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FOR ERIN




PROLOGUE


SHE was a beautiful child.


There was no one else left to remember, and yet her memory of the little girl she used to be wasn’t sentimental. A woman like that puts about ten thousand miles between herself and the little girl she used to be if she has any chance of getting up in the morning. “Detached,” her shrink had said on occasion, except that they never did so much of that kind of talk. (Mostly they both liked the sound of her voice, and of course he wasn’t shy about prescriptions.) She wasn’t beautiful the way the world wants children to be beautiful—pink cheeks, blonde curls. Her hair wasn’t blonde yet, and she had learned to control a blush before she learned to talk. She was beautiful the way grown women are beautiful, all slim limbs and knowing eyes, which is perhaps why men were inspired to treat her like a woman early.


Those unflinching eyes went a long way to explaining everything that happened later. Not the fame—the secret part. The strange clicks on the line late at night, the trench coats in the crowd, the paranoia of being trailed. How she’d fallen in with dangerous people, and why she had pursued Jack in the first place. How she came to betray her country, and all of that.


When she was born, in June of ’26, there had been no daddy to point to—her mother was wild and pretty, and she got low the way her daughter later would. She was her mother’s third to come to term, and her mother wasn’t any more prepared than she had been for the first two, although those babies at least had a father. The third baby was a child nobody wanted; that was the lattice upon which she grew. She was sent away to live with folks called Bolender, who boarded babies for people who couldn’t care for their own, out on the fringes of Los Angeles County. Eventually her mother did manage to buy a house for them to live in together, on Arbol Drive. Doesn’t that sound lovely, Arbol Drive? Her mother thought so, too. She bought a lot of furniture she couldn’t afford, all in white. That was when the little girl first saw that white is sometimes just a story we tell, innocence a feint.


The Bolenders taught her songs about Jesus, but on Arbol Drive they listened to big band on the phonograph and the grown-ups played cards and drank gin until their laughter got loud and they danced around the living room. Her mother and her mother’s best friend, Grace, worked at one of the studios, and they’d stare at the little girl sometimes and say how pretty she was, how she could be a movie star when she grew up, and they wouldn’t have to worry about money anymore. There was never enough money—this was the Depression—and they were forced to take in boarders, a Mr. Kennel and his wife, but this seemed fine. The Kennels were actors, and they talked in a plummy, movie aristocrat way, and they’d invite friends over who worked in the pictures and always came with gossip about the business.


He was one of these. His name was Perry and he had been a bit player, too, but he’d shown up drunk at work too many times, and the studio terminated his contract. He wasn’t a bad drunk, though. He got very happy and made everybody laugh. He was handsome, and when his eyes were red from drink they glittered in a way that made her feel special.


So it was on an evening when everyone was feeling loose and some tall, dark fellow was dancing her mother close. Perry came to the corner where she sat, observing the grown-ups from a safe distance. He must have noticed how Mr. Kennel stared at the little girl, touched her, asked her to sit on his lap, tried to get her alone whenever he had the chance. “A girl as pretty as you needs to know how to defend herself,” Perry told her, with a grave and comical lowering of the eyes. “All men aren’t so kindly as me.”


She was so shy she could barely speak, but she smiled to reward him for looking out for her, and he gave her a dime and told her to go see the new Jean Harlow picture. Someday, he said, she’d be even bigger than Harlow.


Not long after that her mother stopped paying the bills or talking sense. Her eyes went dead and she was shouting up the stairwell for days before Aunt Grace called the ambulance and had them take her away. Grace said she’d look after little Norma, but she wasn’t a real aunt, and she was busy trying to keep the attention of a younger man. For a while Norma Jeane went to the pictures every day. She watched Jean Harlow over and over and learned how her gaze changed after settling on a man. It was during that period that Perry made good on his promise—she was walking to Grauman’s Egyptian, and he pulled up in his old Ford and told her to get in. “Today’s the day I teach you how to defend yourself,” he said.


As they drove, she was very impressed by how fast you can leave a place in a car, how smoothly this one rolled into the sun-dappled afternoon. It was a hot, dry day, the dirt rising off the road and the hills that scorched, California umber. The air smelled of eucalyptus and chaparral, and as they traveled away from the familiar streets, she was conscious of the earth spinning very slowly and how truly alone she was.


They pulled off the road into an open space with a lot of long, dry grass and a hazy view of snowcapped mountains. First he set the cans up on an old split-rail fence and then he showed her the gun, and it was just like the six-shooters that men in the movies wear in holsters under pinstriped suits.


“Do you want to load it?” he asked, gently putting six bullets in her palm. Then he showed her how to open the chamber and slip them in. She must have appeared frightened, because he told her that there was nothing to be afraid of and brushed the hair off her forehead. Then he warned her that when the gun went off it would make a loud noise and that its force might knock her backward. She’d have to stand firmly, legs apart, and hold it with both hands, and he bent to put her feet in place. Then he moved her fingers, showing her how to cock the gun so that it was ready to hammer a bullet.


The first shot was a thunderclap inside her ears, and she was sure she’d never hear again. But then she noticed him chuckling, and knew she hadn’t hit a thing. Determination rose up inside her. That was how she’d always been—by that age she’d figured out nobody was going to stick around long enough to raise her right, and so she took her lessons where she found them, paid fierce attention when there was something to learn.


The canyon was quiet, and she gripped the gun and concentrated on the cans glinting in the sun. She imagined the bullet inside the chamber and how it would hurtle straight to that can and knock it from the fence. She gave the bullet a little talking-to, so it knew she was going to have her way, squeezed the trigger, cocked the gun, squeezed again. The sound was just as loud but it didn’t bother her this time, because she’d hit her targets. Two cans had flown right off the fence, and the burning in her palms was a pleasure.


Perry clapped his hands. “Hot damn!”


He’d been crouching behind her, and now he lay down, folding his arms under his head. She turned around for approval, but saw right away that he wasn’t smiling in the goofy way he did on Arbol Drive. Now he was smiling like a wolf.


“Did I do it right?” she whispered and for a long time he made no answer. The sun was very bright, and sweat pooled on her upper lip.


“Forgive me, Norma Jeane,” he said when he reached up her skirt. With one hard pull he took her underpants to her knees. “But I just can’t help myself.”


Perhaps he forgot the gun in her hand, or maybe he believed she was as she appeared. Whatever went through his mind at that moment, it was the last thing he ever thought. She stared down at him, childlike and trusting. Her eyes got wide, and there was a moist dark sliver between her lips. He grinned and she twice rehearsed how to do the thing. Then she cocked the gun, lifted it with both hands, and blew his face away. One moment his grin was there, framing his slick, shining slug of a tongue, and the next it was gone. There must have been a great deal of blood, but she tried not to see that. She dropped the gun on his belly and walked back down the canyon while her heart kept marching time.


It was almost thirty years before she heard her heart beat like that again.


“This isn’t how you imagined it’d feel to be alone with Marilyn Monroe, is it?” she asked the man who sat across from her. He wore a black suit, an ominously straight tie, kept his eyes cold and impassive, but she held his gaze. “You figured I’d be a hundred and twenty pounds of quivering delight, whispering cotton candy and blowing kisses. Well. All that burbling sweetness isn’t a lie, not totally, but men can be so stupid when it comes to vulnerability. They forget that vulnerability can be itself, and it can also be a shield, and also a knife. Any old thing can be a weapon, so long as you know how to use it right.”


The man showed no reaction, only prompted her by clearing his throat. But she had known he would come eventually, and was not about to be hurried.


“You want me to get on with it,” she observed. “Stop talking about myself, tell you how I met Prez, why I wanted to reach him so badly. Get me a cigarette and a drink, and I’ll tell you everything. I deserve it, you know. All appearances to the contrary, the story I am about to tell you is a love story.”




I


1959




ONE


New York, March 1959


THE biggest spectacle in Manhattan, on the eve of Easter Sunday, was at the corner of Forty-fifth and Broadway, where Billy Wilder’s new picture was having its premiere and the press swarmed the sidewalk to document the famous faces emerging from the chandelier-dappled lobby of the Loews State Theater. There were so many onlookers and full-time fans jockeying for position in the street that the police several times had to push them back. The last of the film’s stars to appear was the blonde who’d played Sugar Kane. The temperature had just dropped into the thirties, and she wore a sleeveless, low-cut gown that appeared to have been made out of a thousand silver filaments clinging by some magnetism to every rise and fall of her sure body.


“Here.” Her husband, a step behind her, tried to pull the white fur over her pale shoulders, but she moved away from him, toward the crowd, the red heart of her mouth trembling and swelling before it spread into a broad smile. The camera flashes and the desperate waving of hands became orgiastic, and for a few moments, for anybody lucky enough to look on her, at her naked shoulders and her half-naked breasts wagging against their triangular silver constraints, the whole world was made up of diamonds and palm trees and soft, suggestive kisses.


The crowd convulsed and called her by her first name. Microphones were thrust in her direction. She had been famous a long time by then, and the rabidity of crowds had ceased to frighten or thrill her as before. Their pitch continued to increase, and the likelihood of some kook who meant her harm being out there, amongst the sweet boys who kept her picture under their mattresses, was surely the same as it had ever been. But the idea of harm no longer troubled her. In fact, she went toward it. By now she knew perfectly well that empty rooms could swallow her whole, even after the bright frenzy of a night like this. Anyway, it was too late; she had promised to be this way and was too familiar with the pain of broken promises to betray her public by being anything less.


“Marilyn, did you enjoy the picture?”


Resting a hand on her hip, she moved to face the reporter, a young man with his fedora pushed back on the crown of his head. In the movie, you could make out the curve in her middle and guess that she had been pregnant, and watching it had reminded her that the months she’d spent on set had cost her another one.


“I thought it was Mr. Wilder’s best yet,” she almost whispered, her breath suspended in the cool air between them like a veil. “Did you enjoy the picture?”


Of course she knew he hadn’t seen the picture, and before he could attempt an answer, ten more questions were hurled her way. “What’ll you do now?”


“Well, we all worked very hard, so I expect we’ll go to the party and celebrate and enjoy ourselves a little.”


Another voice, this one more charging than reverent: “Is it true that the studio plans to put a weight clause in your future contracts?”


Marilyn gazed back at the question, and her lids sank slightly to protect her eyes from the cameras’ light. Suddenly her false lashes were too heavy, and she felt her stomach turning over the white chalk she’d had in lieu of dinner. The smile sank and rose again, curling the edges of her lips. “My husband likes me a little plump.” She issued a soft, careless laugh and looked up at Arthur in his bow tie and black-rimmed glasses, who returned her smile enigmatically. He was so tall; for a moment she remembered why she had thought he could give her shelter. The creases of the smile lingered in his healthy, olive skin—the marks of a person so distinguished he was beyond intimidation. “That’s all that matters, really. Don’t you think?”


Another question: “Did you read Mr. Wilder’s comments in Parade this morning?”


“No, I didn’t. Is that a newspaper or something?” She winked and tipped herself forward. “I live in New York now, so I read the New York Times in the morning.”


The flashbulbs had become explosive, atomic. They had no center.


“What do you think of Mr. Lemmon and Mr. Curtis?”


“Oh, they’re cutups, both of them, and Tony especially is such a darling, I could just eat him!”


“All right,” Arthur said, his mouth at her ear. Then he was steering her, and she let him, even as she kept her gloved hand raised and her lashes batted back and her face gently radiating her own girlish femininity, which she had once practiced so assiduously but now had the purity and force of habit. The white moon of her face turned toward the crowd, as though what she really wanted was to shine on them. “Come,” he urged, once he had spotted the limousine the studio had hired, his big, tapered fingers strong and goading. “Come, my dear.”


She loved it when he talked that way. They were still calling her name, and her heart stretched out, and she wanted to show them once more how much she had given. But she loved it when he said my dear, and couldn’t say no. He opened the door for her, and lifted up her glinting train so that it would not get caught. Delicately he arranged it around her satin high-heeled shoes, and he paused a moment so that she could wave again before closing the door and coming around the other side.


They rushed toward her window. Several sets of eyes—human, and the bug-eyed camera kind—stared at her through the glass, and she gazed back from beneath drooping lids and tilted herself forward in offering. They were still taking her picture and she was still gazing back at them when Arthur slammed the door. The limousine was halfway down the block and the sound of her name was beginning to fade before she looked at him.


He was lighting a cigarette and did not meet her eyes. “Sutton Place and Fifty-Seventh,” he said, playing up the Brooklyn in his gravel voice.


It was not the first time the sound of their home address had disappointed her. “But what about the party?”


She’d spoken in the high, childish cadence that once would have made him do anything for her—saying party as though it signified a kind of candy that little girls cannot resist—but now he went on without meeting her eyes. “I’m going up to the country early tomorrow.” He exhaled in the direction of the passing city. “I’m going to work.”


In the silence that followed, the crowds and the noise began to seem abstract, like something she’d read about once long ago, or a story she told when she was on the couch, and she felt the supple self she had been presenting for the last several hours begin to frost over.


“If you want to go, I won’t stop you,” he went on without turning his head. “But I don’t have the patience tonight.”


“The patience for what?”


The flat, judgmental faces of New York’s buildings passed by, and Arthur said nothing.


“The patience for what?” Now she was almost shrieking, even though it would worsen his silence. They both thought how it wasn’t the voice of the woman he’d meant to marry. How it was the voice of some other creature, bent on making the party, and everything else, a special hell. How she would send him off to mix just the right amount of scotch and soda in a champagne glass so everyone would think she was drinking bubbly. How her pulse would quicken in his absence and her whole body would seek the most admiring male gaze. How she would purr at Billy and Jack and Tony and say flattering things to their wives and then, later, rage about how they’d trashed her in the press, the nasty, unkind things they’d said to put her down, keep her in her place, justify paying her too little, and on and on. The fury she’d set loose, and the unquiet night to follow.


“Who needs the party?” Her voice was weightless again, a very fine imitation of unself-conscious delight.


Arthur said nothing.


“Maybe I’ll come with you, to the country. The dogs would like it, wouldn’t they? I’ll bake you bread while you write, and maybe a berry pie. It will be just like when we were first married, the night it rained so hard? I made you a pie and we drank bourbon and played cards and you knew how much I loved you.” She smiled at the back of his head. But he didn’t turn around, so she swung in the other direction and gave it to the passing street. The pale mask of her face was reflected in the window, not quite as vivid as the red on her mouth. “I have so much reading to catch up on anyway,” she went on, although now she was speaking more slowly, as one does when they have begun to employ the future impossible. “And it would be so nice to see the Diebolds’ children.”


The night was silent, and so was Arthur, as their limousine glided along Fifty-Seventh Street past the Art Students League, where the bearded young man she’d gone down on in the bathroom of the Subway Inn last week had said he was taking figure-drawing classes, and past the diner where she sometimes liked to have a BLT alone in her black wig and pretend she was just another rich housewife wasting away the afternoon. The headlights of the passing cars were big as squid’s eyes, and just as seemingly innocuous. She told herself they were not squid’s eyes. They were celestial orbs; they were bioluminescent eggs; they were jewels sent from another planet to honor her otherworldly beauty; they were symbols of fertility; everything was going to be all right.


Everything is going to be all right, she thought as they went through the lobby, and she actually believed it until they were in the elevator, and she saw him press the button for the floor with his long index finger—the one he pressed against his temple when he was thinking about things she couldn’t understand, the one he pointed at her when he was angry. The button said 13, and she shuddered, remembering how they’d fought over that one. He’d said it was a silly superstition, and she hadn’t wanted him to think her silly, and let him win. The apartment was affordable, he’d insisted, the bookshelves already built in. Of course he didn’t know, and how could he, how vigilant she was, how carefully she read the signs, how assiduously she avoided bad omens of any kind. Now the elevator was lifting her, slowly, to the unlucky apartment where she should have known everything would go wrong.


Arthur said nothing as he crossed the white carpeted living room and put Billie Holiday on the record player. The fragile music filled the room, and Marilyn lingered at the large entryway mirror while the door drifted closed behind them. She had hung it there—why? For this, she supposed. To see her mystery faded, her face slack with disappointment, with the sheer effort of buoying herself up, while all the while her hair remained set, a helmet of floss. Perhaps the things they said about her were true. She was crazy and unreliable and couldn’t remember lines. She would never make another picture, for who would want to work with her? But this was the kind of thinking she could not allow, and with a brightening of the eyes she let her fur slip off her shoulders and went swiveling and tiptoeing across the floor to the chair where Arthur sat, smoking his pipe by a lamp, one long leg crossed over the other, his focus on the book spread open in his lap.


“Poppy?” she said as she sank down beside him. A strap slid down her shoulder; the dress strove to contain her breasts.


Arthur said nothing.


“Poppy, take me with you to the country, why don’t you? I’ll be a good little wife.”


Not looking up: “I’m going there to work.”


“But I won’t make a sound. I’ll darn your socks and bring you tea. Just don’t leave me here alone. Please?”


The passage of Arthur’s gaze from the pages of his book took an era—whole species came and went in the time it took him to look at her—and by then she no longer wanted to go to the country with him. She wanted to tell him: One phone call, Joe DiMaggio will be over to knock your teeth out, but she had used that line before, and Arthur had only laughed and left the room. His eyes were weary, and they barely blinked as they stared into hers. His nostrils were hatefully wide, and the sigh that came through them was violent with unsaid things.


“If you come to the country you’ll miss your appointments with Dr. Kurtz …” Each word issued from his thick lips was a pretense of patience. “No, I think you had better stay here and let me get a little work done. It will go quickly, you won’t even miss me. You have so many friends.”


As he stared at her she blinked and blinked. Like a fish, her lips parted and closed, parted and closed. Her shoulders were so heavy and her feet so pinched and red and her heart felt waterlogged and ill-used. She knew what he was thinking. He thought of her the way Wilder did, as a bitch and a child, a destroyer of other people’s plans. This was not paranoia (as Dr. Kurtz might carefully have suggested); she had read his diary, those many lines of eloquent disappointment.


“Oh, never mind,” she said hatefully. She tore off the dress and left it in a heap on the carpet as she proceeded to the far side of the apartment.


When she was single and suffering sleeplessness, she’d at least had the consolation of the telephone. She’d get a man on the line (any lover or friend would do), provoke him to say reassuring things. Using a soft, halting voice, asking simple and naïve questions, usually did the trick. How big was the universe, and where did it end? How had he made his first fortune, and what was the weather like where he was calling from, and did he think everything might still turn out all right? She was soothed by the sound of their confident pronouncements, which perhaps they really did believe, and after a while her eyes might close and her thoughts grow quiet.


But she wasn’t single, and she knew she’d just be crazy and wide-awake as long as she stayed in the apartment with Arthur. She was careening through the rooms, her mind lit up with some heady combination of emotion and pills wearing off and a sweating need for a stiff drink. An old slip going over her naked body, and a navy fisherman’s sweater over that, and then the London Fog jacket she’d bought when she first moved east after divorcing Joe. She took Arthur’s hat from the hook by the door and put it over her hair. Ha, she thought when she glanced in the mirror, I’m Sam Spade.


“Fuck you,” she shouted at the living room as she went through the front door and put all her energy into jamming her finger against the elevator button, hoping he’d come after her, and hoping he wouldn’t. In her mind: fuck you fuck you fuck you.


The cool, quiet air did nothing for her anger, and she walked several blocks without thinking of direction or registering any faces. She thought about how ugly New York was, how California would be better. They had already discussed it—a trial separation—and Arthur had tried to pass the arrangement off as her idea. Maybe she really would go now, see how he liked it, how he did without having her body when he wanted it. Perhaps if she’d had a father, she thought, he would have warned her not to fall for creeps, and she wouldn’t find herself so often alone, on some street late at night.


She turned off an avenue and saw, through a canyon of apartment buildings, the lights of a barge on the water. Then she heard the voice, and wondered if she were hallucinating.


“N.J.” The voice was quiet, almost disembodied.


“What are you, CIA? FBI? Isn’t it enough you tap my phones?” She took three swift steps backward from the building’s shadows, not wanting to catch the stems of her heels in the gaps of the sidewalk. She couldn’t remember now if it had originally been Arthur’s paranoia or hers, that sense of someone always listening in, or if she had been born with the fear of a constant, hovering presence that intended no good.


“N.J., it’s me,” he said again, and this time she could not pretend with herself that that vaguely accented voice, with its touch of European courtliness, was not familiar.


“Fuck you.” She went toward the river, trying to loosen the fearful grip that voice had on her throat. But she wouldn’t run, she wouldn’t sacrifice the dignity of walking on the way she always did—ankles practically knocking against each other—just to get away.


It took no special effort for him to match her speed, and soon he was walking alongside her at barely more than an amble.


“N.J.,” he said as he laced his arm through hers. It was a gentle gesture, but firm, and she had no choice but to turn and look at him. Those sun-washed blue eyes, the nose like a downward pointing anchor carved of gypsum. He smiled with one side of his mouth, revealing a dimple, and as he gazed at her his exhalation relaxed his shoulders. “Remember me?”


“Of course I remember. Nobody ever called me that but you.” Her smile shone brilliantly through the darkness; the words were true, the smile false.


“It’s cold—you’ll catch cold. Let’s get you indoors.” She had forgotten this about him, the solicitousness. Unusual for her—when she noticed the impulse to protect in a man, she rarely forgot. Even now, there was a map of safe harbors fixed in her memory, men like Joe who were always willing to play hero when she was in distress.


“The Subway Inn. I like it there. Nothing fancy, but they treat me just like any other drunk,” she said with a wan, self-effacing smile.


“I know you do. You spend too much time there,” he said, with faint disapproval, and his arm swooped around her shoulder. “But it will do for now.”




TWO


New York, March 1959


SHE let him lead her past the neon storefront into the mostly empty bar. The air was dense with cigarette smoke, and the only bodies left belonged to true drunks, the kind who wouldn’t slow their march to oblivion by seeking trouble.


“I’ll have a double bourbon,” she informed him and crossed the tiled floor to a booth upholstered in cracked oxblood leather. There were no eyes to meet—nobody looked up. She threw her coat across the seat, but left her hat on.


Beneath the brim she let her eyes close, and for a moment she was in Schwab’s again, and everything was different. There was all that wonderful electric light, for starters, and the cigarette smoke was mixed with wholesome smells, like cheese sandwiches melting on the griddle, and she was hungry (she hadn’t eaten for days, and the hunger cut pleasantly into her torso), and she was desperate to catch anybody’s eye. All around her were people who worked in the movies, some of them big time. That was why she’d worn a skirt that was too tight and her fur stole, in the hope of being noticed. She was already Marilyn Monroe, but the name didn’t mean anything yet.


The hours passed and the crumbs of her grilled cheese got stale on the plate and the ice from her Coke melted in its voluptuous glass, and then she finished even that thin brown liquid. The boy behind the counter started watching her, and she knew he was beginning to suspect that she couldn’t pay for lunch. They liked her there—people usually did at first—but they could smell bad luck. Show business people are worse than baseball players when it comes to superstition. The boy left the check in front of her without comment, and walked to the other side of the bar and put his elbow against the counter and started up a conversation with Joe Gillis, the screenwriter.


Seventy-five cents. She read the check like an indictment of every breath she’d ever taken. After her first divorce, when she was just twenty and it seemed every day a stranger told her how pretty she was, how the country needed a beauty like her to lift its war-trodden spirits, she thought if she could just get in the pictures she’d always be all right. Well, now she had been in the pictures. She’d done everything they told her to. She’d changed her hair and her walk and her name. She’d gone down on her knees on hard pool tile, and she’d let studio big shots poke at her with their geriatric cocks. But she didn’t have a job or a home. She didn’t have seventy-five cents for lunch, and if the collection people caught her, they’d take her car. The last time she’d had an audition her mind had gone blank, and the best she could do was mumble a little something and get out fast.


When she put her head down on the counter it was to forget what she had come for. She couldn’t be fearless again, the way she’d been at the beginning, because she had tried, and her trying had come to dust. She was twenty-two, and washed up. For a while she stayed still like that, imagining every variety of suicide, until her mind put together what she was seeing. A five-dollar bill had been placed on top of her check, and after a few minutes the boy made change. Now that change was glinting at her.


“Oh.” She straightened on the stool and made her features soft but no less sad. “I’m awfully sorry. That can’t be very nice, eating your lunch next to a mess of curls.”


“On the contrary. You have lovely hair, and I wasn’t in the least bit hungry.” There he’d been, with that prominent nose and the pale blue eyes with their intelligent, observant light. He spoke beautifully, in the kind of charming, unplaceable accent that a certain kind of man uses in the pictures. At first she’d thought it was put-on. His clothes had been nondescript, but they’d fit him well—she had noticed that right away—the white dress shirt tucked into dark blue slacks. “I’ve seen you here before,” he went on in an easy, conversational way as he sipped black coffee. “Are you an actress?”


“I—I—I guess so.” Her posture went slack, and she put her weak chin against her fist. “I don’t feel much like one today.”


“I think you’d make a fine movie star.”


“That’s swell; could you tell Mr. Zanuck over at Twentieth Century-Fox? He keeps giving me these crummy little parts and then firing me.” She knew he wasn’t somebody—he wasn’t wearing anything flashy or expensive, and anyway by 1948 she recognized most of the big fish. He wasn’t the type she went after when she needed a job or to meet somebody important. He was the type she went to when she wanted to be held: fatherly, distinguished in a conservative way, hair graying, on the cusp of forty—old enough that he probably really was a father already. Anyway, he’d paid her bill, and that was what mattered.


“You seem like you haven’t been getting enough to eat.”


She shrugged. “I’m used to it. I grew up being packed off from one orphanage to another.”


“It’s a terrible country where a pretty girl like you could grow up so deprived.”


“Oh, that’s all right.” She winked at him. “Helps me stay trim, so I won’t complain.”


“Here, you keep this.” He took a quarter from the change on the counter, to leave as a tip, and pushed the rest to her. “Why don’t you use some of it to play a few songs?”


She made the most of her walk to the jukebox, moving slowly and with her slight, affected limp. She redid her lipstick with her compact, and then she put the Peggy Lee record on the juke and went back to the soda counter. After that it all happened very simply, almost too simply, like the first act of a picture.


The music was loud, and it created a wall of privacy around them.


“This was a good choice of song,” he said. “Mañana, do you know what it means?”


“Of course.” She closed her eyes and shimmied her shoulders. “It means tomorrow.”


“Do you believe in tomorrow?”


She giggled, but the giggle was faint with sorrow, and her eyebrows lifted when she replied: “Can’t be worse than today.”


“I think it’s going to be a great deal better.” He paused when the boy returned to fill his coffee cup. His back straightened and his face got serious, and he gestured for him to fill her soda glass, too. When the boy was gone, he went on: “What would you say if I told you that I could make you a star? The most famous movie star in the world—wealth, fame, glamorous friends, everything you’ve dreamed of. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


Suddenly the music was too loud. It shook her insides. Her body retracted and her throat went tight and her features got hard. “I’d say you must think I’m pretty dumb. And that you must be pretty dumb yourself. You could’ve found out I was an easy lay by asking anybody. You could have laid me for a lousy sandwich and a few songs on the jukebox. But I don’t like liars. I don’t like big, trumped-up lies like that. A child wouldn’t fall for that line.”


“Shhhh …” His eyes glittered, darted, his hand caressed her wrist, and she realized she’d been shrieking. “I know you’re not dumb.”


The tightness in her throat relaxed, but she didn’t respond to his touch. “Well, I still wouldn’t—can’t—” she mumbled and broke off.


“Norma Jeane—that’s what they used to call you, isn’t it?”


They still did in some places, but she didn’t like hearing it said out loud at Schwab’s. “How did you know that?”


“Norma Jeane, this isn’t what you think it is. I won’t ever touch you that way.”


“Then what do you want?” she asked, trying not to sound insulted.


His eyes scanned the surrounding area and he bent forward, gesturing for her to do the same. “My name is Alexei Lazarev,” he began, speaking low and fast. “I’ve learned to speak this way, to comport myself this way, but in fact I grew up in a very different kind of world. My country and your country used to be friends—at least, we pretended to get along, during the war. But that is eroding now, and there are those of us who are here to watch, and to listen.”


“You’re Russian, aren’t you?”


He smiled as a professor smiles on a favorite pupil. “Yes. You’re a good watcher and listener already, aren’t you?”


She wished that the praise didn’t heat the skin of her ears. “Thank you, Mr. Lazarev, but I think I’ll keep trying my luck at acting. It’s the only thing I’ve ever been good at, and I’m too old to change my mind.”


“That,” he replied, as though for him the world held no surprises, “is precisely what we want you to do. And we know of a perfect role for you.”


The dangled role made her heart tick, but she didn’t let it show. She leveled her chin slightly, the way Bette Davis might. “How do you know my real name again?”


“These things are never difficult to discover, my dear. There are public records, of course, and your modeling agency used to send you out with that name. But we’ve been watching you longer than that. Marilyn is a good name for an actress, but I can’t quite seem to match you with it in my mind. N.J. is how I think of you.”


The revelation that he already thought of her intimately enough to have bestowed a nickname made her face cold. “I had better—” She stood to leave, and would have gone immediately, but he grabbed her forearm. In his fingertips, there was a superb lightness that held her more effectively than roughness would have.


“Don’t be afraid. We’ve been watching you only to protect you. As long as you are one of ours we will see that no harm comes to you.”


How long had she waited for someone to say words like that? With a deft hand, he guided her back to her stool.


“Tomorrow you’ll go to the William Morris Agency and ask for an agent named Johnny Hyde. He’ll look after you for me, for the time being.”


“But why?”


“Why?”


“I’m just a little orphan nobody. Why would you do this for me?”


“You’re not an orphan,” he replied quickly.


Those blue eyes stared into hers, and she swallowed hard, taking in how much he knew. About her mother—alive, if not exactly well, in the institution. That her father was not dead but had simply never claimed her. Her eyes flashed back at his. “No, I guess not. But I do know nothing’s free in this world.”


After that, he was easy again. “Someday, a long time from now, once we’ve seen to your success, when everyone knows your name, we will call on you, and you’ll do something for us.”


“Someday? I can hardly imagine tomorrow.”


“That’s all you should think about now. Just think about tomorrow. But someday I’m going to find you again. All right?”


“All right.”


When she stepped back onto Sunset she had been surprised by the daylight, as though she had fallen asleep in the afternoon and woken up to darkness with a dry mouth and hazy head. He’d glanced at her car disapprovingly, and then he had given her more money, and told her to look her best tomorrow. By the following day their conversation seemed a dream, but dreams were all she had in those days, and she had gone to William Morris the next morning, and Johnny Hyde had treated her exactly as Alexei had said he would. He had believed in her, and he had gotten her the role in Mr. Huston’s picture, The Asphalt Jungle, and all her other roles had come from that.


She was glad when Alexei came back with their drinks, if only because it put an end to remembering, returned her to the Subway Inn. She didn’t like to think of that time, when she’d had so little and been so desperate and done so many ugly things to get by.


“Here.” He handed her a drink and slid into the booth next to her. The decade that had passed since she last saw him hadn’t done much damage. The eyes were just as crystalline, and the new lines etched into the surrounding skin gave him elegance. The way he carried himself—confident and attentive, but so carefully scrubbed of desire that one might almost miss his presence—was the same as that day at Schwab’s. His lean frame was clothed in the same tasteful, understated style. She guessed he must be around fifty now, but he didn’t look it.


“You introduced me to Johnny Hyde,” she said, as though only just realizing where they’d met before. She could feel the cracks in the leather through her silk slip.


“Yes.”


“To Johnny.” She raised her glass to his. “It just about killed me when he died. He had such a big heart—sometimes I think it got overworked, the way he cared for me, and that’s why it gave out.”


“You know it wasn’t his heart.”


She took a sip of whiskey and laughed. “I knew he wanted to screw me, if that’s what you mean. He was a man, you know.”


Alexei ignored this. “I meant that it wasn’t his heart giving out that killed him.”


“Oh.” She exhaled audibly through her nose, blowing away her previous levity, as well as his insinuation. Tonight she had no interest in other people’s shadowy insinuations. “Well, that’s all about a million years ago, isn’t it?”


“Yes, a lot has happened.” Alexei folded his forearms against the table and smiled. The light in his eyes was just for her. “Look at you! A real star, like I always knew you would be. You’ve even exceeded my expectations—you’re an artist, my dear. Beloved by the whole world. I cried, you know, when I went to see you in Bus Stop.”


“Honey, I have publicity men and lawyers and husbands to tell me how wonderful I am and how I deserve it all and yada yada. They get paid pretty good for that service, too. But I’m low on funds these days. Why don’t you just tell me what it is you want?”


If he was taken aback by her directness, he didn’t show it. “You remember, that day in Schwab’s, when I told you Johnny would help you? I told you we’d call on you someday. Well, now we are.”


“You want a favor.” She winked decadently. She didn’t owe him anything—so many shysters had promised to change her life in those days that Alexei barely stood out; in fact, she had only thought of him once or twice over the years—but she didn’t mind doing for others when she was asked nicely. “What kind of favor?”


“There’s a publicity tour, for Some Like It Hot. They go to Chicago tomorrow. I want you to go with them.”


They had been speaking in hushed tones, but when she laughed at that—a mirthless, one-syllable laugh—it rose above the quiet barroom mumble. A few heads lifted off the tabletops. Alexei swiveled, watching the others until they looked away, and she knew he cared if they were overheard. That he cared, but she didn’t. “I haven’t been on a tour like that since I was a kid,” she snapped, her voice devoid of its usual breathiness. “I don’t do that kind of thing anymore. I don’t have to. I’m Marilyn fucking Monroe, and you’re just some funny foreign fellow I met at Schwab’s a lifetime ago.”


“But my dear,” he replied easily. “We made you.”


“Let’s say you did have something to do with it.” The anger was at a boil inside her now, and she leaned toward him so that he could see it in her face. “Just for a laugh, let’s say you did. What are you going to do about it now? Take it back? Make me not famous all of a sudden? I’d like to see you try.”


“Of course we could take it away,” he replied, quietly amused. “Though we haven’t the least intention of wasting a talent like yours.”


She gazed back at him, one eyebrow aloft. Her anger was under control now—she had it in a corner where she needed it. Without flinching, she lifted her whiskey glass and drained it. “Go right ahead.” She put her coat over her arm and slid around the booth away from him. She was almost to the door when he called out for her.


“N.J.” It was that gentle intensity again, and this time he didn’t seem to mind the curious glances from the strangers in the bar. Slowly, with exquisite indifference, she turned toward him. “Don’t you want to know why we chose you?”


“I guess I seemed like the most desperate girl in Schwab’s that afternoon.” She rested a hand on one hip and put her weight on the other. “Is that it?”


With a shake of his head, he reached into the hidden chest pocket of his coat. He pulled out a photograph, too large for a wallet but not large enough to frame, and put it down on the table. Someone came in behind her on a gust of cold March air, and she stepped toward Alexei just to get out of the way.


By then her eyes were glazed with tears.


How many photos like that had she carried around, from one apartment to another? Black-and-white snapshots of men posing with automobiles or marlins or doing whatever they did when they became fathers. There was the one of the man named Stanley who people said had been her mother’s lover in ’25, and after that a picture of Abe Lincoln, an idealized stand-in, staring at her with all the fortitude and intelligence in the world. The pulsation of her heart was loud and rhythmic as she moved, trancelike, back to the booth and sat down. She picked up the photograph, and her lips parted.


“Who is he?” She knew what he was trying to tell her but she couldn’t believe it.


“Your father.”


Her hand flew to cover her mouth. The picture was black-and-white, the size of her palm, and it showed a young man wearing a white T-shirt smiling at the camera. He had a shotgun rested over his shoulder in an easy way, as though he had just been deer hunting, and he had a mop of light hair falling over his face. The way he gazed into the camera was the same way she gazed into a camera—searching, charged with life, and not to be looked away from. His face was so like her face she had to breathe deeply just to find a few words. It was like seeing your markings on another body and realizing you were part of a tribe. “But I’ve looked for him. I—I was sure he was dead. I’ve hired private dicks and spent I don’t know how much money trying to find him. I’ve made myself so conspicuous. I mean, what kind of person doesn’t seek out fame when they have the chance?”


“Yes,” he replied carefully. “What kind of person?”


She returned his stare blankly, tried not to show how much she wanted it to be true.


“Don’t you think if your father were some ordinary person at least one of those detectives you hired would have found something? He’s one of ours.”


“Oh, god. Is he in trouble?”


“He’s all right. He wants to meet you.”


“When? Wh-when can I meet him?”


“In good time.”


She felt faint with the thing she’d so long wanted, and before she could help it she had rested her head against Alexei’s shoulder. It was stronger, larger, than she had expected, and she let her eyelids drop and her muscles relax. She had gone through just about every emotion there was since waking up that morning, and already before that she had been exhausted for years. “But I’ve waited so long,” she said.


He kissed her lightly on the forehead. “I know. But first I want you to go to Chicago. Don’t fret, my dear—I think this is a trip you’re going to enjoy.”




THREE


Washington, D.C., March 1959


WALLS was alive. The bed was unfamiliar; the sheets fragrantly feminine; the face on the pillow next to him obscured by heaps of strawberry blonde hair. As he blinked, scenes from the night before filtered back: the cocktail party in Georgetown to which his cousin Lucy (Mrs. Robert Bennington) had invited him; how he’d had two drinks fast, told himself to slow down, and immediately forgot the directive; the girl in the full, teal-colored skirt; how bright her eyes got when she told him it was late and she really ought to be going; how quickly she had accepted his subsequent offer of a ride home. When he remembered that, he had to suppress his instinct to make a noise—some hybrid sigh/groan. He would have given a whole month’s pay to get out of that bedroom without waking her.


Her? She had a name, she must, and he was even confident that it was vaguely French. Renée, or Roxanne, though neither of those quite fit. In any case, she was a junior at Vassar, taking a semester at G.W. for reasons that she must have explained but were now lost to him, and her father, whom she plainly adored, was the principal of a New York advertising firm where one of his fraternity brothers was now employed. Her face, when she mentioned him, had led Walls to think precisely that: Her father, whom she plainly adored. It was a sign—though not the first, last, or most salient—that if he took her home (or rather, allowed her to take him home) he would regret it.


Walls (Douglass Everett Walls on his passport; Dougie to his mother; D.W. to his father; Doug to the world; but always to himself simply and purely Walls) was not in general so unromantic as the part of him that wanted to flee this girl, this bed. At New Haven he had been known as a ladies’ man, and in secret he thought of himself as the one true romantic of his acquaintance. Women were to him so delicate and lovely, and he held a strong belief that they should be treated right. He lived in fear of doing anything that might suggest he was falsely promising them the happy futures they so obviously desired—he doubted that he would ever be fully capable of promising any such thing—and this was the crux of the carnal paradox that kept him rather lonely most evenings since he’d joined the Bureau.


Except on the occasions when he couldn’t help it anymore, and called up the elusive charm bequeathed by his father. Almost always it worked, a little too easily to be fully satisfying. Most of the girls these days would let you use your hand, and if you did that part right, they were almost certain to submit to the rest. Then he’d find himself heaving over some debutante with silken hair, grinning like an ape as he listened for her dishonest sighs to yield to the real, unpretty moans, before ejaculating on her rosy, flat belly. That was more or less last night’s order of events; and so he couldn’t really be surprised by his current state of remorse.


Expertly, stealthily, he removed himself from the bed. The mattress barely registered its lightened load. Luckily he’d put on his underwear before falling asleep, and his under and dress shirts were on his side of the bed. The sleeves of the latter were over his arms by the time he was across the floor, and his pants were waiting for him by the door—as though they had been awake with the first light, and had been urging him to get on with it since. In the living room he found shoes, socks, and tie on the zebra-skin rug, near the glass coffee table where their half-drunk glasses of bourbon remained from the night before. His jacket, helpfully, was hanging on the brass coat tree by the front door. He almost couldn’t believe how nicely his escape was going.


Already he was in the hallway, stuffing his tie into his pocket, summoning the elevator. He leaned against the wall opposite, as though the casualness of his pose might exonerate him for fleeing. The elevator was mirrored, and as he waited he regarded himself—the fair hair bluntly cut, the arms still muscular from Quantico, if not quite so lean as in his tennis-playing days, the deep-set hazel eyes that (as one of the more self-consciously intellectual girls he’d known once said) were “difficult to read,” the serious, handsome features which appeared suddenly goofy and boyish when he smiled. He wasn’t smiling now. The odor of the girl was still on him, her Chanel perfume and the smell of her body it was meant to mask. On mornings like these, he saw how like his father he was, and disliked himself. To distract himself from this knowledge he quoted Chekhov in his mind—“And he judged of others by himself, not believing in what he saw, and always believing that every man had his real, most interesting life under the cover of secrecy and under the cover of night”—a favorite from his undergraduate days. But really he was still thinking of his father, and in the next moment, with a surge of dread, he realized the flaw in his getaway.


The hat. It was the same hat his father wore the year he came back from Spain with the limp, and went to work for Uncle Edward’s firm doing something mysterious and financial. (One night around Christmastime a few years ago, his father had explained that he had been in Spain running guns for the anti-Franco guerillas, and Walls had wanted to believe this noble, dramatic version of his family history, though he wasn’t sure if he should.) Those had seemed happy days to Walls, who must have been about seven years old—his father home at last, and not at risk of being sent off to Europe or the Pacific, on account of the limp, returning to Greenwich every night for dinner on the 6:15. Now he knew it hadn’t been a happy time. His father had hated sitting at a desk, and had used it mainly as a surface upon which to fuck his secretary (this according to Walls’s mother who, it must be said, possessed a vivid imagination). That went on for some months until Walls’s father absconded with what remained of his wife’s trust fund, squandered it magnificently on a month-long spree in Atlantic City, and returned mainly to demand a swift divorce. He no longer imbibed grain alcohol, which for better or worse made him a far superior gambler—he hadn’t worked in years—but Walls still preferred the version of him in the hat.


There was no choice but to go back in.


With a wince he turned toward the apartment where the girl in the teal skirt lived. He took five grudging steps away from the elevator, braced himself, and raised his fist. But the door drew back before he had the chance to knock. Several panicked seconds passed before he realized that he was not facing Michelle (there was her name!), but a different girl. A roommate, perhaps. She wore a powder-blue nightgown, and her hair was in curlers; he saw she was less pretty than Michelle, and felt oddly grateful to her for it.


“I guess you’re Doug.” As she spoke she lifted the grayish olive homburg, which rested on her open palms, as though offering him a tray of canapés.


“How did you know that was my name?”


“Michelle kept saying it last night.” The corners of her mouth flickered mischievously. “The walls are thin here.”


“Oh.” He took the hat and put it on his head.


“I’m Gloria,” she told him.


They both sensed the stirring in the next room, and glanced in that direction. Then Gloria looked back at Walls—she was still smiling, but more faintly now. She nudged the space between them with her chin, indicating the stairwell at the end of the hall.


Thank you, Walls mouthed.


Gloria held his gaze a moment, gave a nod of understanding, and closed the door to him.


As he maneuvered his black Cadillac Eldorado—a low, lumbering shark of a car, previously owned by Uncle Edward—through the lettered streets he thought how he had always liked the name Gloria. He liked, too, the idea of living in the capital, its quaintness and intentional backwardness. The redbrick façades of Georgetown (which he imagined full of crackling fireplaces and children who still believed their mothers were the most beautiful women in the world) seemed, to Walls, moral and reassuring, especially at this hour, when only the servants were awake.


He wondered, as he had before on such mornings, if driving through Washington at dawn wasn’t a little like waking up dead: the big gray obelisks, the reflecting pools, the weak blue sky, all quiet and peaceful, and there you were, speeding along a parkway, whistling to yourself, occasionally passing a fellow traveler entombed in his own hulking metal box, as you moved in an ominously tranquil circle.


He stopped at the diner he liked on D Street, bought the Post from the box outside, ate two fried eggs and four pieces of bacon and drank as much coffee as the waitress could pour in the time it took to read the headlines. When he got back in the car, he removed his holster from the glove compartment and slipped it over his shoulders. Then he put his jacket back in place, checked his face for sufficient seriousness in the rearview mirror (he knew how much it set him back with the other special agents every time he showed the boyish smile), and drove to headquarters. It had become his habit to begin every day with target practice in the basement firing range, even on weekends and mornings when he woke up in strange beds. Perhaps especially on those mornings. He enjoyed the ritual, which made him feel disciplined, prepared for any assignment, and was surprised that so few of his fellow agents did the same.


At that hour on a Sunday the range was mostly deserted, but he spotted Pete Amberson, his roommate from training, in a stall near the entrance. Pete’s jacket and fedora were hanging from the wall behind him, and the vision of a confederate in uniform for a moment made Walls a believer in the world’s logic and reason. The spareness further settled him—the peeling paint, much pockmarked with bullet holes—and he took a deep breath of the stale basement air, which had the odor of an old gym where fireworks have been set off. “Pete!” he said, raising his hand with an accidental enthusiasm he soon came to regret.


“Walls,” Pete observed. The muscles of his face flexed as though he were happy to see Walls, in a not exactly friendly way. He opened the chamber to dump the spent cartridges, kicked them into the coppery pile that spread out from under his stall, and replaced his gun in its holster. They shook hands. “You’re here early.”


“Yes.” Walls shrugged and hung his coat and hat on the hook next to Pete’s. “You, too.”


“Got to keep sharp.” Pete winked, and changed the subject. “Hope you haven’t bought any furniture.” The meaning of that facial tautness became clear to Walls: Pete had something on him, fodder for the variety of joshing one-upmanship of which he had been the foremost practitioner at Quantico.


“Some.” This was a lie. Walls lived in a furnished room, and he’d paid so little attention to its décor that he wasn’t sure if he could truthfully say what the color scheme was, or even whether he liked it. “Why?”


“I hear you got a new assignment.”


“Really?”


Hope bloomed briefly in Walls. He was currently the most junior agent on a surveillance operation, the object of which was a group of supposed communists whose rhetoric seemed, to him, undergraduate in the extreme. They printed pamphlets, spoke only in the most abstract terms of any kind of violence, and though his superiors apparently regarded them as a threat, he felt sure their convictions would dissolve long before they did anything that justified arrest. Privately, Walls believed Uncle Edward to be behind this assignment—Uncle Edward was the type of man who, depending on the political climate, alternated between high government posts and big business, and who never sat through a meal without being called away to the telephone. He knew everybody, and though he never expressed any special fondness for Walls, it was in his nature to be gratified by the notion that he’d kept his baby sister’s only child out of the line of fire, far from anything interesting.


“That’s what I hear.”


“From who?”


“Saw Special Agent Hoffman this morning—he’s looking for you. That, and the last man on the job is a friend of mine.”


“What happened to him?”


The way Pete’s lips curled, Walls knew that the transfer wasn’t going to make him any more impressive than he currently was. “Got himself on an organized crime case up in New York. Big-time stuff.”


“What’s the job?”


“Word is you’re the Director’s new peeping tom on Marilyn.”


“Monroe?” The fact that the one name followed the other so automatically did not make its utterance in this locale any less outrageous.


“And I must say I think you owe it to all of us to end up on Marilyn.”


Ignoring the comment, Walls asked, “Why me?”


“Maybe he thought it takes a blond to get inside the head of another blonde.” Pete snickered. “Maybe he thought you’d look good in a bathing suit, soaking up the California sun.”


“California?”


Though he would have liked an answer to this question, Walls was relieved when Pete shrugged noncommittally and went for his coat and hat. Once he was fully dressed it was clear the ribbing was over, and his features assumed a professional blockiness. He was Amberson again; the two men shook hands and agreed they’d see each other soon, disregarding how unlikely that future seemed now.


“Lucky man,” said Hoffman, Walls’s immediate superior, when he arrived some minutes later.


Walls was loading his weapon—the handgun he had been issued at the end of training—and was glad of the excuse not to be facing his boss. “Why the hell are we following a movie star anyway?”


“You know how the Director likes his Hollywood gossip.” Hoffman leaned against the beige wall, arms crossed over his chest, shaking his head so that the cheeks of his fallen, gin-ruined face quivered; Walls had never seen him so happy. “She is married to a Red.”


“That’s all intellectual posturing.” Walls turned away and lifted his gun, stared down the barrel at the target—the silhouette of a man in a hat, a mobster, maybe, which was as it should be. He’d seen the original production of Death of a Salesman on Broadway with his mother, and even as a teenager he’d recognized it as the work of an inveterate blowhard. “Are they really sending me to California?”


“Yes.”


“But doesn’t she live in New York?” he asked, not sure exactly how he’d come by the information.


“Seems the man currently on Marilyn”—Hoffman’s tone indicated that he found this pun just as amusing as Pete had—“thinks her marriage is about to implode, and his sources indicate she’s going to California to get away from it all.”


“Why me?” Walls asked again. He kept his voice even, let the gun speak his displeasure. A boom in the ears, heat in the hand, and he watched the bullet rip through the target’s forehead as though it were more than paper, as though the shot really had splintered bone, splattered brain. Smashed the target’s head open, like a pumpkin against a concrete wall.


Hoffman was kinder than Pete. “Can’t have a married man listening to all that late-night pillow talk” was his obviously fallacious explanation.


“You’re not married.”


This was cruel of Walls, and he knew it—Hoffman’s wife had left him for good the last time he fell off the wagon. Hoffman knew it, too. “Guess it’s probably because your mother’s Mosey Moses,” he said, in a voice that meant the conversation was about to be over.


Of course the minute Amberson said California, Walls had known why he would be given such a silly, dead-end assignment. His mother: Maureen “Mosey” Douglass, a.k.a. Mo Walls, a.k.a. Mosey Moses, lean and fair, wild and elegant, a hothouse flower with razor-edged cheekbones, she of the Long Island Douglasses, whose family fortune had been more or less wiped out in the crash only to be resurrected by her older brother, Edward; who had run off during the Depression with a well-connected gambler named Wes Walls; who had been socially ostracized for her excesses, and all but abandoned upon her divorce, only to triumph as the third wife of a studio head named Lou Moses. Of course her old friends who had left her for dead relished this final point of ignominy—that she had married a Jew. But that was before she started throwing famous parties at her Holmby Hills mansion (in fact, it was three conjoined properties), to which actors and actresses and foreign royals were invited, but none of the people she’d gone to boarding school with or known socially during the years she’d tried to be a Greenwich housewife. Walls did not care that his stepfather was a Jew; this was, for him, the least of his mother’s transgressions.


“Good luck, kid,” Hoffman said, dropping the file on the floor before walking out. The papers hitting the cement sounded to Walls like an indifferent farewell to his entire career.


There were five bullets left in the chamber, and he shot them off one after another as fast he could, tearing the target at both knees, groin, stomach, heart. But his accuracy only increased his sense of futility. His ears rang as he shook the cartridges on the ground, jerked his things from their hooks, and left.




FOUR


Chicago, March 1959


IT had taken three Seconal just to stitch together a few hours sleep last night, and she asked for a second Bloody Mary when she realized that the descent into Midway wasn’t going to be smooth. The plane was small, and she could hear every thrum of the engine and the wind through its walls, and that was before they hit the weather over Lake Michigan. For the first time in some years her fear of flying rose beyond a hazily pleasant fatalism, and she put her palm against the little oval window and let her eyes scan the blue surface below to the place where it met land. She wanted to make it there. If she had a father, somewhere in the world, then there was a reason to land safely after all.


The airport was coming up now, and she wondered what was in Chicago. Alexei had only said that it would be better for her to know less, and to be free to arrive at her hotel as she would for any junket. Mostly she disliked being told what to do, but in times of trouble she could on occasion enjoy surrendering to a task, especially when the promised reward was great. And Alexei had made the biggest promise of all. That the thing she was to do here would finally reunite her with her father was the most recurrent thought in the circle of her mind, and she didn’t really snap-to until the steps were down and she saw that the publicity people had done their groundwork. A crowd of well-wishers were gathered under a gray sky, and they shrieked when they saw her descending to the tarmac. She took a moment, on the last step, to turn herself up a notch. I’m Marilyn Monroe, she thought, and reviewed a few of the particulars: the clinging, camel-colored turtleneck sweater dress, a long fur, high white pumps, her hair curling flamboyantly toward and away from the line of her jaw. She was glad that she had fixed her lipstick before disembarking. Her shoulders drew back as she moved into the waiting crowd, and she met the eye of as many well-wishers as possible to let them know she appreciated the welcome.


By the time her car pulled away from the airport she was feeling quite alive. Why did she always bitch and balk at these trips? It was invigorating, really, to arrive in some town where you didn’t know anybody and have a lot of good people cheer for you. She saw that she had been afraid to leave New York, where her days were structured around visits with her analyst and acting classes. Perhaps all she’d really needed was a change of scenery. Arthur would be halfway up the Saw Mill by now, and she didn’t miss him.


A light rain was falling when they arrived at the Ambassador East, but she kept her sunglasses on as she followed her public relations man across the sidewalk. Without so much as raising her chin, she took her key from Daniel (or David?), her publicity minder, and left him at the desk to sort out the practicalities of luggage and a room for her to get dressed in. There would be a luncheon with the local press in a few hours, and she had been firm that she would need time alone before that.


When she turned away from the reception desk the same thing happened that always happened when she walked across a room. A subtle combination of conversations breaking off and chairs creaking as people turned to look and a low murmur (the meaning of which she might read as hostile, depending on her mood). But the sense of freedom her early morning departure from New York had given her was still strong, and she breathed in the rare, reverent atmosphere. That hit lasted until she passed the final column and saw the row of brass elevators, and experienced a presentiment of danger. The old tells—a tingling along the skin of her ears and a tightening of her throat—and she knew she was being watched. Not in the way she wanted to be watched, but with predacious, hungry eyes.
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