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Zegler had always hated not being invited to parties. Not because he particularly craved being constantly present, but to show off that he was accepted. And this time it hadn’t happened: he, Congressman Bruce Zegler, hadn’t been invited to the previous evening’s party at the DC Armory in Washington. The arena was one of the largest and could hold up to ten thousand people, and what’s more, the occasion was one that mattered, considering that the price of each ticket ranged between five hundred and ten thousand dollars.

Singers, prominent personalities, and actors had attended, so many that the capacity wasn’t sufficient. It couldn’t even be taken for granted that he would be summoned, since he was the opponent of John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s party, whose victory as President of the United States of America was being celebrated.

Who knows what wine they had served, Zegler wondered. He had never been a wine enthusiast, at least until he started being able to afford expensive bottles. He was sure that the one sipped for the youngest President of the United States, only forty-three years old, would have tasted of strawberries, blackberries, and raspberries with pronounced woodland notes. And what women would have brightened the smiles of the night before, amid the contentment for a new journey and some drunkenness?

But even what Zegler scrutinized through the gap between the doorpost and the inside of the door didn’t displease him: a group of girls in the bathroom of the Washington Capitol, getting dressed for the President’s swearing-in. One of them was about to go without panties, she confided to the others: she had worn her underwear inside out and didn’t want the label to be visible in front. Between the dilemma of turning the intimate garment around or staying as she was, the young woman had opted for the first option, and Zegler could boast perfect timing for these embarrassing eventualities. So, he didn’t think too much about it, clutching the small camera he had in his coat pocket. It was tiny; he had taken it to snap some photos of Kennedy, but now it had served a better purpose. The young woman was attractive and curvy, wearing a tight dress with a jacket fastened by a single button. She was one of the morning’s hostesses, whose job was to accompany the personalities to their assigned seats.

Her friends were holding up her dress while she turned her panties right side out, and Zegler was careful not to let the click be heard by covering it with the palm of his hand. He had positioned himself behind the door, and from the crack between the edge and the frame, he could view the two friends trying to speed up the operation by holding up her skirt. It wasn’t a panoramic image, but by slightly moving the door, the crack widened, and the young woman’s legs and bottom could be distinguished. Not just those, but also the wavy basin. He took three photos and was satisfied.

Fortunately, he had needed to go to the toilet and had found himself in an unexpected situation. Zegler slipped away from his position behind the door when someone called him.

“Zegler, what scheming brings you here?”

It was a man Zegler knew well. Kennedy’s dandy colleague had been his bitter enemy during the election campaign, and now that everything had been resolved in his favor, there was no need to be diplomatic anymore. Peter Delafow had long been loyal to the President, and now he would certainly have some role in the new White House administration. “Spying is one of your prerogatives,” Peter continued.

Zegler could be as blunt as him, and indeed responded tersely.

“I was photographing something I’ll keep safe.”

Peter peered through the door and saw the young women preparing.

“You already know that you must hand over the film to the Secret Service agents.”

“That’s what you say.”

“Then I’ll call them myself,” Peter responded firmly, also due to the fact that there was little time left before the beginning of the President’s inauguration ceremony, and images not approved by the White House press office couldn’t leak.

“How did you get past the controls without having the camera confiscated?” Peter asked.

“I hid it yesterday above a toilet. In a Capitol bathroom. Must I teach you everything?” Zegler responded with snobbery. Fool, I have the right connections as a congressman.

“You should be happy to have received an invitation to attend the ceremony. And instead of keeping quiet, you go around stealing scandalous photos,” Peter continued.

“Let’s make a deal,” Zegler responded. “If you don’t say anything, I won’t discredit the President for something I know.”

“Regarding what?” Peter retorted worriedly. The new government’s activity hadn’t even begun, and he already foresaw problems.

“I see far beyond your years of friendship with Kennedy.”

“I accept. Provided that you give me the film.”

“You can forget it.” He left, proud of having outplayed him.

Zegler headed toward the toilet. Peter turned away, frowning at having lost that altercation. Zegler abandoned his intent to go to the toilet to dodge that situation. He walked away along one of the Capitol’s secondary corridors, which on the left rose with imposing Corinthian marble columns striped with black, like the floor formed by square patterns. Further on, to the right, emerged an imposing wooden door, surrounded by wide doorposts in dark gray speckled granite, surmounted by a powerful architrave above which rested a frieze, containing an eagle. In front of it, Zegler noticed a dome of people. Surely Kennedy would be there, preparing, with the pinstriped pants he would wear. Zegler had obtained indiscretions about the President’s attire, and knew that until the last moment, he had been against wearing the top hat, by now classic on inauguration day since Abraham Lincoln’s times. And he sensed that he would surprise with some novelty; after all, he was the most photogenic President of the United States.

Zegler approached the group, made to climb onto a leather armchair with two lions carved on the armrests. He was trying to take some photos. But Peter had followed him with his gaze and indicated to the Secret Service agents to stop him. This time, Zegler had gone too far, and the agents took away his camera, assuring him of returning it at the end of the ceremony. He protested that it wasn’t appropriate to search a United States congressman, but the agents felt his pants and coat pockets. He had nothing.

He walked away from the corridor, while Peter watched the scene from a distance, satisfied. But Zegler had hidden the frame of the girl between the sole of his shoe and his sock.

Outside, around the Capitol, the lawn was covered with crowds; the only movement was that of breath condensing. Pennsylvania Avenue was empty; on its sides, the guards stood motionless. The shadow of the white dome divided the population. In the eastern portico, on the honorary platform, the authorities were seated, some armchairs still empty. The sky was leaden. On the ground and the roofs, there was a layer of snow that had fallen during the night at a temperature of fifteen degrees below zero. The trees sparkled under the sun. The people closest to Pennsylvania Avenue, the main road that led to the eastern portico of the Capitol, were wrapped in sleeping bags and blankets. On the sides, bonfires melted the snow.

Suddenly, a woman emerged from the crowd, her head wrapped in a scarf and large black glasses, with plump cheeks wrinkled from the cold. The snowplows were piling up a two-palm-high blanket on the sides. Meanwhile, polishers were cleaning the path, but many vehicles remained blocked. The woman, heedless of the crowd and the guards who were lining people up, ran on the road and began to scrutinize the people almost person by person, after checking a photo she was clutching in her hand. A guard approached her: “Please get back on the sidewalk.”

“The ceremony hasn’t started yet. I wanted to move,” she responded while continuing her deaf journey.

“Either you reposition yourself on the sidewalk, or I’ll have to send you away.”

The worried woman huffed and mingled with the others. She continued to look at the people, then fixed on a man who, in turn, scrutinized her suspiciously. She moved away again toward the center of the deserted street, and her odd behavior forced the guard to call an agent and escort her to the other side. She made a gesture of apology to him, and he let her go.

From the doorway behind the Capitol portico appeared a man, and immediately the crowd raised a clamor. It was President John Fitzgerald Kennedy, wearing a black pinstriped suit without a hat. He had put it down shortly before, breaking protocol. He took off his overcoat and remained in his jacket, despite the polar temperature of January. In front of the portico, thousands of bundled-up people stood still to listen to his words. A position with cameras was ready to broadcast the inauguration ceremony live.

Next to him were the guests seated, waiting for his speech, drafted by trusted collaborators and by himself. Now he felt more secure, with his father Joe Kennedy nearby, his mother Rose Elizabeth Fitzgerald, his wife Jacqueline Lee Bouvier, his brother Robert Kennedy, Vice President Lyndon Baines Johnson, and the respected enemy Richard Milhous Nixon, against whom he had won these elections, albeit by a few votes. It was Nixon himself who shook his hand as a sign of respect. Who knows how sincere.

“I forgot my sunglasses,” he said to Jacqueline, who smiled, knowing his irony capable of defusing moments of tension. His chestnut tuft fluttered in the light wind, and his gray eyes were accommodating.

But unfortunately, there wasn’t much time to savor these moments that would remain unmemorable, drops of the fatigue of years to reach that goal. While Kennedy turned his back to the crowd to shake more hands, he had the memory of looking for a moment upward, where above the platform towered the triangular pediment containing three figures. In the center stands a woman symbolizing America, resting her right arm on a shield inscribed with “USA,” with the other she grasps a spear; the shield is supported by a pedestal bearing the inscription “July 4, 1776,” Independence Day. On the left, a woman represents Justice, with one hand raising the scales and with the other holding a scroll with the inscription “Constitution, September 17, 1787.” To the right of America is an Eagle and the figure of Hope, who rests her arm on an anchor. Kennedy had read the history of these sculptures, all depicting women, only once in school, but they always remained turned in his imagination, also because they had been forged by a non-American artist, a little-known Italian sculptor named Luigi Persico, following a design suggested by President John Quincy Adams. Now they protected him, such figures called The Genius of America, and in that ancient fable, for a few seconds, he saw himself again at school desks while studying.

“Let us begin anew—remembering on both sides that civility is not a sign of weakness, and sincerity is always subject to proof,” he said after the brief oath on the Bible, while raising his hand in front of his eyes to avoid being dazzled by the glitter of the snow. “And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.”

The crowd burst into applause. Kennedy looked at them, pleased. In the distance, the red granite fountain formed a whole with the frozen jets, and in spring, the planters would contain white and red tulips. Zegler, under Kennedy’s platform, photographed him and flaunted a mocking smile.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Marilyn





[image: ]




She moved her smooth, soft lips in front of the imposing mirror. She pursed them as if blooming into a lily, raised them, then stretched them toward her cheeks. Marilyn wasn’t satisfied with the work Greta had done on her lipstick.

“It’s not how I want it,” she protested.

“It’s too late now, nothing can be done,” Greta, the makeup artist, tried to justify herself.

“We need to start everything over from scratch—the lipstick, foundation, eyeshadow, eyeliner.”

“It suits you. Everyone will notice you.”

“I specifically said I wanted Ruby Tuesday.”

“Marilyn, that lipstick was out of stock at the beauty store.”

She had already decided days ago how to appear at this evening’s event, and the fact that the result wasn’t as she had planned irritated her.

“My face is my livelihood,” she reiterated, as she often did. “I called you specifically before you left home, so you could check the stores and find it.”

She also knew that at the subsequent reception she would have to present herself with gentle manners and, if necessary, deploy some humor. Arguments with Marilyn never lasted long. Greta knew she would be pestered until she ensured the makeup highlighted her to perfection, with a chiming color on her lips.

“I’ll hurry,” she replied, disheartened.

Greta went out and checked the beauty stores still open on 57th Street in Manhattan, New York. One of the most luxurious areas of the city. But this spot was residential without many shops, with each building entrance preceded by a plastic canopy extending to the street, useful for those getting in or out of taxis when it rained. There was an aesthetician’s studio with an Italian name, a Hungarian pastry shop, the pizzeria “Kiss My Slice,” and a laundromat. Greta had to reach the intersection of First Avenue, where Marilyn’s face dominated a movie poster on a building, five meters tall: she wore a white dress with polka dot décolletage while slightly kneeling and looking upward, surrounded by photos of actors Clark Gable and Montgomery Clift. Below, a horse was being yanked by one of them. In another photo, she twisted her arms above her head, eyes half-closed. The tagline read: “It shouts and sings with life... explodes with love.” Below in black letters was the title: The Misfits.

In front of New York’s Capitol Theatre, fans were cheering for actress Marilyn Monroe. The poster for “The Misfits” flanked the entrance. The Jaguar convertible arrived, and Marilyn stepped out to applause, clutching a black fur stole, displaying long satin gloves with which she brushed aside strands of blonde hair. She walked the red carpet as flashes struck her. A journalist made his way through and thrust a microphone at her:

“What’s your weight in this film?” he asked.

“I wouldn’t know,” Marilyn quipped. “I never weigh myself.”

During the film screening, Marilyn watched herself on screen with a critical eye. The shooting hadn’t been simple, with the Nevada desert heat exhausting the cast after just a few hours. Add to that the fact that the film’s screenwriter was the husband Marilyn had divorced. Despite the anxiety she felt during those grueling workdays, on screen she appeared sunny, with a sense of melancholy she didn’t think she possessed. With her was another actor, the thoughtful Montgomery Clift and the vehement Clark Gable, who had unfortunately passed away a few weeks earlier from necrosis. Now what she saw on screen was the opposite of what she felt: as sunny as she appeared there, she felt herself with few handholds and reference points. But it had often happened this way in her life, from when she lived in Los Angeles as a child without parents, until now in frigid New York, in January. And she had always had the ardor to react, able to conceal from others what she felt.

A journalist sitting behind her approached brazenly while the screening continued:

“May I ask you a question?”

“Perhaps you already know the answer,” she joked.

“What good is being so beautiful if you’re single?”

Marilyn hated personal questions inserted into a professional context. But she had to be patient and deflect.

“I’m not single.”

The journalist already smelled a scoop.

“Is he a well-known person?”

“I have a dog.”

The woman sitting next to her, Bonnie, struggled to contain her laughter, hearing the response.

“How can you compare a dog to a serious relationship?”

“At least he never tells me, ‘Shut up.’”

At the reception following the screening were the other actors, the sardonic Eli Wallach and the veteran film director John Huston. Marilyn was the star of the evening, the deep neckline of her black silk dress standing out against the room’s lights, the milky color of her skin softened by her blonde hair waved into gentle tips, the lipstick—so contested with the makeup artist—framing her mouth that was seldom inclined to smile, always slightly parted like a vermilion bud. Studio executives vied for her, inviting her to chat with guests with whom she inevitably had to pose for photos. She obliged with a compliant attitude, affable with everyone, and for this reason was well-regarded in the industry.

Those present were enchanted by her face, with her broad eyebrows shaded brown, her open gaze thanks to eyelids colored with white eyeshadow, her cheekbones made evanescent by hazelnut powder, a mole on her left cheek that highlighted the asymmetry of her face, and lips on which various layers of lipstick had been dabbed. One strap of her dress had slipped down modestly, but it subjugated those present with the same mischief as a baroque statue concealing its nudity.

The Misfits was the consecration of her career, expected to be a box office success. After her experience in a comedy film, Some Like It Hot—for which she won a Golden Globe, one of the industry’s major awards—this could be her chance to win the coveted Oscar. Or at least be nominated in that category. She didn’t make a single comic line throughout the film; the plot was about a divorced woman at the mercy of two men on a farm in Reno, Nevada, trying to prevent the capture of a wild horse: the story could represent a tribute to morality not frowned upon by Academy members. She was also proud of having secured a ten percent commission in her contract with the production company, an excellent result given the superficial treatment of women in Hollywood, where they received lower compensation than male actors. The film also marked the end of her relationship with her husband, because in that wild horse she recognized herself, and he portrayed her in the screenplay precisely in that untamable manner. Not that she considered herself as such, but that was how she appeared to those who knew her.

Bonnie rescued her from those photo shoots and gave her a glass of champagne.

“I always have to make jokes to answer stupid questions,” Marilyn thanked her.

“How did you come up with saying you’re not single?”

“It comes naturally to me.”

Bonnie wore a dark gray bell-shaped dress that squeezed her waist. She often loosened the edges of her corset, which was evidently too tight for her.

“But you don’t have a dog.”

“I’ll buy one, so it can romp in the garden and make me angry.”

“What garden, when you live in an apartment building?”

Marilyn hadn’t confided in anyone her intention to leave New York. “I might return to Los Angeles.”

“I didn’t know that,” Bonnie said, worried.

“That’s where I grew up. I have many friends. Here in New York, I’m alone. In Los Angeles, I’d feel more comfortable. I just bought a house there. I still need to furnish it, and I’ll go to Mexico to choose some furniture.”

“I don’t envy you. Moving is something I hate.”

“I know. Last time you tormented me about it.”

“Better to forget that.”

“Is Steven helping you more at home now?”

Steven was Bonnie’s husband, who worked at a bank.

“Not much. But he always comes home late, and I can imagine that after eight hours with clients and paperwork to fill out, he doesn’t have much desire to cook eggplant. Then there’s also the commute from office to home, which takes about fifty minutes. I must say at the beginning, he helped more. But now I cook...”

Marilyn understood the disappointment Bonnie tried to conceal. “Beginning” indicated the period after she had thrown him out of the house because she discovered he was having a long-term extramarital affair. Then, she threw herself into her work as a production secretary, but after a few weeks, the couple reconciled, though that wound never fully healed. The two also changed houses, perhaps to mark a new “beginning.”

“How are you? We haven’t had much chance to talk since last summer.”

“I’m in shape, can’t you see?” she joked. “After filming, I rested, plus I have a company to run. We’re working on a new film.”

“This one will do well. I’m sure of it.”

“I hope so. Otherwise, who will put up with that dictator Emma?”

“I must admit I’ve always been a bit afraid of her.”

Emma was Marilyn’s agent, always trying to get her new contracts, with an almost maternal persistence. Marilyn had a production company, whose founding coincided with her move to New York, where her previous husband lived. The company even bore her name, Marilyn Monroe Productions, and had produced a film of modest success. Now it was also about working as a manager, trying to get financing for new films. Thanks to the actress’s name, it was easier to find investors, but the work was demanding.

She was one of the most sought-after actresses in Hollywood, and the films in which she starred—from Niagara to The Seven Year Itch, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, How to Marry a Millionaire, to Some Like It Hot—had grossed a total of 85 million dollars, mainly thanks to her mischievous and sexy appeal. This cemented the euphoria of the studio that kept her under contract, 20th Century Fox. Thanks to the approximately 450 magazine covers on which she appeared, she had also become one of the most desired women in the world, emulated by those who wanted to adopt her emancipated ways, and a source of attraction for men who secretly kept her photos in their wallets, hidden from their wives. Marines during the Korean War had hung her image on the wall next to their beds, and for them she sang for an hour, in front of thirteen thousand soldiers, with bare shoulders, while the temperature was below zero.

“Are you seeing anyone?” Bonnie asked.

“That’s where you wanted to get. Anyway, no.”

Marilyn had had two other marriages before her last divorce.

“Then I’ll arrange a dinner for four, with a nice guy.”

“I’m fine alone. Then I’d have to start flirting again, and that requires a concentration I no longer have.”

“You’re always perfect, you have an enviable silhouette. I don’t think you’d struggle. But you’re right, it’s tiring. I wouldn’t want to myself.”

“Exactly. Then, after all that effort, men would leave me. I’m too intelligent for them.”

Bonnie laughed.

“You’re so famous that it will be difficult to understand what their intentions are.”

Marilyn pretended to be more shrewd than she appeared. In her recent life, she had had to discern between those who approached her out of interest and those who did so without ulterior motives. And the latter were fewer in number.

“Then, in Los Angeles, I could continue to inquire about my father. Since I’ve been in New York, I haven’t been able to get news about him.”

“I have a father, and it would have been better if I had never known him.”

Bonnie’s father had never taken care of her, abandoning her mother when she was just a few years old. She would occasionally see him at the bus stop, but there was only a fleeting greeting. Marilyn, on the other hand, never knew who her father was. She grew up with her mother, and when her mother fell ill, she lived with two different families. But she married at sixteen, such was her desire to leave home. By now, she had gathered enough clues to know her father’s identity, and just as many times, she hesitated to seek him out for fear of not being accepted by him. Rationality took precedence over dreams in the certainty that the present could not be modified.

“For example, I would like him to be here with me now...”

She hadn’t finished saying these words when Bonnie responded dismissively. “I imagine, Marilyn. Sorry, but I need to go find my husband.”

Marilyn felt almost embarrassed by that spontaneous confession. But that’s how she was, often reasoning after acting, trusting in the audacity of fortune. She watched Bonnie walk away, noticing she had gained a lot of weight, perhaps due to the worries of family life.

The hall had a large blue mosaic glass in the center, reflecting light. The chairs were black lacquered wood with white leather seats. The structure was placed on a platform, protected by glass doors. In the area below were other guests who didn’t have access to that place, mostly journalists who had sneaked in and were scrambling for canapés. On the platform were the film’s cast, producers, and carefully selected personalities from politics and show business. Smoked salmon, red onions, and cream cheese were some of the dishes.

Marilyn would have liked to have a simple life like Bonnie’s, without the memory of three divorces behind her. Perhaps a Christmas evening spent with her mother and father, her partner, and a child unwrapping gifts. She often glimpsed these slivers of desires, which were lost because she knew she couldn’t hold onto them. She didn’t have parents, and the only figure she could approach was her agent, Emma, who was connected to her work. And these two aspects still collided, public and private life, with a division she couldn’t erect. Emma had been her confidante and advisor for ten years now. But she couldn’t replace her mother, and who knows which man would be unwrapping gifts with her in the future. By now she wasn’t looking anymore, and Emma scolded her because, young as she was—Marilyn was thirty-three—she could still build a family. But never again a father and mother; they wouldn’t be there.

Marilyn was tired and would be heading home. As she walked away, she saw Bonnie arriving with her husband and greeted them with a nod. She was waiting for someone to accompany her when a man approached. It was Zegler who had attended the party. He had always had a weakness for high society life, or for what in it he could discover that might be useful for his political aims.

“Ms. Monroe,” he said.

“Yes?”

“I saw the film. You were sensational.”

“Thank you. In the next one, I’ll be better.”

“I’m Congressman Zegler.” Marilyn, honored, extended her hand, covered by a black satin glove. He kissed it. “I couldn’t help overhearing what you were saying earlier with your friend.”

“About what?” she asked.

“I heard about your father,” he responded brazenly. “If you want, I can help you find him.”

“You were eavesdropping?”

“I ask nothing in return.”

Marilyn hated this intrusion into her private life, and generally into anything beyond her profession. Now she hesitated, as if impulsively attracted by that offer of help, which she already sensed was dark.

“My father is dead. Leave me alone.”
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The months following the inauguration were decisive, with various figures to be placed in key positions, in ministries, and the top roles of certain organizations.

In August, at the villa in Hyannis Port, Cape Cod, Kennedy was on his boat for an outing with his friend Peter. He was experienced in sailing, even though Secret Service agents monitored him closely with two patrol boats. The boat was the Victura, a small yacht seven and a half meters long made of Honduran mahogany, with a deck the color of powdered sugar. It had been gifted to him by his parents when he was fifteen, forging his passion for sea racing with his brother Robert.

The villa was arranged as three connected buildings, with a structure of white planks typical of vacation residences in Cape Cod. Owned by his mother for forty years, it embraced the Atlantic Ocean just a few meters of lawn away.

Peter Delafow had grown up with Kennedy, and they had attended the same university. They developed a rare camaraderie, and Peter had been his supporter first for his congressional candidacy and then during the presidential campaign. He never attempted a political career himself and worked as a production director on some films when the opportunity arose.

“You have three boats now,” said Peter.

“I prefer the Victura. I sailed it when I was young.”

Peter was referring to the presidential yacht, the Honey Fitz, a 28-meter steamboat that was often used for formal meetings. Then, there was the Manitou, a two-masted sailing yacht used by the Coast Guard Academy and made available to the President when he was elected: it was renamed the “Floating White House.”

Kennedy wore casual attire, with white pants and boat shoes, a blue shirt, and his favorite glasses, tortoiseshell Ray-Ban Wayfarers. Outside of ceremonial occasions, he loved to sport an aviator leather jacket, a thick-knit blue cardigan, and even khaki pants. Even when he wore pinstripes or white Brooks Brothers shirts, he never failed to add a personal touch, like electric blue socks.

“I remember it. Like when you let those two girls on board.”

“That’s impossible.”

“And then, afraid of not knowing how to tack, you turned around immediately, and we found ourselves on the opposite side.”

“I don’t think so,” he defended himself.

“I’m here to remind you of things.”
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