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Author’s Note

I had no idea, when I conceived of writing a biography of Priscilla Beaulieu Presley in the summer of 1995, that I would be opening a Pandora’s box.

In the then eighteen years since the death of Elvis Presley, a virtual cottage industry had arisen: a veritable library of Presley books, feature films, television movies, television series, documentaries, a university course, even a religion. Elvis Presley had transcended legend to become what one journalist I interviewed compared with popular culture’s secular equivalent of a saint.

As his once notorious child bride, the woman with whom millions of Elvis fans have a love-hate relationship, Priscilla Presley seemed, to me, an important cultural icon in her own right, yet curiously little was known about her. Priscilla’s life has always been veiled in mystery. As a teenager, she was cloistered at Graceland, trailed by whispers labeling her Elvis Presley’s Lolita. Once married to Elvis, Priscilla retained her status as “Hollywood’s best-kept secret,” virtually unrecognized apart from Elvis. When Presley died, she was mentioned in passing in the Elvis biographies—often the first sections to which readers would turn, eager for more information about the King’s mystery child bride. Of all the fascination surrounding Elvis, his bizarre courtship of fourteen-year-old Priscilla Beaulieu held the greatest intrigue. What was the real reason the parents of a ninth-grade girl permitted their daughter to date, then live with, a rock star? What spell did Priscilla cast over Elvis that drew him to her, and kept him attached? Those were the unanswered, burning questions of Elvis mythology. As proof, when Priscilla wrote her own memoir over a decade ago, it became an immediate publishing sensation.

Yet the story still had not been told. Priscilla’s autobiography revealed next to nothing about her life before or after Elvis and contained no recollections from anyone but Priscilla. My intention was to research and write a definitive biography of Priscilla Presley, consort to arguably the greatest cultural icon of modern history, to fill a gap in the existing Elvis archives. I had no reason, at the time, to suspect that her book or the story she told were anything other than true, merely incomplete.

As I started on what would become two years of intensive research, clues began to surface suggesting that the story Priscilla told of her life was not as it was. Priscilla Presley, I discovered, was a woman of many and profound secrets, beginning when she was a child of three and continuing ever after. Deep in the attic of her past was a closet door, behind which were skeletons unimagined. Putting together the pieces of her hidden life was tantamount to solving a Rubik’s cube.

What I uncovered, in part, was that the legend of Elvis-and-Priscilla rooted in Priscilla’s memoirs and repeated as fact in countless Elvis biographies was an elaborate fiction created by Priscilla as a result of a series of byzantine, occasionally traumatic events leading up to her meeting with Elvis and continuing afterward. The real story is infinitely more powerful than the myth and, ultimately, tragic; the true Priscilla more complex. Priscilla Beaulieu Presley is not, and never was, the fragile, demure child-woman she has come to personify; she is, in a word, a survivor, a woman of indomitable will and almost frightening determination.

In reconstructing her life, I retraced Priscilla’s footsteps from birth in Brooklyn, New York, to childhood in Connecticut, Texas, Maine, New Mexico, Germany, and Memphis, even sleeping in the bedroom where she first stayed at the Vernon Presley house adjacent to Graceland in March of 1963. I scoured virtually every book available on the Presleys, which number in the hundreds; haunted libraries and flea markets in search of the seemingly infinite magazine articles about Elvis, Priscilla, or Lisa; listened to Elvis Presley’s music; watched his movies; screened documentaries; hunted for and scrutinized vintage photographs; rented Priscilla Presley pictures; pored through probate, divorce, and other civil court records and archives; immersed myself in Scientology literature; and interviewed close to three hundred people, each of whom held various pieces of the puzzle that were Elvis and Priscilla.

As my research deepened, I noticed a parallel between one of Elvis’s signature songs, the hauntingly beautiful “Are You Lonesome Tonight?,” and his ultimately doomed relationship with Priscilla. Elvis recorded the song in the spring of 1960, shortly after he returned from Germany, where he had just met Priscilla Beaulieu. Many who knew Elvis felt the song personified him, for he harbored, from birth, a deep, inexplicable loneliness, something Priscilla, as a child, shared with him, part of what bonded them initially. The spoken verse, which was inspired by Jacque’s speech in Act Two of Shakespeare’s As You Like It, was eerily prophetic of Elvis Presley’s unfolding relationship with Priscilla Beaulieu. Elvis, who placed a mystical importance on such things, would have appreciated the symbolism.




What is personal integrity?
Personal integrity is knowing what you know—
What you know is what you know—
And to have the courage to know and say what you have observed.
And that is integrity
And there is no other integrity.

L. RON HUBBARD




The truth shall set you free, man.

ELVIS PRESLEY



PART ONE

Childhood:
A House of Secrets




1

Ann’s Story

In March of 1963, Priscilla Ann Beaulieu was at the crossroads of her life. Though just seventeen, a senior in high school, she was faced with a decision that she knew, with a child’s wisdom, would forever alter the course of her destiny, and she had a strange foreboding.

She was desperately in love, as only a teenager can be—a forbidden love—locked in conflict with her parents, especially her mother, Ann Beaulieu. Elvis Presley—the twenty-eight-year-old rock-and-roll idol and movie star, the most famous sex symbol in the world—held the seventeen-year-old in thrall and wanted her to move into his compound in Memphis as his girlfriend-in-waiting while she finished high school and came of age.

But Elvis was not the object of Priscilla Beaulieu’s teenage fancy that fateful spring. She was breathless over the handsome eighteen-year-old star of her high school football team. She did not want to leave her life in Germany for a dubious future with a rock star. It was Ann Beaulieu, her mother, who was obsessed with the idea of Priscilla moving to Graceland to become Elvis Presley’s de facto child bride.

Both mother and daughter feared that Priscilla might be making the greatest mistake of her life: Priscilla, if she went to Graceland; Ann, if she stayed. In the end, Priscilla deferred to her mother, as she habitually did. She packed her bags for Graceland with barely a good-bye to the boy she left behind.

As this tale implies, it would be difficult to tell Priscilla’s story without beginning with her mother’s, for their lives and their destinies would always be linked in mysterious ways, ways understood only by Priscilla and Ann. They were bound together by secrets, secrets only Ann fully understood.

Ann, as would her famous daughter, began life with a different name: Anna. Anna Lillian Iversen. As a child, she was called Rooney, short for Annie Rooney. Where that nickname came from—possibly a 1920s cartoon character—the Iversens would not reveal to outsiders. They were Norwegians who considered the most trivial family detail “personal and private.” Ann’s family history, they still maintain, is nobody else’s business. Outside the family, and even to Ann, it is a forbidden topic.

There was nothing of portent in her early life. Anna Iversen was the youngest of three children, all of whom were born in March, each two years apart: Albert Junior in 1922, James in 1924, Anna in 1926. Their father, Albert Iversen, was Nordic-handsome—big, strapping, and blond; their mother, Lorraine, was a petite mix of Scotch-Irish and English, “a pretty little peanut,” in the words of Anna’s maternal cousin Margaret. The year before Anna was born, Albert and Lorraine Iversen set up permanent residence in New London, Connecticut, a picturesque working-class town on the eastern seaboard known chiefly as a base for the U.S. Navy and Coast Guard. Albert, in keeping with his potent physical presence and ego, joined the police force.

As a child, Rooney sang and acted in skits with her favorite cousin, Margaret, joined a dance club, and discreetly followed the career of actress Priscilla Lane, the most famous of the five Lane sisters and a Warner Brothers contract player from 1937 to 1944 who costarred with Ronald Reagan, Dick Powell, and James Cagney. Like her movie-star role model, Rooney was fair and blue-eyed, with a wholesome girl-next-door prettiness. Her most impressive feature was a thick tumble of shoulder-length blond hair. If, as Oscar Wilde wrote, “We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars,” Rooney’s eyes were fixed on the sky. She chafed under the thumb of her rigid policeman-father, waiting until she was out the door to apply forbidden lipstick, using Margaret or her best friend, Fay Heim, as cover for the nighttime adventures of adolescent girls.

Anna Iversen’s turning point came when she sneaked out to attend a USO dance during her freshman year in high school. The dances, organized for the New London-based navy and coast guard fleets, were dangerous territory for any young girl; for Albert Iversen’s daughter, they were taboo. Girls under sixteen were not admitted; Rooney was barely fifteen. There was a slight stigma attached to high school girls who attended USO functions; many of them “got in trouble,” as Fay would remember.

None of this deterred Rooney. She was in single-minded pursuit of romance, the kind depicted in the movies, the kind that promised an escape from her stagnant lower-middle-class existence. One evening at the dawn of World War II, fate smiled on her. She was asked to dance by the handsomest soldier at the USO, a dark-haired dream of a boy named James Wagner—Jimmy to his friends, and he had a million of them, recalled his brother, Gene. Jimmy was a storekeeper third class in the navy, stationed aboard the USS Beaver, a submarine tender in the Atlantic Fleet, berthed in New London. “It was certainly love right from the beginning,” according to Rooney’s best friend, Fay.

“He was gorgeous,” remembered Anna’s cousin Margaret, swooning. James Wagner was slight—five feet six or seven—with an athlete’s physique and a face that would melt a girl’s heart: model-perfect features, dancing blue-green eyes, movie-star white teeth, and jet-black hair that formed a widow’s peak. “Oh!” his mother once exclaimed. “If you see his picture it’ll take your breath away!” He was a bit of a dandy, always immaculate and stylish, “but he was not conceited,” according to his brother. “Jimmy wasn’t like that. He didn’t act like he knew he was handsome.”

Anna Iversen concealed her romance from her parents, calling on Fay or Margaret to act as her accomplice when she wanted to rendezvous with Jimmy at the USO. “She’d use me as cover,” Fay remarked, “and then she’d sneak into the background.” Albert Iversen would never have permitted his adolescent daughter to date a twenty-year-old navy man; she wasn’t even allowed to wear makeup. Desperate to appear older, Rooney smuggled a pair of her mother’s high heels out of the house to wear at a dance with her soldier boy.

That April, James Wagner’s ship set sail for Bermuda, returning to its berth at New London a few months later. As Americans held their breath, wondering whether the country would be drawn into war, the Beaver conducted its operations around Long Island Sound, docking at New London intermittently. For seven months, from May to December, Rooney continued her trysts with Jimmy. “We used to go up to the site where he was stationed, and we used to meet him on the state pier without her parents knowing it,” Fay remembered. Rooney, her cousin Margaret stated, “was madly in love with Jimmy.”

On December 6, with the scent of war in the air, the Beaver left New London under sealed orders to carry supplies to an unknown destination. The families and lovers of the ship’s crew “stood on the dock and cried,” recalled one wife. The next day the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor.

Rooney took a part-time job after school at the Boston Candy Company, the local soda fountain, mixing milk shakes and dreaming of Jimmy. He materialized again in 1942, at the end of her sophomore year, for a few days’ training in New London. That fall, the Beaver sailed to Roseneath, Scotland, with James Wagner aboard. The two exchanged love letters and became secretly engaged. After half a year, Jimmy wrote with news that he was one of a few men chosen to be trained as navy fighter pilots. A few months earlier, Rooney’s screen idol, Priscilla Lane, had eloped with an army pilot and had revealed a secret first marriage and divorce. Anna Iversen’s own forbidden romance must suddenly have seemed more enticing than ever.

James Wagner was sent back to the States to begin classes in March of 1943, and Rooney, who was then in her junior year, dropped out of high school about the same time. The family could use the extra money she would make working full-time, but more likely, she was angling to marry Jimmy. “She didn’t seem too interested in school,” recalled John Linkletter, a fellow student at Chapman Tech. “So it looked like she would rather get married.”

Rooney took a job—most likely as a riveter—for Electric Boat, a dockside company that built submarines. Jimmy, meanwhile, progressed through a series of navy flight schools beginning in New Orleans and continuing in Natchitoches, Louisiana; Dallas, Texas; Athens, Georgia; Corpus Christi, Texas; and Pensacola, Florida.

While they were apart, a photographer took a few head shots of Anna, probably for Jimmy, though she told his brother, Gene, that she was “modeling, or at least had posed for something.” The portraits are high glamour; in one, Rooney’s hair is swept off her face in a partial pompadour and her head is tilted dreamily to one side. Her cupid’s-bow lips are accentuated with deep scarlet, and her eyebrows are fashionably plucked. It is the image of a woman who cared greatly about beauty and allure and illusion.

The next chapter in Rooney’s saga, like several that would follow, is slightly mysterious. On August 10, 1944, she and Jimmy Wagner eloped. She was several months past her eighteenth birthday; he was twenty-three. The wedding was in Pensacola, Florida, where Jimmy was completing advanced flight training. No one, including Jimmy’s mother, with whom he was very close, seemed to anticipate this event. “It came as a shock right out of the blue!” Kathryn Wagner recalled. “We knew that he was going with the girl, and he seemed to think an awful lot of her, and she of him.” Kathryn Wagner and her husband, Harold, were informed of the wedding by telegram. She remembered Jimmy saying, “Wish me luck. I just got married.”

Jimmy had been back in the States for nearly a year and a half but had not seen Rooney Iversen in a long time. So why the sudden marriage in August of 1944?

This much is known: Rooney and her mother drove to Pensacola that August to visit friends and, one supposes, to see Jimmy. “When she went down there, they got married,” Jim’s mother recalled. “And then that was it!” Aside from the bride and groom, the only people present were Rooney’s mother, Lorraine; a few navy pilots; a classmate of Jimmy’s, Ralph Fielding; and Ralph’s wife, Lorene, who acted as best man and maid of honor, respectively. According to the local paper, Rooney wore “a street-length dress in luggage brown and gold with forest green accessories.”

Was Anna pregnant? That, of course, was the obvious speculation. “I know that she had a baby nine months later,” said her friend Fay. But, she added, “I think it was something that happened on their honeymoon. I don’t think they had to get married.” If Rooney wasn’t pregnant, why the sudden wedding after so long an engagement? Anna knew, but never told anyone, not even her best friend, Fay. “I feel that Rooney has probably kept some things private,” Fay said years later, “and I think it should stay that way.”

The air of mystery may have emanated from the Iversens’ disapproval of James Wagner, though both of Rooney’s brothers had joined the coast guard and her father was now in the merchant marines; they could hardly find fault with a serviceman. The age concern was less acute; Anna was eighteen when she eloped. Character was also not an issue; everyone who knew Jimmy Wagner adored him to the point of hero worship. What, then? Fay suggested that Rooney’s parents might have been happier with someone more “social” than Jimmy. She also pointed out that “they didn’t know anything about him or his background.” Cousin Margaret laid the blame on Rooney’s father, a “self-centered” man with high aspirations for his only daughter. “He probably wanted her to marry a millionaire!” she offered, half in jest. There is perhaps more to the story—missing subplots buried with those who have died, kept secret still by Ann.

Whatever objections her parents may have had, the new—and newly pregnant—Mrs. James Wagner was gloriously happy. Anna was radiant during her first visit back to New London after the wedding. Jimmy, recalled his mother, “seemed to be walking on cloud nine.” Less than a month after the wedding, he got his wings at a ceremony in Pensacola; the next day he was promoted to ensign.

Jimmy and Anna spent their first Christmas together as husband and wife with the Wagners in Titusville, the small, Norman Rockwellesque town in western Pennsylvania where oil was first discovered. Jimmy’s parents and his sixteen-year-old brother, Gene, embraced his bride. Gene found Anna “very neat, very pretty, and very nice. A lovely girl. Lovely, lovely, lovely.” To Kathryn Wagner, the sort of small-town housewife who baked peach pies and left them on the front porch to cool, her daughter-in-law “was the picture of Ann Sheridan,” the “Oomph Girl” of the forties, a comparison Rooney would have relished. Privately, Kathryn Wagner fretted slightly—worrying, with a mother’s intuition, “that we might not be good enough for Ann,” recalled Gene Wagner. “She was concerned that Ann was from the city. We were farmers.”

Ironically, Anna Wagner spent the ensuing months in much the same fashion as did Priscilla Lane. She and the actress were both newly married to pilots and were following their husbands from base to base while awaiting the birth of their first child. Anna passed part of her pregnancy with her parents in Niantic, Connecticut; Jimmy flew up to see her “every opportunity he got,” recalled his brother. “They were very much in love, very happy.” The newlyweds also visited the Wagners “many times.”

On May 24, 1945, Jimmy arrived in Titusville on leave. Rooney was spending the last days of her pregnancy at Sheepshead Bay, in Brooklyn, where her brother was stationed. Jimmy’s plan was to spend a quick night with his family and friends en route to New York for their child’s birth later that week. Shortly after midnight the Wagners returned home to a frantically ringing phone. “Jimmy got the call,” remembered his mother, “and turned to us and said, ‘Well, Grandma and Grandpa! We have a baby girl!’ ” Rooney gave birth to an eight-pound baby at 10:40 that night. Jimmy and Gene raced to the hospital in Brooklyn, driving all night. “Jim went right up to see Ann, and I went to see the baby,” recalled Gene. “I said, ‘I saw your daughter before you did!’ ”

Anna Wagner chose the name Priscilla Ann for her love child. The choice was a revealing testament to her dreams and aspirations.

This was the first secret of the little girl who would marry Elvis Presley. She was not, as the world believed for so long, Priscilla Beaulieu. Her real name was Priscilla Ann Wagner.


2

The Secrets Begin

Priscilla Wagner spent her first days shuttling between Niantic, Connecticut, where she and her mother stayed with her maternal grandparents, and Grosse Pointe, Michigan, where her father was taking his final pilot’s course. The Wagners got their first glimpse of their only grandchild when she was less than a month old, during one of Jimmy and Anna’s stopovers in Titusville. Even Jimmy’s teenage brother, Gene, couldn’t get over how happy his little niece was.

Jimmy and Ann (she had dropped “Anna”) chose the Wagners’ church, Saint Paul’s Reformed, situated at the top of a hill up the street from the Titusville Library, for Priscilla’s baptism in August. After the Sunday service, the family drove back to the Wagner place, an old-fashioned farmhouse, to gather on the front lawn for pictures. Gene did the honors, capturing his older brother and Ann standing side by side, holding Priscilla between them. Ann is smiling blissfully at Jimmy while he beams at the camera. There is a single, poignant photo of Jimmy, posing before a sprawling oak tree, tenderly cradling his infant daughter. He is dressed in full uniform, standing military-straight, flashing his matinee-idol smile as Priscilla bobs her head out of a white christening blanket.

Within weeks Jimmy received orders to report to the Fighting Seventy-fifth aboard the aircraft-carrier USS Roosevelt, stationed in Chincoteague, Virginia. He and Ann and Priscilla were reunited with the Wagners once more in Titusville circa September of 1945. Before he left his parents’ home for Chincoteague, Jimmy pulled his parents aside. “Now, if anything should happen to me,” he instructed, “I want Rooney to have my car.” Kathryn Wagner didn’t give it a second thought. The war was over; her darkest fears about her son’s safety had not materialized. These were Jimmy’s glory days.

Ann and Priscilla whiled away the autumn in New London with the Iversens while Jimmy stood by near Norfolk, waiting to report for duty aboard the Roosevelt. When his orders arrived in early November, he persuaded one of the other pilots to accompany him in a single-engine two-seater for a training flight to Groton. He wanted to spend a farewell weekend with Ann and Priscilla before shipping out for the South American coast near Rio, where he would make his first official flight as a navy fighter pilot. His copilot’s reward was to be a blind date with Ann’s friend Fay.

Ann expected Jimmy at her parents’ house by ten that Saturday morning; he had not arrived by the time Fay knocked on the Iversens’ door, dressed up and excited about her date. Excitement gave way to worry, then fear, finally panic, as the late afternoon wore into nighttime. “I think both of us … we really didn’t say too much,” recalled Fay. “Didn’t talk about it.” Around eight o’clock, Ann rang the Wagners, deeply worried, wondering if they had received any word about Jimmy. Her mother-in-law said no and reassured her that Jimmy would arrive any minute. “Rooney and I waited and waited until I don’t know what time,” said Fay. “We waited until it was obvious that they weren’t going to be there. And I finally went home.”

Ann and the Wagners spent a desperate Saturday night and all day Sunday hoping, praying, for word from Jimmy. At 5:30 P.M. on Sunday they received a curt telegram from the navy informing them that James Wagner had been killed in an airplane crash on Saturday, “further details being sent by telegraph and letter.”

Jimmy and his copilot had flown into a heavy snowstorm as they approached the foothills of the Berkshire Mountains near Wingdale, New York, where they became lost in a fog. A hunter who lived in the area saw the two-seater crash upside down against East Mountain on Saturday morning, strewing fragments of the plane across the mountainside. It took New York State Police and local residents until Saturday night to make their way through the snow and underbrush to recover the bodies of Jimmy and his copilot, an ensign from Columbia, Tennessee, named S. R. Caulk. The plane had crashed just half a mile from the Connecticut state line.

“Anna was in a stupor,” her cousin Margaret recalled. Lorraine Iversen called that Sunday, asking Margaret to come over and comfort her daughter. The house was like a tomb. “Nobody said too much. What can you say?”

The Iversens, who had softened toward Jimmy since the wedding, gathered in Titusville with the Wagners for the funeral. The local paper noted that Jimmy had attracted the largest number of mourners ever to call at the Flanders-Arnold Funeral Home. Priscilla’s father’s memorial service befitted a military hero. James Wagner was buried in a white uniform, encased in a metal casket sealed by the government and draped with the flag of his country, saluted by a firing squad. Kathryn Wagner was inconsolable. Jimmy was her heart, her soul—her favorite son. The sort of boy who held down three part-time jobs in high school and still found time to call on an elderly widow for whom his smiling face was “like the sun coming out,” as she put it. “Jimmy was … well, he was just about perfect,” his mother took to saying. “Too perfect for this earth.” She took some solace in a letter she received after the funeral, informing her that the pilot who took Jimmy’s place on the Roosevelt that week went down in his plane on takeoff near Rio de Janeiro and was lost at sea. It was, it seemed, Jimmy’s time to die.

After the memorial, Ann and Priscilla stayed on in Titusville for almost three months, living with the Wagners past New Year’s. “I think she wanted to give comfort to my mother,” Gene said of Ann, “and I think she … realized that if she had left and taken the baby, my mother would have nothing.” Having their daughter-in-law and granddaughter near them was a source of great consolation to Jimmy’s parents. “Ann and the baby were here for Priscilla’s first Christmas,” Kathryn Wagner recalled. “We had a Christmas tree and made things as nice as possible. But there was a deep grief on both sides. Very, very bad.”

As far as the Wagners were concerned, everyone in the household got along beautifully. “I dearly loved the girl,” Kathryn Wagner remarked later. Gene and Ann grew particularly close. At nineteen, Ann was just two years older than Jimmy’s brother, who was then a senior in high school. The two played cards together in the kitchen, often talking and laughing. “I couldn’t have asked for a better sister-in-law,” related Gene. Priscilla, at eight months, was the apple of everyone’s eye—more so than usual, perhaps, because she was their lifeline to Jimmy.

By the middle of January 1946, it was time for Ann to return home. She had lived with the Wagners in a state of suspended emotion. “She was a bride, a mother, and a widow, within a year’s time,” as Fay pointed out. It was time to think about the future—hers and her child’s.

She and the baby moved in with her parents, while Ann sleepwalked through a series of dead-end jobs. “She was lost for a long time,” her cousin Margaret reflected. Ann often wrote to Kathryn Wagner, filling her in on Priscilla’s progress, but also complaining of dizzy spells, weight loss, and deep depression. “Rooney was a very vibrant person,” recalled her friend Fay, “and she had a terrible time accepting the fact that Jimmy had died.” She would pull out photographs of him, according to Margaret, and play and replay a tape recording of his voice, “and she’d get real down and cry.”

That year Ann took a secretarial course, realizing, as she wrote Mrs. Wagner, that she was responsible for supporting Priscilla. By the spring of 1947, the Iversens could no longer afford to maintain the run-down, rambling house they were occupying with Ann and their granddaughter, so the family moved to a small apartment in Niantic. By summer, Ann had recovered from the extremes of her depression, and she rallied when she found a clerical job in the business office of the University of Connecticut at Fort Trumbull.

It was a dismal denouement for the spirited Rooney, the girl who had once fancied herself a model.

Priscilla was her salvation. She had been blessed with a beautiful child, Jimmy’s legacy to her. Ann channeled her grief into complete absorption with her daughter. She fussed over Priscilla’s clothes and hair like a Parisian couturiere, dressing her in frilly frocks and Gibson girl blouses, arranging her baby-brown hair in a Kewpie curl. Priscilla seemed born to play the part. “Isn’t she a little doll?” strangers would remark.

Ann’s devotion gradually turned to ambition. She took Priscilla to a photographer for studio portraits, and avidly studied the results. Soon she was entering her daughter in baby contests, then children’s beauty pageants. With her own glamorous dreams beyond her reach, Ann focused her ambition on Priscilla. The resulting mother-daughter relationship was intensely symbiotic, and both knew that the key to their success was Priscilla’s appearance. The lesson for Priscilla was clear: looking pretty was her raison d’être.

By the spring of 1948, Ann was no longer working at the university. She wrote her mother-in-law that she was disgusted with drifting from job to dreary job and frustrated that two-and-a-half-year-old Priscilla had no yard to play in. She was longing to stay at home so she could devote herself full-time to her daughter.

Around this time she met a former marine who was taking a business course at New London Junior College. His name was Joseph Paul Beaulieu (pronounced “Bow-lee-eu”) Jr. Paul, as he was usually called, came from a Catholic family in the neighboring town of Groton, where his father operated a floor resurfacing business. Ann, who had not dated much since Jimmy died, began keeping company with Paul Beaulieu.

She did not mention her new suitor to the Wagners when she visited them that May to celebrate Priscilla’s third birthday. Ann and Priscilla were regular guests at Jimmy’s parents’ house—so much so that the neighbors across the street named their baby girl Priscilla. Jimmy’s little daughter charmed everyone in sight. When her mother and grandmother took Priscilla downtown to buy her a pinafore for her birthday, Mrs. Wagner recalled that “right in the store there she did a little jig. This little beret that she had on would keep slipping down, and she would give it a push to get it out of her eyes.… She performed just like a little actress.”

Perhaps Ann avoided talking to the Wagners about the new man in her life because Paul Beaulieu, according to her favorite cousin, “was jealous of Jimmy.” Ann confided this piece of information to Margaret after she and Paul began dating. Jimmy Wagner, by everyone’s account, was the great love of Ann’s life. Her relationship with Paul Beaulieu was different. “I guess she was in love with him,” Margaret mused. “But, you know, after Jimmy, Paul just couldn’t compete. Paul’s Paul.” Physically, he was not in the same league with James Wagner, Ann’s beau ideal. He was tall and dark but decidedly average-looking, with brown eyes and heavy brows that drooped slightly, giving him a basset-hound quality. What Paul Beaulieu did offer was security, stability, and an opportunity for Ann to quit her job and focus on Priscilla. He gave Margaret the impression “he wanted to be something important.” Paul Beaulieu particularly enjoyed having Ann’s little daughter by his side. “He liked the attention he got being with Priscilla,” Margaret noted, “because she was so beautiful.”

Ann wrote to Kathryn Wagner in August that she planned to remarry, but she did not say whom or when. Jimmy’s mother responded immediately: “Be sure and bring your husband and come visit us, and bring Priscilla.…”

Ann Wagner married Paul Beaulieu on September 11, 1948, in a big Catholic wedding in Groton. Priscilla’s paternal grandparents did not receive an invitation; in fact, unknown to them, the Wagners were being systematically eliminated from the lives of their granddaughter and Ann. There was an unwritten clause in Ann Beaulieu’s marriage vows, a hidden condition. She had made a Faustian pact with her jealous fiancé in exchange for her newfound security: She agreed to obliterate all evidence of her first marriage. It was to be as if Jimmy Wagner had never existed. His family, by extension, would cease to exist as well.

Ann began lying to her daughter, telling Priscilla that Paul Beaulieu was her father. Paul basked in the association. Jimmy Wagner, her true love, became a dark secret that Ann had to keep from everyone, even his own daughter. Priscilla attended the bridal shower and was a guest at the wedding of her “parents” at Sacred Heart Church. Ann and Paul assumed that Priscilla, at three and a half, was too young to know the difference.

Shortly after marrying Ann, Paul Beaulieu enlisted in the air force and started advanced pilot training, just like Jimmy Wagner. That December, for Priscilla’s fourth Christmas, Kathryn Wagner sent her granddaughter a bundle of gifts, though she hadn’t heard from Ann since receiving a telegram over a year earlier notifying the Wagners of her remarriage.

Ann, perhaps regretful of her need to cut all ties with Priscilla’s grandparents, sent Mrs. Wagner a thank-you note for the Christmas gifts and a card announcing the birth of her second child, Donald Paul Beaulieu, born December 30, 1949. “Priscilla is crazy about him,” she wrote Kathryn Wagner, “and she is quite a little helper.” It was in this letter that Ann told Jimmy’s mother they were moving to Texas, where Paul would be stationed as a navigator-bombardier. In closing, she thanked Kathryn for the Christmas gifts and promised to write again soon.

Kathryn Wagner never heard from Ann again.

Ann Beaulieu was driven by fear. Fear of how Paul Beaulieu would react if she mentioned Jimmy or his family. The fear intensified when she and Paul had their first child; Ann was concerned, she would say later, that Priscilla might not be treated the same as the baby. Was that all there was to the story? What was Ann so afraid of? Whatever the real reasons were, Ann kept them to herself, but the fear was there and it was powerful—so powerful that Ann made a decision soon after Donald was born: She would never again contact the Wagners, depriving her daughter of her paternal grandparents and separating Jimmy’s parents from their only grandchild. Priscilla’s real father—Ann’s true love—was a forbidden subject as long as Paul Beaulieu lived.

On April 17, 1950, a few months after Ann sent Donald’s birth announcement to Jimmy’s mother, Paul Beaulieu formally adopted Priscilla Ann Wagner. The perfect porcelain doll was now his. It had to torment him that her face, the face everyone commented upon, belonged to his dead rival.

The Wagners had no idea their son’s only child was now Priscilla Beaulieu, or that they had been deliberately expunged from her life. They were simply confused by Ann’s silence. Kathryn Wagner tried to send a baby gift to little Donald, but had no idea where in Texas Paul Beaulieu was stationed. Letters she wrote to Ann at her last known address were returned unanswered. Months passed with no word from Ann. “We were always in hopes that maybe she just was busy and didn’t write. Every time the mail came, ‘Well, maybe we’ll get a letter today.’ ”

Jimmy’s mother tried writing Ann in care of her parents in Connecticut, “to see if they would tell me where she was. We worried and worried and didn’t know what to do. But I didn’t receive any answers.” Several years passed, and the Wagners grew desperate. “We didn’t know for sure whether Priscilla was living or not,” explained Kathryn Wagner. “They just seemed to disappear.”

The Wagners decided, finally, to consider legal action to resume contact with their missing granddaughter. They made an appointment with an attorney, but the night before the consultation, he suffered a cerebral hemorrhage and died. The God-fearing Wagners took that as a sign. “Everything seemed to be against us,” recalled Mrs. Wagner. “It seemed to me that we just were not to know. We thought, There’s a reason for this. If we’re supposed to meet her or hear from her, we will.”

The Wagners, who considered Priscilla “kidnapped,” carried on with their lives, heartbroken. They had already lost Jimmy; now their darling grandchild, the living link to their son, had been ripped from them. For Jimmy’s mother, the hardest part of losing Priscilla was “the little things.” She thought of her granddaughter happily running through the house on her third birthday, her sweet smile. “But I have those good memories,” she would console herself. “I have those.” And she had the other Priscilla, the little girl across the street named after her granddaughter.

Kathryn Wagner also had a premonition, “a feeling that some way, somehow, I would know where she was.”
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Priscilla:
Little Girl Lost

Outwardly, Priscilla Ann Beaulieu was a typical six-year-old. She started first grade in New London in September of 1951. Her father had advanced to the rank of captain in the air force. Her mother tended the family. She adored her little brother, Donny, almost two.

The inner Priscilla, however, the Priscilla no one knew, was in turmoil, haunted by flashbacks to an earlier childhood that seemed both familiar and strange: recurring visions of her mother in church, on a stage, wispy memories of a big party, intermittent recollections of time spent with her grandmother Iversen while her mother was working and her father was nowhere around. All of these were pieces of an hallucinatory puzzle that Priscilla couldn’t put together, parts of a past denied. The flashbacks confused and tormented her, but she kept them to herself. Like her mother and the entire Iversen clan, Priscilla had learned, by the age of six, to suppress her emotions.

Her sanctuary was her mother. Priscilla and Ann had an almost mystical bond, distinct from her mother’s love for Donny and the other children who would follow. “She was a love child,” said Michael Edwards, Priscilla’s boyfriend when she was in her thirties, who knew the story of her childhood. “And love children, if you look through history, are always different.” Whether out of guilt or because Priscilla was her connection to her lost love, Ann Beaulieu doted on her daughter. “My mother has always been a best friend to me,” Priscilla remarked later in life. “She was always there for me, and she always saw my side. Not that I was a perfect kid, but she was always very sensitive to all my feelings.”

The dynamics of the family were established early. A childhood chum of Priscilla’s recalled that Paul Beaulieu was often away on military exercises and that when he was home, he was a remote authoritative presence. Though Ann lived in fear of him and of disturbing the status quo, she was herself a formidable figure in the Beaulieu household. Now that she no longer needed to work, she lavished her attention on her home and her family, predominantly Priscilla. In matters involving her daughter, Ann ruled. “I think he was the man of the house,” as Austin neighbor and friend Dora Keen put it, “but when it came to Priscilla, I think she would be the more dominant. She wanted the best and the most and all for Priscilla, and if it was to be done, that would be her challenge.”

The family had little money. Priscilla would remember her mother using orange crates as end tables and concealing them with hand-sewn decorative cloths, a simple metaphor for the house of secrets and lies. However much the Beaulieus struggled financially, Ann spared no expense where her daughter’s appearance was concerned. Priscilla as a child was more than pretty; she was exquisite. “She actually did look like a china doll,” observed a grammar school beau, Bob Ellis. “You couldn’t have drawn a prettier child.” Ann recognized and exploited that beauty, fashioning for her daughter, at six and seven, coordinated cowgirl costumes and fancy dresses with matching hats and purses and gloves. Priscilla, an early friend remembered, hated to be called Prissy, but the name was perfect for her. In home movies, she waved at the camera, smiling and tilting her head like Shirley Temple, completely at ease in her role as little princess.

By the second grade, Priscilla had gotten a full dose of military life. She had been uprooted from school in the middle of first grade, when Paul Beaulieu was transferred to Walker Air Force Base in Roswell, New Mexico; the following year she was enrolled in three second-grade classes in three states, ending the year at Bergstrom Air Force Base in Austin, Texas. The moves were difficult for Priscilla, who later said, “It makes you grow up with a very insecure feeling. You begin to wonder who your friends are—and what are friends.”

One would not have guessed that she felt insecure. Early teachers considered Priscilla extremely friendly, “pleasing,” “cooperative,” “dear.” Pat Conroy, author of The Great Santini, identified this paradox—the ability to appear outgoing yet feel isolated—as a common characteristic of military children. They “can engage anyone in a conversation,” he wrote, “become well-liked in a matter of seconds, yet there is a distance … a slight shiver of alienation, of not belonging.” Katherine Patton, Priscilla’s third second-grade teacher, got a glimpse of the lost little girl beneath the sweet, cheery facade. “She was kind of a little clinging vine, she stayed right along by my warm side!”

Ann was ever-present, offering her services as Mrs. Patton’s room mother, volunteering herself and Priscilla for the class operetta. Priscilla’s beauty exacerbated her growing sense of alienation. She was considered “the prettiest girl in school,” she later wrote in her memoir, the one who was “always stared at.” She had no girlfriends, even though people remember that she was nice to everyone. “She was living in her own private little world,” recalled her later boyfriend Michael Edwards, who talked to Priscilla about her childhood. “I think she was always a little dreamer—back, away from everybody. You could see it in her eyes.”

Priscilla, from her earliest childhood, was a boy’s girl. She had the instincts of a born coquette. There were always boys around Priscilla, even when she was five and six. “I don’t know how her parents could have missed that from the time she was a couple of days old, they were going to have to watch her very carefully,” a school friend, Linda Williams, would say. With boys, Priscilla had an instant comfort level that was missing in other areas of her life.

She has said that she felt different as a child—beyond being a military kid or feeling prettier than the other girls in school. Her almost angelic demeanor concealed a conflicted and troubled psyche, and the rare beauty that defined Priscilla also confused her. She was aware, even as a small child, that she only slightly resembled her mother. “I had nothing of my father,” she remarked later. “Nothing. You start thinking: Well, I’m different. There’s something wrong with me. Why am I different? Why don’t I look like them? Why am I different in looks than they are?” She had the odd, unsettling suspicion that she was from another family. It was more than a child’s vivid imagination; Priscilla could feel it. She felt separate from her younger brother, Don, and the four siblings who would follow. “Because I knew that I carried—I knew there was something that was different about me.”

“She felt different from her brothers and sisters because of the reality that they weren’t truly her brothers and sisters,” proclaimed Mike Edwards. “I think she sensed that. It’s in the genes—you know when you’re really connected. She doesn’t look like her sister, and she doesn’t look like her brothers.”

Priscilla had to wonder why there were so few photographs of her as a young child, aside from the studio portraits Ann submitted to baby contests and a few snapshots of her with her grandmother Iversen. There were no pictures of her with Paul Beaulieu before the age of three. “It was explained to me that there were no photographs of myself taken with my father [because] he was in the military and he was away. And it made sense to me, and I never went any further than that.” Still, Priscilla could not shake the feeling that she did not belong.

Priscilla’s sense of separateness from her family gave rise to the same kind of longing that came with being a child of the military, traveling from post to post. Mary Edwards Wertsch, a captain’s daughter who wrote Military Brats, about the effects of growing up inside the military, concluded there is “only one antidote”: belonging. “It is not easy for a military brat to learn what that even means, much less to find it. Yet belonging is the single greatest quest of our lives.” For Priscilla Beaulieu, who felt alienated from friends and family, the quest to belong, that “powerful unnamed yearning” that Wersch says is found in most military children, was even more profound.

There is no such thing as a secret in a family, according to John Bradshaw, the psychologist and author of Family Secrets; there is only denial. Priscilla was five or six when she first became aware of the unusual atmosphere around her house. She knew there was a secret. “When there is a secret in a family,” she recalled later, “there’s always this sense of wondering. Of ‘Well, why are they avoiding me?’ or ‘Why hasn’t this question been answered?’ or ‘Why are they being so secretive?’ or ‘Why are they whispering?’ ”

Bradshaw says that when a situation is confusing or a child does not get information, he or she will create fantasies. So it was with Priscilla. “When you’re left with all these mysteries,” she said later, “you start assuming things yourself.” Priscilla imagined she was born to different parents, that her real father was a faraway, unapproachable handsome prince. “My defense was to dream—to slide into a fantasy world, a world always teeming with animals.” She took solace in stray birds and cats, bringing them home to nurse them to health. She found it easier to relate to animals than to people because “animals have no ulterior motives. And once they love you they’re always there.”

When she was five or so, Priscilla discovered a more romantic means of escape. “My father listened to opera. Mario Lanza, Caruso. We had all of their albums. Liberace, too.” Listening to Mario Lanza, the darkly handsome, emotional tenor, sing “Be My Love” during the summer of 1950 touched a chord in the lonely, displaced little girl. “There was such strength in his voice and the songs that he sang. I used to sit down by the record player and listen to them.” Enthralled by the magic of that powerful voice, Priscilla could imagine herself outside the house of whispers, comforted by the virile, masculine image of Mario Lanza. “And then someone said one day that he led a very lonely life, and I just became very fond of him. And had a lot of empathy for him also.” The identification was complete. Not only did Lanza represent her savior, now Priscilla fantasized she could save him. “I used to play his records and talk to him and try to make him feel better.” They were twin souls, lonely kindred spirits.

“She went into her own make-believe world,” asserted Mike Edwards, who derived much from childhood photos of Priscilla. “They weren’t pictures with great smiles—more kind of looking back, withdrawing into her little world. It was almost like she was waiting for someone like Elvis to come along.”

No one outside of Tupelo and Memphis had ever heard of Elvis Presley in 1950. He was a fifteen-year-old boy attending Humes High in Tennessee, plucking at his guitar and singing gospel for his mama. Like Priscilla, Elvis was a lonely child, unusually attached to his mother, with a powerful affinity for Mario Lanza. Years later, during the filming of the 1972 documentary Elvis on Tour, he would tell the directors, Pierre Adidge and Bob Abel, that Lanza influenced his musical style more than any other singer.

For Priscilla, Mario Lanza represented a powerful, inchoate longing, a yearning for something she could not identify: the father she never really knew, yet psychically could feel.

There was something else that set Priscilla apart as a child, something more than the recurring flashbacks, the feeling of belonging to another family, the muffled conversations between her parents. Beginning when she was six or seven, an age when most little girls’ imaginations extend no further than dolls and tea parties, Priscilla Ann Beaulieu was seized by an odd presentiment that something extraordinary was going to happen to her. She was not certain what or how or when, but “I just knew that there was something that was going to happen in my life. That was going to be very big. And it was going to create a big effect—on me and my family.”

Except for her almost supernatural beauty, her birthright from her otherwise forgotten father, there was nothing unique or distinctive about Priscilla Beaulieu as a child that would have given her reason to entertain this premonition.

Time and events, of course, would prove her right.
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Fantasies of Elvis

By 1955, when she was ten, Priscilla had attended six schools from Connecticut to Maine to New Mexico to Texas and back. Despite her beauty—or perhaps because of it—she said that she “never fit in. It wasn’t like people accepted me with open arms. I was always the odd one. Because, being in the military, you have to always find where you belong, who’s the group that’s going to take you in, where your little niche is.”

She started fifth grade at I. W. Podham in Austin, where she had attended part of the second grade. It was in Austin that a sister, Michelle, was born. While Ann still indulged Priscilla, certain rules and chores were strictly enforced. Most of them were necessary because of the family’s meager finances and Priscilla’s unfortunate position as the eldest child. She was often called upon to baby-sit, “and her allowance would be docked for little things—for instance, if she didn’t close the door right away, letting cool air out,” recalled a Texas friend. “In some ways they were mean to her.”

Still, Carol Ann Heine, a close friend of Priscilla’s from the fifth through the eighth grade, said that in most other ways “Priscilla was pretty much in the bracket of spoiled child. She pretty much had her way; she was very pampered.” Christine Laws, another classmate, remembered that during homemaking class “you could tell she hadn’t been around the kitchen much.”

Ann continued to dress her like a doll, in layers of petticoats and voluminous hoop skirts. If the other girls were wearing shorts, recalled classmate Frances Rhodes, Priscilla’s would be made of gold lamé.

The cult of Priscilla’s beauty also served to bond mother and daughter. Ann shared beauty secrets with Priscilla, tutoring her in the rituals of the toilette, showing her how to rinse her golden brown hair in beer to bring out the sheen. The other fifth-grade girls at the half-country, half-military Popham school looked upon Priscilla’s “beautiful shining hair” in awe, finding her special rinse “exotic.” Ann Beaulieu exaggerated her own glamour, telling her daughter she’d been a photographer’s model in high school, posing for portraits and modeling for department stores. This modeling career, however, escaped the notice of Ann’s best friend Fay, her cousin Margaret, and her other classmates in New London. “Maybe Priscilla meant her mom always wanted to [model],” offered Pam Rutherford, Priscilla’s closest childhood friend, whom she met in the fifth grade. Ann, the once-frustrated secretary, was channeling her own thwarted ambitions into Priscilla.

For her part, Priscilla’s interests clearly did not lie in school. She admitted later that she was more interested in having fun. “Grades were not Priscilla’s strong suit,” her classmate Christine said. “And there was not the emphasis at home either. Let’s face facts. If your child is going to do well in school, Mother and Daddy have to be involved.”

Priscilla had a few girlfriends at the start of fifth grade—including Donna Brooke and Linda Williams, both popular, outgoing girls—but still no close friend. Other girls saw her, she would later write in her memoir, as “a rival, afraid I’d take their boyfriends away.” Yet she was not remembered that way. “No, she wasn’t that type of person,” suggested Christine. “You weren’t jealous of Priscilla. She was just Priscilla. And she wasn’t snobby; she was friendly and outgoing.” She did gravitate toward boys, though. “And all the little ol’ boys, they liked Priscilla a lot,” said her fifth-grade teacher, Ann George, chuckling. “They really did!”

Though her Texas classmates regarded Priscilla as an extrovert—“bubbling with personality,” in the words of older boy Bob Ellis—she would look back upon her entire childhood as detached. Priscilla was always discrete. “Even though I had friends,” she would later explain, “there was always that sense of keeping a part of me distant. I never gave all. I always reserved a certain part that I just never shared, and wouldn’t share.” This was the key to Priscilla, and would remain so. “Not that I wasn’t close to my friends, and we had great times and a lot of fun. But there’s just a line. There’s a line there that I wouldn’t go across.”

Her reserve was partly a by-product of her military upbringing, but because of all the secrecy in her family, Priscilla became secretive. This quality imbued her with a mystique she would carry into her Elvis years and beyond. There was something sphinxlike about Priscilla, a demureness that people remember as strangely seductive, especially in a child. “Priscilla had a quality about her,” her childhood best friend’s mother, Eddie Rutherford, later tried to explain. “As a child, in my presence, she was such a little lady.” This ultrafeminine mystique in one so beautiful and so young cast a spell on people, bewitched them, intrigued them, fascinated them, compelled them to try to break through.

Priscilla’s aloofness was reinforced by a reserve that could have been misconstrued as shyness. According to her classmate Christine, she “was anything but” shy. Christine considered her the class clown, witty and outgoing, “always the center of attention.” Her excessive daintiness could also create the illusion that Priscilla was extremely modest, even prudish. On the contrary, she could be quite aggressive if she had a goal. “When she wanted something, she went after it,” remarked a Texas beau, Calvert White. Another boyfriend, Chuck Burns, saw her the same way: “She knew what she wanted, and she didn’t … let anything stand in her way. Once she set her mind, she’d go for it.”

If there were two Priscillas—the “good” Priscilla, who was reserved and affectedly modest, and the “naughty” Priscilla, who was aggressive, determined, and overtly sexual—this dichotomy is consistent with her astrological sign. Gemini is, after all, the sign of the twins. One can never be certain with a Gemini, astrologers contend, which of the twins one is going to encounter. Certainly as an adult Priscilla was aware of her duality. She described herself as a “true Gemini,” possessed of two seemingly inconsistent personas “that are both me.” This split personality would be an underlying theme in her life and would make her exceedingly difficult to read.

The hidden Priscilla revealed herself around the time of her eleventh birthday, in the spring of 1956, when she watched a young Elvis Presley perform on Jimmy and Tommy Dorsey’s Stage Show and found herself sexually aroused. Elvis triggered the same emotional responses in her as had Mario Lanza. Like Lanza, Elvis Presley communicated to Priscilla strength, virility, confidence, and a dark sensuality. The difference was that Elvis Presley projected raw sex and a hint of menace, and Priscilla responded. That March, Paul Beaulieu stood on line at the PX to buy his daughter a copy of Elvis’s first album, Elvis Presley, which stayed at number one on the Billboard chart for ten weeks and featured “Blue Suede Shoes,” “I Got a Woman,” and “Tutti Frutti.”

Elvis was a long way from Mario Lanza, and Priscilla never looked back.

Though it would later become part of the Priscilla Beaulieu myth and legend that she was not an Elvis Presley fan before she met him in Germany, the truth is that Priscilla was fixated on Elvis. A neighbor of the Beaulieus, Eddie Rutherford, whose husband was transferred to Bergstrom Air Force Base in 1956, remembered that after March of that year, “her record player was going all the time. She absolutely loved his records!”

Eddie Rutherford and Ann Beaulieu arranged that year for their daughters, Pam and Priscilla, to meet. “We immediately hit it off,” Pam recalled. They shared a love of the outdoors, of horses, of fantasy, and of boys. “It seems like there was a horse on the base,” recalled Pam, “and we’d either go ride or pretend like we could ride or wish we could ride. We had all these great schemes and dreams.” “We were always playing horses,” Priscilla remembered. “She was Fury, and I was the Black Stallion. We had a real bond.”

Pam’s dream was to own a horse ranch. “My dreams when I was small,” Priscilla once told a British newspaper, “could be best described by reading The Black Stallion.” Priscilla the romantic identified with the mystical children’s books by Walter Farley about a boy named Alec, a loner who saves the life of a mythical black stallion. Once more, Priscilla was drawn to an image of dark strength and power—of savage grace. “The Black,” as the boy calls the wild Arabian, in turn saves Alec’s life and will allow no human to touch him but Alec. The Black Stallion remains an enigma, belonging to no one, except Alec, but worshiped by all who behold his refined black beauty. Though she didn’t realize it at the time, Priscilla was reading a version of her future. Elvis Presley was the human embodiment of the Black Stallion, with his beautiful features and mythic status—admired by everyone and owned by no one, except, to a degree, Priscilla Beaulieu.

Priscilla was still living in a fantasy world, and Pam was her partner in illusion. “We talked so much,” said Pam. “Make-believe and wishes.” In the fifth grade, Priscilla and Pam began playing a new fantasy game called Let’s Pretend, or Imagine If. The two girls would lie side by side on the bed in Priscilla’s room for hours, telling each other about their fantasies. “Priscilla always pretended that she was gonna marry Elvis,” Pam recalled. “And I was gonna marry Ricky Nelson. We’d pretend what their romance would be like and what mine would be like. We’d play Elvis records and make believe all kinds of glamorous things.” The game varied only as to specific events. “Sometimes we played ‘Imagine if you met Elvis,’ ” explained Pam. Other days it was Priscilla and Elvis’s fantasy wedding, their romantic honeymoon, or their life together. “We didn’t have a clue!” Pam laughed later. “Ride around in limousines, I guess. Wear shiny clothes.”

The games of Let’s Pretend were part of the glue that cemented the friendship between Priscilla and Pam. “We used to play Imagine If a lot. And she was always with Elvis and I was always with Ricky.” It was the first, and probably the last, time Priscilla Beaulieu allowed another woman access to her fantasies.

That same year or early the next, Priscilla joined an Elvis Presley fan club, receiving Elvis buttons and black-and-white glossies in the mail. When her dream lover played Austin during the summer before she started the sixth grade, he was close to Priscilla yet far, far away.
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