passersby into pitching balls at a target: “Three for a dime, you break one, you win!” It made for a laughable scene—a Dakota bumpkin trying to shout over clanging bells and carnival music with “the softest voice you ever heard,” as she put it later. “You couldn’t hear me unless you were standing on top of me.”

Feeling lost and far from home, she identified with every outcast she saw. In one attraction, Hit the Wino with the Baseball, a “poor old soul” sat on a little bench above a glass tank of water. Whoever pitched a ball at a bull’s-eye watched the seat collapse, dropping the “wino” into the tank. The sight of it broke Norma’s heart.

Still, she knew she had come far from North Dakota, and the energy of the Fun Zone seduced her. So had the sexiness of the Strong Man. “He let me touch his tattoo,” she said, adding cryptically, “Oh, I was so young and trusting of everyone.”

She probably didn’t work there for more than two weeks, but as always, she used the time to advance her career. One of her roommates had a guitarist boyfriend. Late at night, he and the girls convened on the pier. Learning that Peggy sang, the guitar player picked up his instrument and invited her to do a song. “ ‘The Man I Love’ in A-flat,” she said. Once she had finished, he asked her why she wasn’t singing more. He urged her to audition at the Jade, a new Hollywood nightclub that often hired unknowns.

On her next free day, Lee set off for the Jade. It stood on Hollywood Boulevard a few blocks away from the Pantages Theatre, one of L.A.’s grandest movie palaces. Late at night after a film, Pantages customers and others drifted into the Jade to enjoy some Chinese food and vaudeville-style entertainment. Occasionally the customers included such boldface names as Hedy Lamarr, James Cagney, and champion prizefighter Jack Dempsey, who would arrive with a gaggle of pretty girls.

The place inspired some of Lee’s most fanciful tales about her hard knocks on the way up. She claimed she had hitchhiked to the Jade, but apparently her driver had let her out too soon; she spoke of trudging along Hollywood Boulevard, her threadbare platform shoes falling more apart with each step. She tried a quick repair with the sash from her dress, but arrived at her destination barefoot. Later, Chuck Barclay, the Jade’s emcee and talent booker, told a different story: that Lee had “spent her last money on carfare to come see us.”

However she got there, the young woman walked past a bar adorned with a huge carved dragon, then entered the main space, the Dragon Room. There she met Barclay, whose height and looks made her swoon. She asked him for an audition. Barclay let her sing. Owner Larry Potter took a bemused look at Lee: “corn-fed, milk-cheeked, and with hay practically falling out of her hair.” A hard-boiled old-time restaurateur, he wasn’t impressed. “Larry said we had plenty of singers,” recalled Barclay. “But I hired her anyway.” For two dollars a night plus dinner, she would sing a song or two per set amid a parade of performers. Quitting time was two AM.

Lee found the Jade tantalizing and mysterious. She recalled “the smell of the gardenias and Chinese food, the waitresses in their satin coats and satin pants moving silently about on the thick carpet.” On the wall hung a giant painting of a nude blond goddess worshipping at the feet of a pot-bellied, Confucius-like figure.

Over time the Jade would evolve into a haven for black performers, including a forefather of jazz, trombonist Kid Ory; and the “Sunburnt Sophie Tucker,” blues singer Lillian Randolph, later known for playing radio’s most famous black housekeeper on Beulah. But in 1938, customers saw a raucous grab bag of mostly white oddballs, including “midget entertainer” Yvonne Moray; “head-balancing act” Bill and Dotty Phelps; and Jabuti, an Amazonian beauty with a mane of flowing red hair and a trombone.

Out wandered Peggy Lee in an evening gown loaned to her by Potter’s wife. She couldn’t hide her almost comical awkwardness. Potter, she recalled, “thought it was charming, or so he said, the way I clenched my fists and left my thumbs stuck up in the air when I sang.”

She stayed for weeks, despite the presence of a more seasoned songbird, Mary Norman. And she gained some poise. “Both girls know their showmanship,” wrote Billboard’s critic. “While neither one is what could be termed sensational, still they are adequate for a place of this kind. Both gals are lookers.” Norman took an interest in Lee, giving her clothes and helping her choose songs. The Jade wound up dropping Norman and keeping Lee.

Phil Moore, the club’s hulking young black pianist, accompanied Lee. Over the next few years Moore, who looked like a smiling bulldog, would land an arranger’s job at MGM and serve as coach and conductor for Bing Crosby, Lena Horne, and Marilyn Monroe. He and Lee hit it off, and before or after work he took her to one of the few spots in town where a black man could accompany a white woman without risking violence. Moore drove her to Central-Alameda, a black neighborhood in South Los Angeles, to eat at Father Divine’s Peace Mission and Truth Center. The budget hotel-restaurant was part of a chain founded by the controversial minister, who preached a daring stance of total desegregation. His cult-guru charisma and slick way with words inspired a pop standard in 1944, when Johnny Mercer, Lee’s future boss at Capitol Records, attended one of Divine’s flamboyant sermons. The minister had declared, “You got to accentuate the positive and eliminate the negative!” Mercer spun that line into one of the biggest hits of the World War II years, “Ac-cent-tchu-ate the Positive.”

No harm befell Lee with Moore at her side, but one of the most bizarre episodes in her 1989 memoir concerned the Jade. One night after work, she claimed, an acquaintance of Potter’s offered her a ride home. He drove her not to her rooming house but to a dark, seedy club whose door had a peephole. Inside, they joined a group of shady drinkers. A stranger watched Lee with alarm; suddenly he told her to run for her life. The two of them made a hasty getaway in his car, at which time the kindly gentleman informed her that she had narrowly avoided getting sold into white slavery.

Lee had evidently heard tales of the U.S. white slave trade of 1912–1913, when women were kidnapped, held prisoner, and forced to work as prostitutes. By 1938, the FBI had long since stamped the problem out. But even Lee’s most preposterously delusional stories held glints of emotional truth. She had already gone far on sheer bravado; many who knew her during her ascent were surprised to hear her describe herself as “shy,” for to them she seemed anything but. But the fast-lane Jade chilled the blood of a seventeen-year-old who had grown up amid country streams and grain elevators. At any moment, someone, or something, might snatch her from that microphone and send her back to North Dakota to scrub more floors.

Psychosomatic illness was Lee’s key expression of fear, and it may have begun at the Jade. The crowd talked through her singing, and she took that as rejection. One night in July she did something that grabbed their attention as no song had: she fainted at the microphone. Lee awoke in a hospital bed. The doctor, she recalled, showed no sympathy. “Why don’t girls like you go back home where you belong?” he snarled. Lee needed a tonsillectomy. “I didn’t want to go back, but I had to go back,” she explained later. “I was ill. I wanted to be close to my family.”

The railroad pass that had taken her west had expired, and she couldn’t afford the trip. “We’d all grown to love her so much that all the bartenders, waiters—everyone who worked at the club—chipped in to get Peggy home,” recalled Chuck Barclay. Hubert Sweeney, an old boyfriend from North Dakota, picked her up at the Jamestown station. She moved in with her father, but the experience was painful. Min had finally left the Wimbledon depot and rejoined Marvin in Jamestown, and she looked upon her vagabond stepdaughter with all the disapproval of old. Once settled, the teenager called Artis Conitz and asked her to visit. Lee’s once-closest chum found the singer more depressed than she’d ever seen her. “We sat on the porch,” said Conitz. “She told me the trip was a total loss.”

By August, Lee had moved to “a small town that looked all gray to me”—Hillsboro, North Dakota, where she settled into a crowded cottage presided over by Marion Egstrom, her hard-working sister. Marion was taking care of a brood that included brother Clair, a hard-drinking drifter who was continually unemployed and broke; another sibling, the now-divorced Della, who was recovering from tuberculosis; Della’s son Paul; and family friend Ossie Hovde, one more lost soul.

Peggy was the neediest of all. Her tonsillectomy was overdue, and as she lay on an operating table in Hillsboro her throat began to hemorrhage. She had to be rushed to a bigger hospital in Grand Forks for another operation. “I nearly died,” she insisted. This surgery seemed to work, however, and Lee rallied. Back home, she stared out the window from her bed. “I watched a sparrow hop around chirping happily as he pecked away at some horse manure. I remember thinking, ‘If that little sparrow can make it, I can make it, too.’ ”

But more sadness lay ahead. Just before Thanksgiving, her ailing sister Jean—born months before their mother’s death and adopted by their aunt in South Dakota—died at fourteen. One obituary blamed “cancer of the blood,” which might have meant leukemia; another reported long-term heart troubles. Jean’s aunt and uncle had taken her to specialists all over North Dakota, to no avail. The adolescent girl knew she was going to die, and had even arranged her own funeral.

Marvin, Min, Norma, and Marion had visited Jean in the hospital; now they were reunited alongside her coffin. One more piece of Selma Egstrom had vanished, and Peggy stayed depressed for weeks. But nothing could squelch her ambitions, and she was anxious to get back to the big city.

Another good word from Ken Kennedy got her a singing job at one of Fargo’s smartest dwellings, the Powers Hotel. Situated near the trolley tracks in the heart of downtown, the five-story, red-brick building attracted scores of locals with the Powers Coffee Shop, a bustling, black-and-chrome, Art Deco café. It seemed patterned on the dining room of New York’s Hotel Algonquin, where such 1930s literati as Dorothy Parker, Robert Benchley, and George S. Kaufman traded lunchtime barbs at a fabled roundtable. The Powers acquired one of its own, and invited the town’s smart set to gather there. But the clientele leaned more toward students from North Dakota State University, who sat at the soda bar, sipping Cokes and munching burgers.

The Powers supplied live music from an organist, Frank Norris, who worked on a riser near the entrance. Starting on December 1, 1938, evening patrons walked in to find a singer standing by the organ. Many of them had heard Peggy Lee on WDAY; now here she was in the flesh, a gawky five-foot-seven teenager in a white prom-style dress, a sausage curl atop her forehead. As diners talked and china clattered, she crooned through a strained smile and tried to seem sophisticated. The Powers had booked her for seven nights a week; on three of them, WDAY broadcast her and Norris for fifteen minutes. An announcer made it known that this was not just some run-of-the-mill songbird; he introduced her as Miss Peggy Lee, the title she would favor for a lifetime. Lee liked its ring: the “Miss” slowed down her name, giving “Peggy Lee” more space to be heard; moreover, it implied a woman who deserved respect.

Mary Young, a student from the university, often walked a mile with three or four classmates to see her. Young was a farmer’s daughter from Jamestown, but those outings made her feel like a woman of the world. “Us girls thought it was cool to go down to the Powers Hotel in Fargo to order a cherry Coke, and Peggy Lee would sing for us,” she said. Young heard a “soft style” that “masked a lot of confidence, I thought. Sometimes she’d just lift her eyebrow during a song. It was amazing, what those tiny little moves added.”

In the spring of 1939, she moved on to another major North Dakota town, Grand Forks, where her brother Leonard managed the YMCA. Lee quickly found herself a new showcase at another restaurant, the Belmont Café, on fashionable North 3rd Street downtown. Guests drifted in from the Hotel Dacotah across the street after they’d heard the hotel’s resident act, the Clark Sisters, four North Dakota girls-next-door. In a few years, the Clarks—who changed their name to the Sentimentalists—would score two enormous dreams come true: a job with one of the most adored bandleaders in the country, trombonist Tommy Dorsey, followed by a big hit record with his orchestra, “On the Sunny Side of the Street.”

Between sets at the Dacotah, the Clark girls would check out Peggy Lee, who sang with the resident band, the Five Collegians, on a tiny platform in back of the Belmont. Her sotto voce style had continued to evolve. “She always sang in tune,” recalled Peggy Clark, “and her words meant a lot to her, you could tell that.” To sister Ann, Lee “sang very quietly, gently on the notes.” A friendship formed, with Lee and the Clarks crossing the street to hear each other. They sat together and made “little-girl talk,” as Ann called it. “We thought she was really darling,” said Peggy Clark. “But she was kind of quiet. I think she felt insecure. She was just getting her feet wet, trying to figure out how to do this.”

The Clark Sisters were broadcast nightly; Lee wanted the same. And she got it—a half-hour each Sunday on KFJM. Newspaper ads proclaimed the “popular, pretty songstress” as “one of WDAY’s outstanding entertainers” one more indication of the Fargo station’s prestige throughout North Dakota.

Her summer job ended in September when the Belmont’s usual singer, Jane Larrabee, known professionally as Jane Leslie, came home from vacation. The Powers Coffee Shop welcomed her back, and by year’s end Lee had taken on a grueling six-night-a-week performance schedule, sweetened by more live broadcasts. This time her organist was Lloyd Collins, a professorial lad who also played in church. On radio nights, the public was invited to come in and make its presence heard over the airwaves.

They didn’t hold back, and Lee took their chatter as indifference. Offstage she chewed her nails and sulked, certain she was bombing. When she saw an ad for a course by Dale Carnegie, the self-help guru whose books and classes had taught millions how to face crowds with aplomb, Lee signed up. She learned a key point of Carnegie’s fear-conquering technique; it involved dredging up anger and using it to help one conquer an unruly audience. Thoughts of Min had always made her blood boil, and Lee used that rage in her shows for many years to come.

But at the Powers she learned how to hide it behind a Mona Lisa smile; to mask it with sexiness or other emotions. It gave her singing a mysterious spark, and more eyes turned her way. She and Collins kept the audience involved by taking requests.

Lee taught herself to memorize the names of regulars and their favorite tunes, which she sang as they entered. No music pleased her more than torch songs, and the 1939 airwaves and jukeboxes were packed with them. “In my solitude, you haunt me/With memories that never die,” sang Lee in Duke Ellington’s “Solitude.” “Deep in a Dream,” a smash hit for the Artie Shaw orchestra and his singer Helen Forrest, found Lee wallowing in imagery as ethereal as a cloud from a cigarette: “The smoke builds a stairway for you to descend/You come to my arms, may this bliss never end . . .”
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(COURTESY OF RICHARD MORRISON)





A song had become Lee’s most cherished escape. She discovered the exhilaration of stepping inside a lyric and “living it.” Whether or not the story had happened to her, she could make an audience feel that it had. The Powers advertised her as “A Revelation in Relaxation.” On Sundays, after Fargoans left church, they could go to the Powers for lunch and hear Lee and Collins perform a matinee of art songs, including “I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen,” an Irish-style ballad about an immigrant couple’s longing for the old country. Many of the Powers’s Sunday customers had moved to North Dakota decades earlier from Scandinavia or Germany; during “Kathleen,” many brushed tears from their eyes.

Collins found that the introverted eighteen-year-old who toted around a volume of Ralph Waldo Emerson could also be silly. When the bartender surprised them with hot fudge sundaes, she squashed hers with both hands, then chased Collins into the men’s room, threatening to smear him with ice cream and chocolate syrup. But at the end of the night, things turned serious again, and the youths sat at a corner table in the empty café, talking heart-to-heart about their lives and the future. Lee’s ambition, she told Collins, was to front a swing orchestra. She showed him a lyric she had written, “If I Could Sing with a Band.”

Her success at the Powers had inspired a competing nightspot, Le Chateau, to try a copycat format with Jane Leslie, the singer whom Lee had temporarily replaced at the Belmont Café. The women resented each other; Lee relished her friends’ comments about how much better she was. But once she felt sure that Jane was no threat, they became the tightest of friends.

Lee spent the last months of 1939 in her new home, the Hogan Apartments, right down the street from the Powers and the Black Building. She lived there in one drab unit with the whole contingent from Hillsboro. Marion had mild showbiz ambitions herself; she had adopted the more glamorous name of Marianne and posed for Hollywood-style headshots, one of which showed her as a dramatic beauty with upswept curls. According to Artis Conitz, both Marianne and Della sang at least as well as Peggy. But Marianne was employed as a doctor’s receptionist; someone had to pay the bills. Sickly Della couldn’t work; Clair earned a pittance as a grocery-store clerk. Ossie barely contributed. Lee wrote optimistically to an out-of-town girlfriend: “Sometimes we are a little low on food, but we’ve always got beds to sleep on.”

Lee’s singing and waitressing had netted her a decent salary that year, but most of her income went toward dresses and other accoutrements for her career. Everyone in the house, especially Marianne, felt sure that Peggy Lee was a star in the making. “My mother was Peg’s one true friend, the one person she could count on through life,” said her son Lee Ringuette. “She very much wanted Aunt Peggy to have her opportunity to sing.” While Marianne stitched her gowns, others showed up to dote on Lee, such as Johnny Quam, a young admirer “who was really important in my life,” noted the singer in her memoir. “Not just because I liked him, but also because he worked in a dry-cleaning shop and could keep my ‘other dress’ clean.”

Paula Ringuette, the sister of Marianne’s future husband, Leo Ringuette, lived behind the Hogan in the Jackson Apartments. “We would sit on the front step at night and wait for Peggy to come home from the Powers Hotel,” she said. Ten-year-old Paula couldn’t wait to see what the glamorous songbird was wearing. The grown-ups, she noticed, “were all excited about what Peggy was doing.” They seemed to know she wouldn’t stay in North Dakota for long.
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“I had the feeling I was being run down by a steam engine,” said Lee when Benny Goodman put her in the spotlight. (COURTESY OF RICHARD MORRISON)







Chapter Three
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IN THE SUMMER of 1940, true-blue Ken Kennedy got Lee her first job with a serious swing band. Kennedy had raved about her to his cousin Severn “Sev” Olsen, a college boy whose orchestra played for dancing at the Radisson Hotel, the premier hotspot of downtown Minneapolis. Olsen needed to hear Lee before he could hire her, so she set off on a two-hundred-mile train trip to the hotel. The twenty-year-old auditioned with “Body and Soul,” the most gut-wrenching torch song of the previous decade. “You know I’m yours for just the taking,” she sang into the face of “Minneapolis’s most personable bandleader,” as Down Beat called him.

Lee found him irresistibly attractive and witty. He returned her interest—and she embarked on what she would call her “first big romance.” It was messy, though, for Olsen had a wife. “I just couldn’t help it,” protested the singer. Word spread throughout the orchestra that Olsen’s prairie-girl find was on the verge of breaking up his marriage.

Wracked with conflict, Lee cried on the shoulder of Jane Larrabee, who lived in Minneapolis. But the affair continued. On the bandstand Lee took care to keep her Scandinavian mask of control in place. Jeanne Arland, a pianist and singer whose future husband, Willie Peterson, played piano with Olsen, saw nothing but smiling restraint whenever Lee opened her mouth on the bandstand. “It was a sweet voice,” said Arland, who noted admiringly that Lee had “nice control” and “knew how to deliver a song”—all this with no formal training.

But her offstage role as the “other woman” was torturing her, and in November 1940 she wrenched herself out of it. Lee grabbed the next job offer that came along, with a more famous (if less sexy) conductor at a rival hotel, the Nicollet. Before anyone had heard of Bing Crosby, Will Osborne had reigned as the first star crooner on radio. His whispery style, backed by the sticky-sweet strains of his dance band, was all over the airwaves in the 1930s.

But by the time he hired Lee, his band had gone to seed, and he announced his upcoming tour as his last. Osborne was carting a bus-and-truck vaudeville show around the country; it included a hillbilly fiddler, a black baritone who sang “Ol’ Man River,” a buxom bombshell who turned cartwheels, the “fire-eating comedian” Chaz Chase, and a singing jokester, Dick “Stinky” Rogers. Variety singled out Peggy Lee: “The gal trills ‘Body and Soul’ and had to come back to do ‘Exactly Like You’ before the customers would cease the palm-pounding.”

Just before the band went on tour, Lee spent five days at the Minneapolis Auditorium, guesting in the traveling version of what had been the most breathtaking show of the 1939 World’s Fair. Water Follies was a low-rent version of Billy Rose’s Aquacade, a flashy spectacular in which balletic swimming and diving met vaudeville. The road show had held onto its star, Buster Crabbe, the Olympic gold-medal swimmer who had played Tarzan and comic-strip hero Flash Gordon onscreen. The backup cast had been slashed from five hundred–plus to twenty-three. Water athletes dived into an Olympic-size glass tank and wriggled around like mermaids; scaffolding on the left held a stage, an orchestra, some clowning comics, and Peggy Lee. By the time she sang her one song, “God Bless America,” her gown was soaked. On press night, the loud splashing of the divers threw off her timing so badly that she came in two bars late and never found the beat.

Variety mocked the “amateurishness and crudeness” of the show, which flopped at the box office. Lee was glad to rejoin Will Osborne in St. Louis for a holiday engagement. During the run, however, she felt a blockage in her throat. After all the vocal problems she had incurred at the Jade, Lee was terrified of losing her voice forever. She rushed to a doctor, who sent her to the hospital for one more operation. Newspapers reported her ailment as a “badly infected throat,” but Lee’s growing hypochondria took over. Four decades later she described the anesthesiologist as “mentally ill,” declaring, “He slammed me down on the table and started pouring ether down my throat. While I was asleep, I dropped off the table and my teeth cut loose my tongue and went through my lip.”

During her recovery, Osborne turned his band over to Stinky Rogers and moved to Hollywood to become a producer. Lee was fired. “I cried,” she told a reporter. “Then it seemed I was steel inside.” Once the hospital had released her, she “set out to meet the right people.” The place to find them, she decided, was back in Movieland.

Shortly after New Year’s Day 1941, she hitched a ride to L.A. with some musicians. The Jade rehired her briefly for the same two-dollar-a-night salary. A songwriter she met there told her she could do better at the Doll House, a restaurant in Palm Springs that hired singers as dinner music. A tiny renovated cottage, the Doll House stood in a desert town that offered Hollywood folk a tranquil escape from the fast lane. Early in 1941, some of the most recognizable stars in America—Jack Benny, Franchot Tone, Peter Lorre—glanced up from their dinner plates and conversations to see a callow blonde singing love songs with a strained smile. A moment later, they resumed their chitchat.

This time, apparently, her Dale Carnegie anger technique didn’t suffice; this crowd was far more blasé than any she’d encountered in Fargo. The Doll House became the site of a fabled (if probably exaggerated) breakthrough in her development. “I knew I couldn’t sing over them,” she said later, “so I decided to sing under them. The more noise they made, the more softly I sang. When they discovered they couldn’t hear me, they began to look at me. Then they began to listen. As I sang, I kept thinking, ‘softly, with feeling.’ The noise dropped to a hum; the hum gave way to silence. I had learned how to reach and hold my audience—softly, with feeling.”

Lee had sung that way for years, but finally, it seemed, she had learned its power. “By that accident, I discovered that if I could really find my way into a song itself, people would listen more readily. I began to think about meaning, about words, rather than just singing.”

One night her listeners included Freddie Mandel, who owned the Detroit Lions. He returned that week with Frank Bering, a Chicago hotel mogul. One of Bering’s properties, the Ambassador West, had a lounge, the Buttery, that offered entertainment; Mandel had told Bering that Lee might make a pleasant addition. It was late, and the Doll House musicians had gone home, but Lee took Bering to another nightspot and sat in with her preferred audition song, “The Man I Love.” He wasn’t that impressed, but out of faith in Mandel, he offered her a job at the Buttery. “I’m hiring you more because of your enthusiasm than anything else,” he told her.

Even though she would once more serve as background music, Lee wove visions of grandeur around her debut at this big-time hotel in Chicago—the town that had launched many a jazz great, including Louis Armstrong and Benny Goodman. With the extravagance that would nearly ruin her when she acquired real money to lose, Lee spent what little cash she had to buy a new wardrobe at a Palm Springs boutique. The splurge left her without enough money to eat or pay her way to Chicago. She wound up borrowing the funds for the trip.

In May 1941, Lee embarked on a long set of connecting rides to Chicago. Once there, she found her way to the “Gold Coast” neighborhood—one of the most affluent in all the U.S.—and to the Ambassador West at 1300 North State Parkway. The hotel wasn’t as posh as its partner across the street, the Ambassador East. Yet to Lee’s eyes, the place was a palace. She had invited Jane Larrabee to come and share her room. Soon, as the Buttery’s new singing star, Lee would be earning the unfathomable windfall of seventy-five dollars a week. But her first paycheck was days away, and both girls were broke; no one had told Lee that her contract included free room service. “There I sat in this fancy suite,” she recalled, “feeling like a fairy princess in my new clothes, but starving in the lap of luxury.”

She and Jane survived on cookies, vending-machine crackers, and peanut butter. Returning to her quarters one afternoon, Lee found a surprise outside the door: a tray of food she hadn’t ordered. The same thing happened the next day, and the next. She viewed this miracle as further proof that if she concentrated hard enough, she could manifest whatever she needed. Soon, though, she figured out that the magic had been wrought by two resident angels, Tillie and Ivy, the black housekeepers who worked her floor. Years later, when a by-now-famous Lee stayed in the same hotel, she spotted Tillie. Lee asked her how they had known she was hungry. Explained Tillie: “We didn’t see no grub coming in nor any bones going out!” Whenever they found leftover food on a room-service tray, they saved it for Lee.

All over town, nightcrawlers had their pick of smoky lounges where demure songbirds sang amid a din of chatter. The Buttery was a casual alternative to the Ambassador East’s Pump Room, a swanky restaurant with dancing. Instead of indulging in that tuxedo-and-evening-gown scene, one could stroll inside the Ambassador West, make a sharp right, and spend an hour drinking and enjoying the lounge acts that performed in the Buttery’s rear corner. They included Lon Sax & His Saxonaires, the Noteables (“those hilarious kids who play such cute music,” wrote the Chicago Tribune), and hoity-toity songstress Maggi McNellis, a future New York socialite and radio host.

On May 7, Peggy Lee wove her way through the noisy crowd to give her first show. Backing her were The Four of Us, a perky all-male singing band. Lee smiled gamely as she crooned “Body and Soul” and “These Foolish Things,” two of her usual showstoppers, to a barely responsive crowd. One customer who took notice was Jean Enzinger, a blond, pretty Vassar graduate and local society columnist. Later she would marry TV producer Bob Bach and move to New York, where, as Jean Bach, she became known as a jazz-crazy party-thrower and the producer of radio’s The Arlene Francis Show.

Though just twenty-two at the time, Jean was already a jazz connoisseur, and she wasn’t too impressed by the Buttery’s new vocalist. “Peggy’s singing was OK,” said Jean. “She didn’t have any particular style.” Lyricist Johnny Mercer also dropped by. To him she sounded out of tune, in keys that were obviously wrong for her. But no matter how unnerving the din, Lee wouldn’t raise her voice. “You had to really pay attention when she was on,” Jean said.

Lee was determined to learn, and she soaked up knowledge from her elders. Chicago had a feast to offer. After work, she trekked to Rust Street in the city’s jazz-laden South Side—an area known as Bronzeville, and not a place for unescorted white girls. She kept returning there nonetheless to hear her new discovery, Laura Rucker, a fixture of Chicago blues since the twenties. Rucker held forth like a haughty grande dame, but there was nothing pretentious about her voice, a cool, salty wail edged with sarcasm. She played piano and sang songs, sometimes original, about the two-timing men she had known. Rucker kept her phrases short and clipped, as though dishing with a girlfriend over a glass of gin. Her art reminded Lee that less could be more, and could swing just as hard. Back at the Buttery, she tried to phrase the way Rucker did.

The management kept extending Lee for months. One August night, a smartly dressed and coiffed brunette sat at a table, “gaily puffing her cigarette,” as a reporter noted. Alice Hammond Duckworth—known as Lady Duckworth—was both the estranged wife of a member of British parliament and a descendant of Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt, the magnate who spawned a historic American family.

The next night, Alice came back with two men. One was Mel Powell, a lanky blond wunderkind of the jazz piano; the other his boss, Benny Goodman. As soon as her divorce came through, Duckworth and the world-famous King of Swing were set to marry. Goodman’s band had come to town to play the College Inn, the ballroom of the Sherman House hotel. There, and virtually everywhere else they appeared, so many swing-crazy jitterbuggers fought to get in that police had to be called. Goodman was a shining American success story—an immigrant couple’s son who had triggered a musical revolution. A virtuoso clarinetist, Goodman had brought swing to every major ballroom in America and even to Carnegie Hall.
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PEGGY LEE

Friends, we’d like to have
you meet Miss Peggy Lee, the
newest addition to our enter-
taining staff. Peggy hails from
Jamestown and has been with
the station about four months.
Of course, you know Peg is
single. Guess she hasn’t any
hobbies, all we know is that
she’s rather sing than eat. On
her broadcosts she is heard
along with the Four Jacks.
She sang with orchestras be-
fore joining the staff of enter-
tainers.





