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      for Greg Dietrich,
dedicated colleague and devoted friend

   
During an interview for an article that appeared in the June 1991 issue of Vogue, Elizabeth Taylor recited the following lines; they were, she said, from her favorite poem.



How to keep—is there any any, is there none such, nowhere

known some, bow or brooch or braid or brace, lace, latch or catch or key to keep

Back beauty, keep it, beauty, beauty, beauty from vanishing away?

—Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844–1889),
    “The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo”






      
      Chapter One

      
      OCTOBER 6, 1991

      
      THE INVITATIONS WERE DESIGNED by Cartier in New York, where a team worked for weeks and finally submitted a simple, cream-colored card with black engraving:
      

      
      

         Mr. Michael Jackson
requests the pleasure of your company
at the marriage of his beloved friend
Miss Elizabeth Taylor
to Mr. Larry Fortensky
on Sunday, the sixth of October 1991 at 5 p.m.

      



      
      The location was appropriately fantastic. Even in its glory days, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer could not have surpassed the sheer scale
         and prodigality of Neverland, Michael Jackson’s secluded ranch nestled in the rolling hills of the Santa Ynez Valley, a hundred miles northwest of Los
         Angeles.
      

      
      Neverland rivals Disneyland, for here “the King of Pop, Rock and Soul” (as Elizabeth Taylor called him) has installed an amusement
         park with a full-size roller coaster, a Ferris wheel, a Zipper that overturns riders in midair—every imaginable kind of carnival
         ride, as well as swimming pools, playgrounds, trampolines and a swan-shaped ferryboat. There is also a zoo with two hundred
         creatures: alligators and giraffes, alpacas and wallabies, exotic birds and beasts, a twelve-foot albino python called Madonna,
         a family of chimpanzees and a four-ton elephant named Gypsy, a gift from Elizabeth Taylor. Michael favors the miniatures of
         his zoo, like the dwarfed stallion and the tiny pig.
      

      
      Four dozen gardeners keep 128,000 flowering plants neatly manicured. Oak, maple, sycamore and eucalyptus trees dot the landscape
         in wild profusion; laced with tiny lights, the place twinkles all night long—like an animated fairyland, sprung magically
         to life. At the touch of a button, a Disney tune or rock music pours out of speakers camouflaged as boulders or hedges around
         the estate. Here, Michael Jackson has thrown private parties for groups of youngsters, and two or three child stars, like
         Macaulay Culkin, have spent vacations at the ranch. Children with cancer have been welcomed, too, and treated to movies, candy
         stands and all kinds of cheering diversions. In 1991, the year of Elizabeth Taylor’s marriage to Larry Fortensky, Jackson
         turned thirty-three, although some people said that seemed impossible, especially since he usually sounded like a breathless, emotionally wounded teenage
         girl.
      

      
      Neverland Valley is not open to the public. The place is really the superstar’s secret retreat, where 2,700 emerald green
         acres surround his opulent, electronically monitored, forty-room mansion. The few guests ever admitted have emerged to describe
         baronial living and dining rooms, a kiddie playroom like Santa’s workshop, a library of children’s books—and Michael’s bedroom,
         brimming with antique dolls and a lavishly illustrated, vintage edition of James M. Barrie’s classic, Peter Pan, about a boy who refused to grow up, fled to Never-Never-Land, and there became the leader of a band of lost children. In
         fact, Michael Jackson’s own favorite toys include, as he has said, “a jack-in-the-box, rocking horses and Peter Pan—anything
         Peter Pan!” Michael and his friend Elizabeth Taylor decided that her wedding would just have to be held at Neverland Valley.
      

      
      “They’re just trying to make it as closed and quiet as possible,” said Chen Sam, Elizabeth’s Italian-Egyptian publicist, insisting
         that her client wanted a serene, private service. But the principal players were Jackson and Taylor, so there was no chance
         that it would be either secret or tranquil. Elizabeth, at fifty-nine, was assuming the role of bride for the eighth time,
         more than forty-one years after her first trip to the altar. Larry, her new leading man, had not even been born at that time:
         he was twenty years her junior. Why had she married so often? “I don’t know, honey,” she had told a reporter after her last
         divorce, bantering in her best Tennessee Williams, Southern belle accent. “It sure beats the hell out of me.”
      

      
      Outside the ranch, in and around the sleepy town of Los Olivos, newsmen and camera crews from all over the world had pitched
         camp during that week of October 1991. Waiters and security guards, designers and electricians were paid for information;
         some of them took home more than a thousand dollars for a few hours of espionage.
      

      
      At the entrance of Neverland, a large sign with the warning NO CAMERAS greeted the 160 wedding guests—among them family and old friends; agents, lawyers and plastic surgeons; Nancy Reagan, Gregory
         Peck, Roddy McDowall, Barry Diller, Merv Griffin, David Hockney, Eva Gabor, Quincy Jones, Brooke Shields, Rod McKuen, Franco
         Zeffirelli, Ray Stark, Diane von Furstenberg and David Geffen. President and Mrs. Bush had been invited, but they sent regrets.
         Columnist Liz Smith, a loyal and accurate reporter of Taylor lore for decades, was there to tell the world what happened,
         and photographer Herb Ritts was on hand to document the day in pictures.
      

      
      At precisely five o’clock, ninety-five-year-old Sara Sothern Taylor, Elizabeth’s frail but indomitable widowed mother, was
         escorted in a wheelchair to the front row, where she joined the groom’s parents. A singer was crooning “Ave Maria,” but she
         could only just be heard above the roar of chitchat. The groom then appeared in a white dinner jacket and black trousers,
         and, ninety minutes later, the star of the show arrived, wearing a yellow, ankle-length gown, a gift from the designer Valentino. Michael Jackson was at her right, wearing a slash of bright red lipstick and carefully applied Cleopatra eyeliner. He was
         dressed completely in black and sported black gloves, with a huge diamond pin at his throat and his silver boots gleaming
         in the evening light. Elizabeth’s elder son, thirty-eight-year-old Michael Wilding, Jr., was at her left. Bubbles, Michael
         Jackson’s favorite chimp, was perched a few feet away, munching popcorn and enjoying a perfect sight line for the show.
      

      
      Under a white tent decorated with green swags and vast sprays of gardenias and daisies, the bride and groom took their places
         for a nondenominational rite conducted by Marianne Williamson. She was Hollywood’s cheerfully upbeat guru of the day, making
       a fortune from books that advised readers to feel good about themselves. “Elizabeth and Larry and all you guests understand,”
         Williamson began, “that so much of the illusion that is happening here right now has nothing to do with the meaning of this
         ceremony.” Anyone paying attention had a lot to think about.
      

      
      And with that, as if on cue, the illusion altered and the scene changed from merely gaudy to mostly guerrilla. Even Elizabeth,
         who had a lot of experience as a bride and knew that she could expect a ruckus, was astonished when she glanced up to see
         a swarm of helicopters jammed with photographers. Then a small biplane zoomed overhead, and an uninvited parachutist floated
         down, just missing Gregory Peck’s head and landing twenty feet from Preacher Williamson, who was so surprised by the jumper’s
         bravado that she almost waved at him. Led by the formidable Moshe Alon, Elizabeth’s Israeli-trained security team pounced at once, the deputy sheriff issued
         a citation, and the intruder was hastily tossed out of Neverland.
      

      
      “Those sons of bitches!” cried Elizabeth, and then she calmed down. “The hell with them! They can’t touch us! This is our
         day!”
      

      
      “Do you want me to talk louder, so everyone can hear?” Williamson asked.

      
      “No,” said the bride. “Why don’t you just speak to Larry and me?”

      
      And so the rite continued, as a dozen enormous yellow and lavender helium balloons were released into the sky, a vain attempt
         to disperse the flying newsmen. “Larry and I decided to forget all about the helicopters and noise,” Elizabeth said later.
         “We looked into each other’s eyes and quietly spoke our vows.” They exchanged rings and said in unison, “May we love more
         deeply than we have ever loved before.” Marianne Williamson then announced that the couple certainly seemed to be in love,
         which was very nice of her, and therefore she said it was all right to pronounce them man and wife. Everyone applauded. The
         subsequent sound of champagne corks was like a cannonade, and then platters of salmon and chocolate mousse cake were rolled
         out. Elizabeth kissed everyone and Larry shook so many hands his fingers hurt. He was also so exhausted from stress that he
         slept through the next day, and when he awoke on his second morning as Elizabeth Taylor’s husband, he marveled, “Hey, this isn’t so bad!”
      

      
      In the days following, it became clear that the wedding had been meticulously planned as a magnificent spectacle, carefully
         orchestrated for the press and the world. Journalists and cameramen had been excluded, but not entirely: after all, there
         were Liz Smith and Herb Ritts, two of the most influential and respected in their professions. The location was (literally)
         unreal, the props lavish, the guest list astonishing. The event cost close to $1.5 million dollars, and nothing about it had
         the marks of a “closed and quiet” ceremony, as Chen Sam proclaimed.
      

      
      In fact, as Elizabeth said later, many of the details had been supervised by none other than her buddy Michael Jackson, who
         had a platoon of counselors and caterers to arrange everything. In this regard, she was displaying her typical canny judgment.
         In 1991, association with Michael Jackson guaranteed that she would have massive free publicity and press coverage on a universal
         scale. It also made her seem very much of the moment. In fact, several of Jackson’s associates believed the relationship was
         pure business: “pure farce,” according to Jackson housekeeper Mark Quindoy—a relationship Elizabeth and Michael exploited
       “to promote each other.” Said another employee, “I never saw them together without the press around. Not once. It was obvious
         they were feeding off each other’s fame. And let’s face it, it worked for them both.” And according to one biographer, Jackson
         was in fact “a major investor in Elizabeth’s thriving perfume business.” In any case, the Fortensky wedding coincided with
         an advertising campaign for White Diamonds, a new scent marketed under the Taylor banner.
      

      
      Protestations were to the contrary, of course.

      
      “Michael and I love each other like a brother and sister,” she said. In 1990, during her hospitalization for a serious illness,
         Michael was admitted as a patient. He requested a room very near hers, and when she was able to receive visitors, Elizabeth
         was wheeled in, bearing a pot of African violets. Earlier in their friendship, she had attended several of his concerts; they
         had been to horse races together; and she had met privately with him, listening sympathetically as he poured out sad tales
         of his early life, when he had been physically and psychologically abused by his father and emotionally skewed by an unnatural
         life of constant adulation as a kiddie star.
      

      
      “We both started very young and had no childhood to speak of,” said Elizabeth. “We both went through the loneliness of that,
       and we both had the strangeness of trying to grow up as adults.” Smokey Robinson called Michael “an old soul in a little body,”
       and for years Elizabeth claimed that she had “the body of a woman and the emotions of a child.”
      

      
      “We had a similar type of childhood, without the opportunities enjoyed by others,” according to Michael. “We shared a quest,
         in search of acceptance from an adoring public who never really knew our inner turmoil. She’s someone who knows and understands
         the loneliness of our business.”
      

      
      “He’s a paradox,” Elizabeth said of Jackson—and added that he was “the least weird man I’ve ever known,” which was as curious
         as her next statement: “He has the quality of innocence we’d all like to attain.” Yet who could appreciate the trials of stardom better than she, a little actress at nine and a big star at twelve?
      

      
    Despite so many obvious major differences, Jackson and Taylor had become friends—Michael an increasingly bizarre Peter Pan
         who had lived with his mother until he was twenty-nine; Elizabeth an astute, sexy, ever-girlish Tinker Bell. Both had lived
         from childhood in an oddly unrealistic, fairy-tale world of fame, of bright and dangerous glamour, their childhoods protracted,
         dominated by an ambitious parent, and their adolescences aberrant.
      

      
      And so it was perhaps no surprise that Elizabeth—for whom each new love meant a fresh role, the first take with a new script—chose
         Neverland Valley, the fantastic residence of a very peculiar person, for her eighth wedding. To wed Larry, a man so much younger
         than herself, and so to establish herself in the world of youth and energy, there could be no better setting than this arena
         of childhood reverie. Elizabeth was giving the impression of eternal youth, mothering her troubled friend Michael as she had
         mothered the miserable Montgomery Clift, the confused James Dean and others—and perhaps, in a way, nurturing her new husband,
         also a recovering addict. Marianne Williamson was correct: it was definitely an atmosphere of illusion. But she did not add
         that the principal players themselves were enfolded in layers of astounding fantasy.
      

      
      As for Elizabeth, she still yearned for that lost and indefinable “quality of innocence” she believed Michael had in abundance.
         At the same time, Michael longed for an alliance with a mainstream, maternal movie star. He even cast himself as father of the bride that October day—an odd role, since Elizabeth’s much loved brother and sons were
         available. To Michael’s Peter Pan, Elizabeth was Tinker Bell, Wendy, Princess Tiger Lily and warm, maternal Mrs. Darling—all
         lovingly combined into one hip sister.
      

      
      The following year, Elizabeth turned sixty, a date she marked with a party at—where else?—Disneyland, that temple to eternal
         innocence, where she and Larry arrived in a horse-drawn carriage and began the fun by leading a group of friends to the kiddie
         ride called It’s a Small World. There she was, in skin-tight black jeans and a jacket that might have been Michael Jackson’s,
         her hair modishly spiked, rings on her fingers and rhinestones on her shiny boots—a five-foot-four-inch Valley Girl, trying
         to escape the image of “Elizabeth Taylor.”
      

      
      Like Michael, she had a lifelong fondness for tiny animals—live chipmunks and stuffed beasts, dolls and cute little things
         in adorable, petite sizes, and her voice often sounded like a little girl’s, too. In June 1994, following surgery and a long,
         self-imposed seclusion, no one who knew her well could have been astonished when Elizabeth reentered society by appearing
         at the Museum of Miniatures, a shrine to dollhouses and the world of perpetual childhood.
      

      
      But life was not all cute. Elizabeth was deeply upset, refusing to believe any of the nasty accusations made about Michael
         Jackson’s sexual misconduct with minors. And when he collapsed from drug abuse, she raced to his side and arranged for him
         to be secretly admitted to a London clinic. But then her value to Jackson (and perhaps her patience with him) seemed to have been exhausted; in any case,
         he found someone else to stand by his side and attempt to change his image—Lisa Marie Presley.
      

      
      Lusty, outspoken and mercurial, Elizabeth had clung so passionately to life against frequently appalling odds that she had
         come to define herself as Mother Courage, with a band of children to save. Generous and compassionate, she could also be completely
         self-absorbed and astonishingly isolated from anything like daily reality. Elizabeth Taylor became, in other words, the ultimate
         star—both as achiever and as casualty.
      

      
      “My toughest role is trying to grow up,” she once said. Indeed, that was her life’s work.

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      1932–1939

      
      THE WAS NAMED FOR HER FATHER’S mother, who also a petite, raven-haired beauty with alabaster skin.
      

      
      Born in 1869 in Ohio, of Scottish-Irish ancestry, Elizabeth Mary Rosemond moved with her family to Springfield, Illinois,
         where she married Francis Marion Taylor, a tall, ruggedly handsome Indiana lad nine years her senior. Not long after the birth
         of their son Francis Lenn Taylor, on December 28, 1897, they headed south—to Arkansas City, a village in southern Kansas that
         was a center for both shipping and railroad repairs. There the family prospered in the private, express-mail messenger business,
         and there the shy, somewhat passive schoolboy Francis was attracted to Sara Viola Warmbrodt, a lively extrovert of sturdy
         German stock. Born in Arkansas City on August 21, 1896, Sara shared Francis’s longing for something more stimulating than small town midwestern
         life; specifically, she was single-minded in her determination to become an actress on the world’s stages. That aspiration
         was quietly encouraged by her mother, a talented singer and pianist who had more esthetic interests than her husband, an efficient
         tinkerer who supervised a local laundry.
      

      
      As it happened, Francis decamped before Sara, and before finishing high school. His mother’s sister, Mabel Rosemond, was married
         to a wealthy art dealer named Howard Young, who gave the boy a job as a sales apprentice in St. Louis. By 1919, when Francis
         was twenty-one, his keen eye and affable way with clients had much impressed his uncle, who decided to open a gallery in New
         York—just in time to cater to the merry extravagances of the urban-chic social set during the Roaring Twenties. These two
         bright and cultivated gentlemen quickly ingratiated themselves in Manhattan society, and the Howard Young Gallery was an instant
         success, dealing with special expertise in eighteenth and nineteenth-century European paintings.
      

      
      Meantime, Sara Warmbrodt, too, fled Arkansas City before completing high school, and for several years she lost touch with
         Francis Taylor. Despite her mother’s anxiety about a pretty girl on her own away from home, Sara was allowed to study acting
         in Kansas City. Hell-bent on success, she began by changing her name to the more euphonious Sara Sothern and managed to meet
         players of every touring or repertory company that came to town. By early 1922, she had assumed minor roles with stock companies from Iowa to Manitoba to Massachusetts, but so far was she
         from realizing her dream that she might have abandoned all hope of stardom had she not landed in Los Angeles in July 1922
         and won a small supporting role in a stock company revival of a melodrama called The Sign on the Door, by critic and playwright Channing Pollock. (In 1930, Barbara Stanwyck starred in the movie version, The Locked Door.)
      

      
      As it happened, Pollock was in the audience, looking to cast his new play The Fool, a noble-minded four-act melodrama vaguely inspired by the life of St. Francis of Assisi. What there was of action concerned
         an idealistic young minister (named, none too subtly, The Reverend Gilchrist) who decries parochial hypocrisies and sets out
         to live as did Christ himself. Among twenty-one roles, the most sympathetic was that of a poor lame girl named Mary Margaret
         (a modern Mary Magdalene): she idolizes the preacher and, when he is beset by an angry mob, prays aloud for him—only to find,
         a moment later, that she has been cured and can now stride quite nimbly without her crutches. Impressed with Sara’s artless
         sincerity and controlled hysteria and captivated by her performance in The Sign on the Door, Pollock offered her the part of Mary Margaret.
      

      
      After three weeks of rehearsals, The Fool opened in Los Angeles at the Majestic Theatre. The critics were merciless, but Pollock and producer Arch Selwyn continued
         on course toward a Broadway premiere. Sara, hoping for a more lucrative movie career, wanted to stay in California, but (as Pollock detailed in his memoirs) no less than the great Russian actress Alla Nazimova was so impressed
         with the girl from Kansas that she convinced her to go to New York.
      

      
      After an uncomfortable train journey eastward, the company arrived in New York that October to learn that the sets had just
         been destroyed in a Manhattan warehouse fire and had to be reconstructed quickly and inexpensively. The Times Square Theatre
         finally lighted its marquee on October 23, 1922, but The Fool did very poor business compared with the likes of Anne Nichols’s smash hit, Abie’s Irish Rose; George Bernard Shaw’s Back to Methusaleh; Eugene O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape; George Kelly’s The Torchbearers; Colton and Randolph’s Rain; Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author; Karel Capek’s R.U.R.; and successful musicals by Irving Berlin and Victor Herbert, as well as the Ziegfeld Follies and George White’s Scandals.

      
      Amid such an array of better entertainments, Pollock’s long and verbose play disappointed the critics, who for the most part
         deplored it as mawkish and unbearably tedious—although eventually the respected critic Burns Mantle, editor of the annual
         Best Plays series, included it as one of the ten finest of the year 1922. Arch Selwyn, The Fool’s producer, was ready to post a closing notice, but Pollock begged for a week’s time to launch his own publicity campaign.
         He took newspaper ads, made speeches before civic groups, provided transportation for church parties and even wrote for pastors
         sermons containing favorable mention of the play. Thus did Pollock win a reprieve: no less miraculously than Mary Margaret’s sudden sprint, the show sold out for almost a year. Before it finally
       closed, seven nationwide touring companies were playing to more than 85,000 spectators weekly. “I’ve made a million and a
         half, and I can tell anybody to go to hell—including the critics,” Pollock soon said, perhaps not quite in the spirit of his
         play.
      

      
      As it happened, The New York Times praised only James Kirkwood, as Reverend Gilchrist, and the young actress from Kansas: “In the final scene of the third act,
         a little cripple, well played by Sara Sothern, falls on her knees in prayer and rises to find that she can walk.” It was,
       he added, the only truthful moment in more than three hours. The Theatre magazine’s critic considered that the performances were “creditable but not startling—except for a little girl named Sara
         Sothern, who is outstandingly fine as a lame girl whose faith brings her to walk.”
      

      
    Sara charmed critics and audiences, but Pollock recalled that she gave him “a good deal of trouble, [because] her father had
         made me responsible for her, but she had been conspicuously successful everywhere”—indeed, many gentlemen in New York society
         found the pert actress irresistible. Finding such attention more to her liking than her mediocre salary in The Fool, Sara announced to Pollock that she would not travel with the play to London. The playwright’s offer of a substantial raise
         changed her mind, however, and she sailed with the Pollocks on the Aquitania.

      
      In London, The Fool enjoyed a five-month run at the Apollo Theatre (beginning September 18, 1924), where “Sara more than duplicated her success,” according to Pollock. A platoon of policemen rescued her from a first night crowd
         that (thus Pollock) “clamored for bits of her frock and locks of her hair as souvenirs, and later the Princess Royal went
         to her dressing room to present her with a diamond brooch the size of a belt buckle.” So began Sara Sothern’s lifelong passion
         for precious gems, which she considered proper compensation for a great lady of the theater, which she certainly was not.
         The fancy for jewelry, of course, was in time inherited by her daughter.
      

      
      She was also enchanted by the world of the British theater—in fact, by everything English—and after the run of the play she
         would gladly have settled in London but for the offer of work in New York.
      

      
      Alas, in her second play, Sara was not so fortunate—The Dagger, a silly melodrama of the Paris underworld in which she played a crook’s faithful girl. The critics were stupefied that such
         drivel could be produced. Alexander Woollcott, writing for the majority opinion of the judges, called The Dagger “childish rubbish” that could appeal only “to that not inconsiderable minority of the theatergoing public which is not quite
         bright.” After five performances, the play closed in early September 1925. To Sara’s great disappointment, Channing Pollock
       preferred to cast Fay Bainter in the lead of his next play, The Enemy. “When I said no [to Sara], she wrote me abusive letters,” Pollock recorded with some astonishment.
      

      
      To pay the rent, therefore, Sara appeared that October in another disappointing endeavor—this time an exotic but harebrained musical called Arabesque, set in the Arabian desert and starring Bela Lugosi as a lecherous sheik. Again enacting a variation on her role as the Sweet
         Young Thing, Sara all but disappeared amid the show’s elephantine production values.
      

      
      By Christmas, things could not have been less cheerful. Now typecast as the Pollyanna of the piece, she tried to fight her
         way through the laborious thickets of Fool’s Bells, a fantasy in which—as a dear lass of the tenements—her character brings spiritual solace to a hunchback. Again after five
         performances, the play closed before the new year began.
      

      
      Although the Times’s critic praised her for looking “extremely attractive” in Mama Loves Papa in February 1926, this matrimonial farce could not draw audiences for more than twenty-five performances. With five supporting
         roles and four dismal flops behind her, the fair Miss Sothern, now in her thirtieth year, was stymied. She had had no success
         since The Fool, and she thought that perhaps she ought to return to England, or just get married: anything seemed preferable to another Broadway
         gamble. Although she “had been bitten by the Broadway bug and never got over it” (thus a Hollywood ally, later), Sara found
         it increasingly hard to maintain her natural optimism and winsome cheer.
      

      
      As it happened, the opportunities for both marriage and a return to London very soon came her way—and in none other than the
         person of her childhood friend Francis Taylor, now a handsome and urbane businessman with a fund of anecdotes gleaned from
         impressive European travel. They were reunited at a Manhattan nightclub not long after the final curtain fell on Mama Loves Papa, and soon Francis was squiring Sara to gallery openings, auctions and dinner parties hosted by those named in the Social Register.
         Sara liked Francis’s courtliness, his quiet sophistication and his romantic gestures—and so, following a few weeks of dating,
         he sent a bouquet of roses daily to her modest apartment. For his part, he liked her combination of polite humor, irrepressible
         energy and penchant for high style. When she accepted a part in a pallid comedy called The Little Spitfire, in August, he met her almost nightly after the show.
      

      
      Francis told her that the Howard Young Gallery was about to open a London branch of his business, which he was to manage.
         Although his uncle was remembered as a wealthy man who was not inclined to share his money, and although Francis’s life would
         always be dependent on this rich, frugal man (whose temper was not improved by living with a wife who had slipped into reclusive
         alcoholism), it was a good, comfortable and even sometimes a glamorous profession. And so, in the fullness of time, Sara accepted
         Francis’s proposal, and they were married before the end of 1926. When the run of The Little Spitfire ended in early 1927, she retired forever from the stage.
      

      
      For the newlyweds, the next two years were a time of luxury and high excitement. Supported by Young, who remained at the New
         York gallery, they lived smartly in London, first in an apartment at the Carlton Hotel, whence they traveled to European capitals
         to find old masters for new clients. Their good manners and refined interests, their elegantly furnished hotel suites and expensive clothes—all
         underwritten by Uncle Howard—enabled the Taylors to move easily among both aristocrats and the merely rich, and soon they
         were socializing with the Cazalet family, a wealthy old clan counting among its prominent members Victor Cazalet, a sporty
         bachelor, art collector and member of Parliament who became an outspoken foe of anti-Semitism in England and championed the
         cause of Poland after the Nazi invasion in 1939. Cazelet’s mother and sister took Sara under their capacious social wing,
         while Victor introduced Francis to the affluent artists, actors and diplomats of Hampstead Heath. That cultivated, creative
         district of North London had boulevards of spacious villas, and the neighborhood was the venue for fashionable parties and
         stylishly bohemian receptions. The innovative Everyman Theatre, also in Hampstead, presented the premiere performances of
         plays by Shaw, Pirandello, Coward and others for over a quarter century. Visiting such a district, Sara Sothern Taylor was,
         as she said, in her element, and she forthwith resolved to live there one day.
      

      
      Her resolutions were realized at the time of her first pregnancy, late in 1928, when the Taylors leased a snugly comfortable
         two-bedroom residence at 11 Hampstead Way. The nineteenth-century cottage, still in good repair sixty-five years later, featured
         red brick exterior walls, with picturesque beamed ceilings, fireplaces, leaded windows and a lush garden that gave onto the
         Heath. From her ground floor sitting room, Sara could spend the final difficult weeks of pregnancy surveying genteel riders on sleek horses as well as ordinary working folk enjoying the vast parklands
         on Sundays and bank holidays.
      

      
      By late June 1929, Sara’s condition had become complicated, and it was not at all clear that she would survive the delivery
         of her first child. But almost daily letters of encouragement arrived from her mother in Pasadena, California, where the Warmbrodts
       were now managing a chicken farm, and Sara willed herself and her baby to endure. “Mother had written me,” Sara recalled years
         later, “that I must keep my mind full of beautiful thoughts to have a beautiful baby. I had worked at it, and no baby in the
         world could have been more beautiful than Howard”—named, to no one’s surprise, for the wealthy uncle. The child, born June
         27, was indeed a luminously appealing baby, with China blue eyes and masses of golden ringlets. “From the first, he looked
         like a Botticelli angel,” claimed the proud mother.
      

      
      In those days of lower wages for servants and lower taxes for the affluent, the Taylors could afford a nurse for the baby
         and a cook and driver for themselves. For that platoon of help, the cottage was at once too small, and so—again, thanks to
         Howard Young—Sara and Francis paid cash for a house very nearby, on Wildwood Road, overlooking areas of Hampstead Heath from
         both front and rear of the house.
      

      
      For decades afterward, books about Elizabeth Taylor featured photographs of a grand mansion, but these were invariably images
         of 10 Wildwood Road, just adjacent. The Taylor residence, number 8, had long borne the name Heathwood and was much more modest than the two houses that flanked it. Facing the Heath Extension, Heathwood was not
         as grand as its neighbors but nonetheless was a desirable family home: a forty-year-old melange of Tudor and Victorian architectures
         surrounded by flower-filled gardens, it had a large kitchen, a tennis court and rooms for two employees.
      

      
      By late spring 1931, Sara was again pregnant, and on February 27, 1932 (after a labor not quite as cruel as the first), she
         bore a healthy daughter at once named Elizabeth, after both grandmothers, and (for a middle name) Rosemond, Granny Taylor’s
         maiden name. The joy of this birth banished Sara’s depression over the recent death of her mother in California.
      

      
      But there was some initial alarm, for the baby girl had residual hypertrichosis, a soft weaving of dark hair all over her
         body. “Her hair was long and black,” Sara recalled, scarcely concealing her memory of this repulsive abnormality. “Her ears
         were covered with thick black fuzz and inlaid into the sides of her head; her nose looked like a tip-tilted button, and her
         tiny face [was] so tightly closed it looked as if it would never unfold.” Whereas Howard resembled a Renaissance angel, Elizabeth
         had the frank appearance of a demonic little freak. “Poor little girl,” said visitors, sighing sympathetically. “Isn’t it
         too bad she isn’t the boy and Howard the girl?”
      

      
      But after several weeks, everyone relaxed. The unsightly hair vanished, the child’s lavender-blue eyes gazed serenely up at
         her parents, and tiny Elizabeth Taylor—at first unnaturally quiet but soon playfully curious about everything inside and outside the house—was enchanting everyone. Usually indifferent to childish antics, Victor Cazalet
         was smitten by the girl, and although Sara was vaguely Christian Scientist and therefore eschewed sacramental baptism, Cazalet
         became Elizabeth’s unofficial godfather.
      

      
      In the 1930s, very many English families, like their American counterparts, were suffering the ravages of the worldwide Depression;
         the Taylors, however, were untouched by economic strife. Servants attended them, and the children had an abundance of toys,
         frequent holidays by the sea in Norfolk and picnics in the lush fields of Kent and Sussex; they were, in other words, both
         privileged and spoiled. In addition, Sara routinely bundled her children into a hired caravan or trailer; packed tents and
         provisions; engaged the cook Hilda and the nursemaid Daisy for extra time; put a leash on Monty, the golden retriever; and
         whisked Howard and Elizabeth away for an excursion to Suffolk or Devon.
      

      
      At Sara’s insistence, Elizabeth and Howard were also introduced quite early to the pleasures and rigors of foreign travel.
         Her first two Christmases and her first and second birthdays were celebrated in America, where the four Taylors escaped the
         long, dark English winter days. They first visited the Taylor grandparents in Kansas and then proceeded to the warmth of Pasadena
         to see widowed Grandfather Warmbrodt. From there, they doubled back to Star Island, Florida, the sunny winter retreat of Howard
         and Mabel Young. Everywhere, as Sara and Francis recalled, Elizabeth was regarded with adoration by adults, who remarked on her astonishingly luminous eyes, her thick
         eyelashes, her dark hair framing unblemished skin—and a tiny, plain birthmark on her right cheek, which even in childhood
         Sara often highlighted with a cosmetic pencil. Endlessly curious but given to childish tantrums, Elizabeth was subjected to
         the doting blandishments of virtually every adult who met her. Embraced by a loving family, alert servants and a steady stream
         of admiring visitors, she learned in childhood to take attention and esteem for granted.
      

      
      This situation, combined with her mother’s irrepressible optimism, bred in the child a certain fearlessness. Everything would
         always conspire to their benefit: this was Sara’s creed. Accordingly, for one example, Elizabeth was intrepid in the presence
         of dogs and horses, and fearless near the Florida waters, where the family had to keep a keen eye out as she gamboled happily
         in the waves. “It kept her brother and all of us busy,” Sara recalled, and they were
      

      
      

         constantly following her, picking her up when the waves would knock her down and roll her over and over like a fat rubber
            ball. She loved it and would go right back for more. We couldn’t figure out whether it was the water she loved—or the undivided
            attention she received.
         

      



      
      After these annual excursions to America, the Taylors returned to London in late March of 1933 and 1934, and while Francis returned to the gallery in Bond Street, Mayfair, Sara took her children for springtime holidays at Salcombe,
         in Norfolk.
      

      
      There was, however, one noteworthy aspect of these robust childhood odysseys, for while Sara was certainly a devoted mother,
         she seemed in some ways to be rushing her children into adulthood, accumulating experience after experience for them. In addition
         to the proleptic application of the eyebrow pencil to Elizabeth’s all but invisible birthmark, she also got it into her head
         that children ought to learn to eat like adults. Before her daughter’s second birthday, for example, she thought it was high time to introduce the children to the gustatorial delights of New Orleans. “It was fun for all of us to see the excitement
         on Elizabeth’s face as she sat in a high chair at Antoine’s, dining on Oysters Rockefeller and pompano baked in a paper bag—at
         ten o’clock at night.” Fun it may have been, but there is something faintly ludicrous and overhasty in Sara’s encouragement
       of such precocity. Later, she reflected that Elizabeth was always “an old child for her years.” No wonder. It did not seem
         to occur to Sara that, notwithstanding all her benevolence, she was almost systematically editing out of her child’s earliest
         years some things necessarily juvenile; that she was, in fact, training her rather too early to be a perfect young lady.
      

      
      But some childhood experiences cannot be forestalled, and Elizabeth was not immune to the normal series of accidents and illnesses.
         “My earliest memory is of pain,” she said at thirty, with the flair for drama that she invariably brought to a description
         of ailments (of which there would be an abundance in her lifetime). Recalling an electric heater whose bright orange color attracted her childish
         curiosity, she insisted that “half a finger [was] almost burned off!” Then, just after her third birthday she developed a
         high fever and an ear infection. Victor Cazalet sat by her bedside, reading selections from Mary Baker Eddy and the Scriptures
         while everything at Heathwood became grave and quiet. Next morning, the fever had broken and Elizabeth was recovering nicely.
      

      
      This incident would perhaps be unremarkable were it not for the tincture of melodrama with which Sara always surrounded it.
         As if Channing Pollock had written a coda to The Fool, she saw her child’s restoration as the direct result of faith healing—as if the role of Mary Margaret had passed on to Elizabeth
         through the ministrations of Victor as the Reverend Gilchrist:
      

      
      

         Victor sat on the bed, held her hot little form in his arms and talked to her about God. Her great dark eyes searched his
            face, drinking in every word—believing and understanding. A wonderful sense of peace filled the room. I laid my head down
            on the side of the bed and went to sleep for the first time in three weeks [!]. When I awakened, she was fast asleep … and
            when she awakened, she was completely healed. The fever had broken! That experience was really a turning point in Elizabeth’s
            life.
         

      



      
      Just how it was “a turning point” Sara does not clarify, nor has her daughter ever elaborated. The event certainly did not make a churchgoing Christian Scientist of Elizabeth
         (nor did her mother insist on such commitment). But the timing of her recovery demonstrated, as her mother pointed out, that
         loving attention in some way produced well-being. It was the same with the usual infections of youth: there was never any
         malady that would not yield to attentive devotion lavished on Elizabeth. Love was the prescription delivered by her mother
         and her mother’s friends; medicines were a court of last resort, and then only prescribed after some insistence from Francis.
      

      
      “Never talk about [her] parents,” said a man who knew the family well a decade later. “Talk about Sara.” There was, of course,
         good reason for this: “My dad and I didn’t really become close until after I’d left home,” as Elizabeth said later—and in
         fact they were not particularly close, even then.
      

      
      And so Victor Cazalet continued to be a prime mover in Elizabeth’s life, especially in the increasing professional absence
         and emotional distance of Francis Taylor. Weeks after Elizabeth’s fourth birthday, in early spring 1936, Cazalet moved into
         a new country house, Great Swifts, in Kent. “My brother lent [the Taylors] a small house on his estate,” recalled Thelma Cazalet-Keir,
         who later also became a member of Parliament. “It was there that Elizabeth passed some of her childhood and learned to ride,
         among other accomplishments useful to a film career.”
      

      
      Electricity and water were installed at Cazalet’s expense, and the sixteenth-century residence—scarcely a “small house” with its fourteen rooms—was quickly dubbed Little Swallows, the logical designation for an offspring of Great
         Swifts. Here Sara Sothern Taylor and her family repaired for weekends, and here the privileges of English country life were
         firmly established.
      

      
      One of these prerogatives was the cult of the horse. Cazalet arrived one day with a gift for Elizabeth, a mare named Betty
         that “bucked me into a patch of stinging needles. But they made me get right back on, and I hardly got off again till we left
         England … I soon became an accomplished horsewoman. I rode bareback for hours all over the property.”
      

      
      As it happened, this was a privilege Betty permitted no one except four-year-old Elizabeth. So contemptuous was the beast
         toward everyone else in the human race that she threw off no less an august rider than Foreign Minister (and later Prime Minister)
         Anthony Eden, who limped away from the hedgerows, cursing. In no time, Elizabeth was virtually the mistress of the estate:
         “The Cazalets thought such a lot of her, she was more or less spoiled,” according to Frederick Hougham, Elizabeth’s groom
         and Betty’s trainer.
      

      
      The gifts of the carriage trade were not limited to trotting with Betty, however. One day that autumn of 1936, the Taylors
         visited one of Francis’s clients, who was presenting a dance recital featuring some children who had taken their first ballet
         steps under the tutelage of a woman named Mrs. Rankin. With an eye to tutoring the children of society doyennes, she had assumed
         the more exotic monicker Madame Vacani and opened a school of ballet atop an old building in Knightsbridge, not far from Harrod’s. After watching the little girls dressed in crinoline
         and trying to flutter like butterflies, Sara swung into action: her children, too, would study dance with Madame Vacani.
      

      
      And so they did, although Howard soon put his foot firmly down and ran instead onto the playing field. As for Elizabeth, she
         “was so shy she couldn’t move a foot,” Sara remembered. This awkwardness prevailed until the first group recital in which
         the child was to appear. Elizabeth was at last persuaded to glide onto the makeshift stage with the other little butterflies,
         but when the number was complete and the children moved offstage, she held her ground. The curtain was lowered and raised
         again and lowered yet again. Still, there was the four-year-old starlet, “reveling in her solo performance,” according to
         her mother. “She circled around to the center of the stage and curtsied … The house went wild! … She took several curtain calls alone, and loved it!”
      

      
      This, too, would be simply a moment of ordinary maternal pride had Sara not again given it a portentous complexion:

      
      

         I gave up my career when I married … But I knew from that benefit recital that … there would come a time when she would want
            to follow in my footsteps. I could still hear the applause of that wonderful night ten years before when The Fool had opened in London at the Apollo Theatre and I, playing the part of the little crippled girl, had stood alone in the middle
            of the stage and had taken a dozen curtain calls, while a reputedly staid British audience called, “Bravo, bravo, bravo!”
         

      



      
      The theatrical die, as it were, was cast, and while the rosy glow of retrospect (and Elizabeth’s ultimate fame) doubtless
         affected Sara in her comments years later, subsequent developments during her daughter’s childhood indicated that from about
         this time Sara saw her daughter as ordained to fulfill her own aborted dreams of stardom. To this destiny Sara dedicated herself
         with something like religious fervor. As for the recital at Madame Vacani’s, it virtually took on the hue of a religious moment
         and became much exaggerated: at the peak of her stardom years later, Elizabeth was hailed by the press as one who had danced
         before the king in a command performance at London’s Hippodrome—an event, of course, that never occurred. But newspapers,
         after all, receive their cues from publicists, and publicists from their clients.
      

      
      With future fame for Elizabeth now shining in Sara’s eyes, she took the children to Arkansas City to visit the ailing Grandmother
         Taylor in early 1937. Six weeks into the visit, just as Howard and his sister were settling into the local school, Granny
         died, at the age of sixty-one. The family returned to London, where Elizabeth was enrolled at the Byron House School, Highgate,
       and where she remained for the next two years. “She wasn’t an outstanding pupil, but she had such charm,” recalled Mary Mason,
         one of her teachers.
      

      
      Life at Heathwood and Little Swallows finally came to an end in early 1939, with the threat of war. Victor Cazalet, who was concerned
         for the safety of his adopted family, prevailed on Francis to quit England as soon as possible. There was, however, the matter
         of the Howard Young Gallery in Bond Street, and that would take months to vacate. Well, then, replied Cazalet, Taylor ought
         to send Sara and the children to America and follow later. Thus, shortly after Easter, Sara, Howard and Elizabeth left Southampton
         aboard the S.S. Manhattan, which was in fact its destination. From New York they boarded a train for Pasadena and Grandpa Warmbrodt, where Francis finally
         joined them in early December. Alas, he was able to export with him only a few drawings by the contemporary artist Augustus
         John, and one valuable painting by Frans Hals that became the cornerstone of his (and later his daughter’s) private and valuable
       collection. The rest of the Young Gallery’s acquisitions had to remain in London. “He had to start his life all over again,”
         his daughter said years later. “It must have been hard on him, pulling up roots from England.”
      

      
      Precisely why the Taylors chose to live in Southern California is unclear, although it must have been inspired by Sara’s happy
         memories of her first success, in The Fool. She was not, after all, particularly roused to fervor at the thought of living on her father’s chicken ranch. Quite the contrary:
         she had always loved the excitement of what was later termed “the industry,” even though in 1922 she had never been closer
         to the world of film than a front row seat at a movie palace.
      

      
      Now, with two handsome offspring and a culture that, in 1939, placed a very high priority on adorable child actors, she may have
         been hatching a plot. Shirley Temple was now eleven, Judy Garland seventeen. Who, her mother wondered aloud, would replace
         them as the new child star? In no time, the Taylors’ own Kansas background faded like a watercolor exposed to the sun. “Sara Taylor did bring Elizabeth to Arkansas City for several summers when she was a little girl,” remembered a Kansas neighbor,
         “but then she went to Hollywood and dropped everyone she ever knew.” As for Elizabeth, she had seen only one movie in her
         life—Snow White, aboard the Manhattan: of real live movie stars she knew nothing.
      

      
      It was, to be sure, a new life. To exhibit his collection of Augustus John and a few other items he had brought from Young’s
         New York gallery, Francis rented a suite of rooms at the Chateau Elysée Hotel on Franklin Avenue. This was rather a long drive
         from the house Sara wanted to lease, and into which they moved in early 1940, a rambling bungalow near the ocean in Pacific
         Palisades. There, Elizabeth attended school with the children of Darryl F. Zanuck, chief of production at Twentieth Century-Fox
       Studios, and with the children of actress Norma Shearer. “I don’t think [Howard and Elizabeth] learned much at the Pacific
         Palisades school,” Sara said airily, “but they had a lot of fun.” Thanks to Sara, the children also made important social
         connections there.
      

      
    Sara’s intention was becoming clearer and clearer. “Agents came up to us on the street and wanted to take us to see David
         Selznick—and have a screen test,” Sara reported, doubtless somewhat hyperbolically. “Wherever I took the children, people would stop and stare at Elizabeth, rave
         about her eyes and tell me she should be in pictures … Everywhere we went, people would say, ‘That child is the image of Vivien
         Leigh!’”
      

      
      Her remarks, it has become clear, were a case of post hoc, ergo propter hoc: much later, Sara saw Elizabeth’s subsequent stardom, not firmly established until she was twelve in 1944, as if it were predestined.
         Even allowing for maternal pride, photographs of Elizabeth in early 1940 show a thin child with rather too much unkempt hair
         framing a pretty face but not one over which audiences would swoon. Eight-year-old girls, to be sure, may present a sweetly
         docile expression, but unless there is extraordinary talent—à la the young Shirley Temple—one cannot expect the heavens to
         stop in their course. At eight, Elizabeth Taylor showed no special aptitude for singing or dancing or acting. And as for her
         appearance, she needed more help from Mother Nature than from Mother Taylor.
      

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      1940–1948

      
      TO ATTRACT A MORE AFFLUENT clientele, Francis Taylor (with Howard Young’s approval) moved the art gallery westward, from the Chateau Elysée apartment
         building to the Beverly Hills Hotel, a far more desirable venue on Sunset Boulevard. At about the same time—in late 1940—he
         moved his family from Pacific Palisades to a house not far from the hotel. A small but attractive place at 703 North Elm Drive,
         built in the popular style of a Mediterranean villa, this would be Elizabeth’s residence until she left home to marry.
      

      
      A mostly residential community completely surrounded by the city of Los Angeles, Beverly Hills has been known, since its incorporation
         in 1914, for its luxurious homes and its concentration of people working in film (and later television). The city had relatively
         easy access, via the wider boulevards and the canyons, to film studios in Culver City to the south (MGM), Hollywood to the east
         (Columbia, Goldwyn and Fox) and the San Fernando Valley to the north (Warner, Universal and Disney). In 1940, its population
         was 26,823, and for the most part people knew who lived where and which children went to what school. (Fifty years later,
         the census recorded only five thousand more citizens. Few seem to relish an entire lifetime in Beverly Hills, which, like
         those who work in the movies themselves, has always counted a considerable number of transients.)
      

      
      For Howard and Elizabeth, their education resumed at the Hawthorne Elementary School, at 624 North Rexford Drive, a short
         distance from home. Initially, their tincture of British accents annoyed classmates, who imitated them with wacky mockery:
         “I cawn’t take a bawth on the grawss with the banawnas.” Elizabeth, according to one reporter who knew her that year, “promptly
         altered her a’s to an almost Texas extreme,” and sounded—as she often would throughout her life—like a native of the South,
         where she never lived.
      

      
      But for Sara, Elizabeth’s elementary school classes had to be supplemented, just as Madame Vacani had supplemented the spelling
         drills of Byron House. So that she could entertain guests at Elm Drive, she was sent to singing and dancing lessons after
         school. Her riding lessons continued in Pacific Palisades, so that she would not compare unfavorably when invited—as indeed
         she must be—to join the activities of wealthier children. “My mother,” she said later, “was my best girl friend, my guide, my mentor, my constant companion.”
      

      
      In that remarkable fusion of functions, Sara proceeded with single-minded intent in the autumn of 1940. Somehow, Victor Cazalet
         had known the stage and screen matinee idol William DeWolf Hopper, and was now on friendly terms with Hopper’s ex-wife, Hedda,
         and their young son. In response to a letter from Sara, Victor provided a letter of introduction to Mrs. Hopper.
      

      
      Born Elda Furry, Hedda Hopper was a fifty-year-old actress who had appeared in scores of silent and sound films. After her
         divorce in 1922, she also became something of a Hollywood socialite, and in 1938—after hosting a radio talk show for two years—she
         began a long career as a Hollywood columnist. This made her more famous than her acting, as did her lavish hats and melodramatic
         feuds with the rival gossip Louella Parsons.
      

      
      Advice from Hedda Hopper, or a mention in her syndicated newspaper column, or an invitation to her home, would be of enormous
         help in determining just how Sara ought to proceed with the presentation of her adorable Elizabeth. And so, armed with Cazalet’s
         letter as if it were Letters Patent from the king of England expressing the royal will and favor, she took her daughter to
         meet Hopper, who found the child
      

      
      

         innocent and lovely as a day in spring. I liked and pitied her from the start, when her mother, bursting with ambition, brought
            her to my house one day to have her sing for me. Sara Taylor had never gotten over Broadway. She wanted to have a glamorous
            life again through her child. She had the idea, at first, that Elizabeth could be turned into another Deanna Durbin, who had
            a glittering name in those days.
         

      



      
      The reason for Hopper’s pity was at once clear: she found it “a terrifying thing” when Sara commanded that Elizabeth sing
         for her hostess—which the poor child did, in a quivering, fearful voice, her expressive violet eyes brimming with tears. “It
         was,” Hopper remembered forever after, “one of the most painful ordeals I’ve ever witnessed.”
      

      
      Obviously, at this stage, the child did not share her mother’s ambitions for her, and of this time, Elizabeth later said,
       “I never wanted a career—it was forced on me.” Eleanor Harris, a journalist who knew Elizabeth at the time, put it plainly:
       “She had never really been interested in acting: it was part of her life only because she had been propelled into it at the
         age of eight by her mother.” Eventually, Elizabeth Taylor’s indifference would alter—but only when she came to believe that
       she had no alternative. For the present, “Elizabeth’s mother was the dominating force in the Taylor household, the strong
       one who told everyone else what was good for them,” as Hedda Hopper said; of Francis, she knew nothing. “Elizabeth always swore she would never be [like her mother] when she grew up.” Sensing trouble, or at least unwilling to contribute to the
         youngster’s evident anxiety, Hopper refrained from taking up Elizabeth’s cause.
      

      
      But Sara was not easily put off. Erin Considine was Elizabeth’s playmate on Elm Drive, and her father, John W. Considine, Jr., was a successful producer for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios. Boys Town had recently been one of his major hits. The amiable Considine gladly escorted Sara, Francis and Elizabeth on a tour of the
         Metro facilities. More than two dozen films were in production during late 1940, and the 117 acres, as Elizabeth recalled,
       were “teeming with life—people dressed up in Greek clothes, people dressed up as cowboys, people dressed up as apes, and real
         live movie stars.” In more than 140 buildings and thirty sound stages, 4,000 employees toiled six days each week. Cosmetics
         were applied to 1,200 players an hour, wardrobe supervisors clothed 5,000 a day, and ten million feet of film were printed
         each month. After that tour, Elizabeth’s cool indifference to the world of fantasy warmed appreciably.
      

      
      In fact, Considine managed a meeting that same day with the formidable Louis B. Mayer, the studio’s general manager, who gazed
       at the child and said, “I want to hear this little girl sing”—which she did, without musical accompaniment. “Sign her,” he
         said almost absentmindedly—perhaps thinking of Margaret O’Brien, age three, whom he had also just put under contract. Mayer
         then rushed off for an appointment.
      

      
      Somehow, the contract never arrived. For one thing, Elizabeth had no agent or attorney to plead her case. Perhaps, too, the
         busy, mercurial Mayer was simply disinclined to offend Considine, one of his money-making producers, and so the necessary
         sequence of business details never reached the legal department. Sara was undeterred.
      

      
      The  lounges and dining room of the Beverly Hills Hotel were a regular meeting place for producers, stars and agents for business
         meetings, and soon the Taylor gallery attracted not only casual strollers and curious shoppers but also the movie trade. One
       visitor was the wife of J. Cheever Cowdin, chairman of Universal Pictures since 1936: by sheer coincidence, Mrs. Cowdin happened
         to be at the gallery late one afternoon when Sara and Elizabeth were also visiting. Sara seized the moment, and a week later
         she welcomed the Cowdins to her home—officially to inspect some additional paintings, but there was of course a hidden agenda.
      

      
      The afternoon tea party, around the time of Elizabeth’s ninth birthday in February 1941, was successful, most of all because
         Cowdin was as much an Anglophile as Sara. As it happened, he had come to Hollywood by accident (although his wife was an aspiring
         actress). As director of a Wall Street firm called Standard Capital Corporation, he was a specialist in bailing out beleaguered
         companies and turning that to Standard Capital’s ultimate advantage. In 1935, he had arranged for a loan of $750,000 to Universal,
         then beset almost to bankruptcy with financial troubles. The deal was a simple and successful one: if the studio was unable
         to repay the loan after ninety days, Cowdin had an option to purchase five-and-a-half million dollars of stock. This he did,
         installing a new president and board and running the studio as chairman.
      

      
      Still, despite the successful Deanna Durbin musicals, Universal was considered a grade-B studio, specializing in Abbott and Costello farces, Flash Gordon serials, a discount newsreel service, Gothic horror melodramas and a few low-budget
         W. C. Fields comedies.
      

      
      Cowdin and his wife liked the Taylors’ refinement and shared their affinity for Britain. He was also on the lookout for young
         talent, and very young talent came cheap. The Universal Pictures Company offered Elizabeth Taylor a six-month contract, renewable
         for an identical term, dated April 21, 1941; it would take effect three days later. The deal, negotiated with the help of
         agent Myron Selznick, provided a guaranteed weekly salary of $100 for twenty weeks, the money to be paid to Mrs. Sara Sothern
         Taylor—not, it should be noted, to Mr. Francis Taylor; scrupulously, Sara held the accumulation of monies in trust until her
         daughter’s maturity. But Mother, in fact, benefitted, too: she and Selznick saw to it that 10 percent of Elizabeth’s salary
       would be paid directly to Sara, who was to come to the studio daily with her daughter “to assist in the performance of such
         services as shall be required by the Studio.” Sara crowed with delight to her old friend Victor Cazalet, who had telephoned
         from New York: “Imagine excitement of Taylors,” he wrote in his diary. “Elizabeth has a contract for 7 years with a big Cinema
         group.” (The six-month, renewable contract had, it seemed, been extended to seven years in her report to Cazalet.) It was
         the family’s last contact with Cazalet, who died in an airplane crash during the war.
      

      
      The subject of all this excitement was not so pleased as her elders. Informed of the contract with Universal and told to prepare
       for her first day on the lot, Elizabeth surprised her parents by bursting into tears: “I wanted to be at MGM!” She dried her eyes and waited—until late summer, as it happened—to go to work.
      

      
      Waiting meant traveling to the studio daily, in case a role considered suitable should suddenly arise. As the law required,
         Universal had its schoolroom for kiddie actors. This Elizabeth liked much less than Hawthorne, where she had just begun to
       make friends and whence she was suddenly plucked. “She was painfully shy,” remembered Universal aspirant Gloria Jean. “Occasionally,
         some of the executives would come into the schoolroom to see how we were doing. The minute she heard them coming, Elizabeth
         hid under the table. One day, I fished her out and explained that she shouldn’t be afraid. And she just looked at me and said,
         ‘But Gloria, I don’t like people!’” This opinion betokened no misanthropy: “I was constricted by shyness,” Elizabeth said
         later, which was precisely the impression everyone had—and not only during her youth.
      

      
      Finally, she was ushered onto a set, in the late summer of 1941. But the result of her first assignment as a little movie
         star may well have set her again crying for MGM. For less than a week, she worked on a feeble sixty-minute formula comedy
         called Man or Mouse, which was rechristened There’s One Born Every Minute just before its release and quick box-office death. Miscast as one of two obstreperous brats, she had nothing to do but pretend
       bad manners “and shoot rubber bands at ladies’ bottoms,” as she later said. Nothing could have been more foreign to her upbringing.
      

      
      Like the sparse audiences that saw the film in its brief release at the bottom of double bills in August 1942, the men at Universal
       were not thrilled with what they saw in Elizabeth Taylor. “The kid has nothing,” reported the studio’s casting director, Dan
         Kelly. “Her eyes are too old. She doesn’t have the face of a kid.” The problem, however—soon evident—was that Elizabeth Taylor
         simply was not a movie brat. Nor was she, at nine, enough of an actress to fake it. And since casting directors are not paid
         to be prophets, but rather to do what they can with what they have, no harsh judgment ought to be retrospectively laid at
         the feet of Mr. Kelly, who was reminded of his judgment for years after.
      

      
      Cheever Cowdin had weightier matters on his mind than defending the cause of an inexpensive and unpromising investment. On
         September 29, 1941, two weeks after finishing her few scenes, Elizabeth was dismissed indefinitely. When her contract was
         due for renewal, Myron Selznick heard nothing from the studio. She had $1,800 in the bank, Sara $200.
      

      
      As for her mother—unlike Elizabeth, who seemed to be profoundly indifferent—Sara was beside herself with chagrin and knew
         not what to do. The next year passed pleasantly enough for her daughter, but anxiously for Mother: she simply refused to believe
         her daughter’s inchoate career would founder so quickly, but she had no evidence to the contrary.
      

      
      After a year—by the summer of 1942—Elizabeth’s confidence had gained considerably. Returning without fuss or detail to the
       Hawthorne School, she studied and played easily with other local children. Asked what she dreamed of for the future, she replied, “A ballerina … a nurse … a
         veterinarian … the first female fire-engine driver. My father [is] very much against my being an actress.” But such normalcy
         as she then enjoyed, during her tenth year, would never be resumed in her lifetime.
      

      
      Precisely how her fortunes altered has been a matter of considerable Hollywood fantasy, much of it cast in the form of a romantic
         tale from the pen of Sara Sothern Taylor. According to the received tradition, Francis Taylor was doing air raid warden duty
         in Beverly Hills one night with a neighbor, the Metro producer Samuel Marx. He was having some difficulty, Marx said, in finding
         the right little girl with an English accent for a small role in Lassie Come Home, the first in that canine series, which was scheduled to begin production that autumn of 1942. Neighbor Taylor came to the
         rescue and, suppressing his disdain for the movies, suggested that his own little girl might fill the bill just perfectly.
      

      
      The tale thus told was as heartwarming as a scene from a Lassie movie, but the actual event owed less to chance than to raw
         parental determination. When Sara heard that producer Marx attended Civil Defense classes with her husband, she pressured
       Francis to act as agent. “At every one [of the air raid warden meetings],” said Marx years later, “Francis Taylor took me
         aside and told me about his beautiful daughter.” It was, he added quietly, as if Taylor’s wife had told him not to come home
         without a deal. In fact, Lassie Come Home was already in production, but the girl contracted for a small supporting role was too tall to play opposite fourteen-year-old Roddy McDowall,
         the leading player with whom she would have several scenes. In 1942, such a disparity in height was an untenable cinematic
         situation. Sara proposed her daughter as a substitute and the rest was history.
      

      
      But it was history only in retrospect, and a repetition of the fiasco at Universal was certainly possible. Every evening for
         a week, Sara sat down, brandishing a weather-beaten copy of The Fool as if it were a talisman, while Elizabeth stood in the living room at Elm Drive and listened to her mother’s instructions:
       “Now, honey, here is the big scene. You read the part of the crippled girl. I will be Mr. Gilchrist, who has been beaten up
         by the mob.”
      

      
      “Here was my daughter,” Sara told a reporter some time later, “playing the part I had played! She gave a great performance!
         When the scene ended, Elizabeth was weeping, I cried, and Mr. Taylor had tears in his eyes. If Mr. Marx wanted her, we wouldn’t
         object.” Object, indeed. As it happened, Marx had five other girls lined up for readings when mother and daughter arrived
         at the studio.
      

      
      After a quick reading of a few lines by Elizabeth—who was completely serene and had a perfectly clipped English accent in
         the bargain—Lassie had a new playmate and Elizabeth a new friend for life, Roddy McDowall. An appealing child actor in his
       native London, he had become the leading juvenile at Twentieth Century-Fox, who loaned him to Metro for Lassie Come Home. “My initial impression of her? She was Little Miss Gorgeous, and she had extremely thick, long eyelashes. The cameraman thought
         they were fake and asked her to take them off!”
      

      
      Such a reaction from a member of the company would not have been unexpected. For one thing, Elizabeth’s behavior and appearance
         during filming was almost unnaturally grown-up. Drilled by Sara, she was obedient, attentive, and always word-perfect. “She often told me that she hoped she would become as beautiful as her mother,” recalled Donald Crisp, who played McDowall’s father.
         In addition, because her skin was so white and her hair so dark, rather too much lipstick had been applied for the Technicolor
         film stock: thus the cameraman’s remark about her eyelashes was not off the mark.
      

      
      But it would be inaccurate to describe her as anything like the co-star of the picture: on-screen in four brief sequences
         for less than ten minutes, she cut a pretty but passive presence. The film, of course, placed every human in a role supporting
         the radiant collie, who was so carefully lighted and edited as to intimate the complex feelings of a Method actor. Nor did
         the studio foresee any dramatic change in Elizabeth’s circumstances. She was neither seen nor mentioned in the theatrical
         trailers, and when Lassie Come Home was released and reviewed in October 1943, she received no special mention from the critics. But she was now established
         as a contract player at Metro, with a guarantee of $100 a week (10 percent for Sara) for a year—nothing more, for there was no telling how adolescence might alter her appearance, or what talent might
         (or might not) emerge. At the same time, Mayer and company considered changing her name to Virginia Taylor, but Francis forbade
         it. Then they said her hair was too dark and would photograph blue-black: her locks would have to be dyed chestnut or red
       or blond. Again, Francis was adamant—as he was against eyebrow plucking. “They wanted to remove the mole from my face, too,”
         Elizabeth recalled. “That became my trademark! They wanted to change the shape of my mouth, my eyebrows—and I said no.”
      

      
      By the time Lassie Come Home was complete, at the end of 1942, Elizabeth’s poise and charm had been duly noted by the casting department at Metro, but
         there was no forthcoming production suitable for her. She was, therefore, loaned out to Twentieth Century-Fox, which needed
         a large detachment of girls age ten to eighteen for the early sequences of Jane Eyre. Without credit (or subsequent notice from the press), Elizabeth appeared for less than three minutes in five early sequences,
         as pious Helen Burns, a friend of young Jane at a dismal, Dickensian school. Photographed in black and white during the early
         summer of 1943, she appeared far more mature than in Lassie Come Home, despite her high, thin voice and still diminutive figure. Full face to the camera, she exudes confidence, telling Peggy Ann
         Garner (as Jane), “It’s wrong to hate people” with the conviction of a medieval mystic. Then, in luminous profile, Elizabeth
         had her first crack at dying prettily in the movies. She seems scarcely to breathe, and her features and gaze are tranquil, unclouded by
         fear as her character peers into the face of ultimacy.
      

      
      It would be easy to make too much of what is little more than a cameo appearance (her scenes are regularly excised from prints
         circulated and televised). But it would also be foolish to ignore the difference between Elizabeth, acting in Jane Eyre at the age of eleven, and almost every other young player in the history of American film. Judy Garland was exuberant, Margaret
         O’Brien winsome, Peggy Ann Garner charmingly unpredictable. But Elizabeth Taylor was from the start something different. She
         seemed to be pitching herself into the future; she seemed to know, by some mysterious inner light, things hidden even from
         adults. Unsurprised by the evil Mr. Brocklehurst, unastonished at her imminent death, Elizabeth as Helen has no parallel among
         the dozens of other girls in the picture, just as she had no other acting trainer besides Sara as coach. When the film rolled,
         she seemed to turn some kind of inner switch: this instinct, of course, is demanded by the craft of screen acting, which is
         achieved in small, brief bits and pieces of performance, a moment at a time between the cry of “Action!” and “Cut!” As Helen
         Burns in Jane Eyre, Elizabeth Taylor exuded for the first time the sort of quiet intelligence that would characterize every performance—no matter
         how sultry or sexy—for the rest of her career.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      Part of this derived from a talent being shaped by Sara without reference to a child’s life, and part derived from the fact that
         Elizabeth was increasingly being denied the normal life of a child. Back in Culver City by early autumn 1943, the commencement
         of the school year meant reentering the one-room schoolhouse at Metro, where her companions were other little aspiring movie
         stars. She was living in a hermetically sealed world of illusion that made no reference to the normal components of a youngster’s
       life: “Being in films then was like the most magical extension of make-believe.”
      

      
      But in the process, she was left unprepared for anything other than making movies and growing up to be a glamorous star like
       Greta Garbo or Ava Gardner. “How come I missed so much? When was I ever a child?” she later asked wistfully. Too much in her
         life was made subject to a strange and studied artifice, not enough according to the ordinary rhythms of growth and maturity.
       “Of course the child stars did not have normal childhoods!” said Emily Torchia, a Metro publicist. “They weren’t normal because
     they were working.” Many years later, Elizabeth recognized this herself: “It was not a normal life course. I had no childhood.
         I was brought up around adults, but I had no real childhood.”
      

      
    The studio school, most egregiously, “wasn’t school,” as she herself admitted. “I hated it!” Ten minutes of arithmetic for
         Elizabeth and a dozen classmates were inserted between costume fittings and still photography sessions; a quarter hour of
       spelling or geography interrupted film takes on a set; makeup was applied while a tutor rattled off the names of state capitals. “Poor Elizabeth,” said Richard Burton years later. “She was educated at MGM.”
         And this, as anyone could see, was hardly an education at all—which her parents, who never graduated high school, never seemed
         to consider. But for a clever and sensitive girl like Elizabeth, it was inevitable that she would soon become acutely conscious
         of her pathetic lack of instruction, which only exacerbated her lifelong shyness.
      

      
      From her earliest years, then, her perceptions were defined by the studio, its method of storytelling and its approach to
         relationships. Her life, her way of approaching ordinary reality, were formed within the cocoon of an extraordinary (and extraordinarily
         self-centered) belief in playacting, in pretending to be various other people who struggled through to a happy ending. Henceforth,
         movies told her what she was.
      

      
      Everything was subordinate to fantasy, everything was, as she later said, “overscheduled and overdisciplined.” Even at home
         on Elm Drive, there were strict codes of deportment. Forbidden to run and romp with other children because she might sustain
       an injury, she felt strange and apart. “The fact is that I stopped being a child the moment I started working in pictures,”
         and the result was a poignant lack of peer companionship. The closest to her age was her brother, Howard, who was now well
         into his teens and whose life had nothing to do with movies. (When his mother insisted he take a screen test, he arrived at
         the studio with his head shaved completely bald, thus effectively aborting a career.)
      

      
      And so perhaps it was inevitable that Elizabeth lavished her free time and affection on animals—three dogs, a cat, horses, eventually
         a team of chipmunks. But even this little menagerie was exploited by the studio publicists: what more darling images could
         be presented for public delight than this adorable child with her adorable pets?
      

      
      What little there was of schooling, that autumn of 1943, was interrupted by preproduction for her role in The White Cliffs of Dover, Louis B. Mayer’s paean to British pluck in wartime. Anyone who blinks might easily fail to find Elizabeth in her two fleeting
         scenes as a shy little country lass who says no more than “Hello” and “Goodbye” to the local little squire (again, Roddy McDowall).
         Except for her parents, no one noted her appearance when this epic film was released in May 1944, and (like her contribution
         to Jane Eyre) it is often snipped out of surviving prints. By 1944, however, her fortunes had changed dramatically.
      

      
      The cause was her first leading role, as Velvet Brown, the girl in love with horses in National Velvet. Based on Enid Bagnold’s novel, the property had been rattling around Hollywood for years, variously planned for Katharine
         Hepburn, Margaret Sullavan, Vivien Leigh and Shirley Temple before producer Pandro Berman decided to look outside Hollywood
         for a new starlet. In late autumn 1943, Lucille Ryman Carroll, head of the studio talent department, was preparing to traverse
         the country in search of a young actress.
      

      
      “I don’t know why you’re wasting your time,” announced eleven-year-old Elizabeth, bursting into Mrs. Carroll’s office. “I
         am going to play Velvet!” She loved horses, she said, she had been riding since the age of four, she could affect a credible
         English accent, and she was energetic and a quick study. Why look elsewhere?
      

      
      Elizabeth’s name had in fact been mentioned at casting sessions, but everyone from Berman to director Clarence Brown to Louis
         B. Mayer himself felt she was too small, too short, too young—too everything but what the robust part required. She was “not
         quite ready,” as Lucille Ryman Carroll said.
      

      
      “What do you mean, I’m ‘not quite ready’?”

      
      “Well, dear, the part calls for a girl who is just beginning to blossom and she needs little bosoms, and you are—well, like
         a little boy.”
      

      
      A look of steely determination came into the damson-soft eyes. “I am going to play that part, and I will have bosoms for you.”

      
      At Christmastime, Carroll returned to the studio, with no serious contenders to suggest for the role. “One of the first people
         to walk in was Elizabeth,” she recalled years later. “‘Look!’” she announced. “‘I have boobs!’” Well, almost.
      

      
      Part of the great myth of Elizabeth Taylor is that between October and December she embarked on a regime of diet (high in
         protein and carbohydrates) and exercise (much riding, some swimming), with the result that she had grown three inches. “She
         ate and slept so much that in three months she grew three inches: she literally grew herself into this coveted job.” So read
         MGM’s publicity bulletin, which the Los Angeles Times trumpeted on Sunday morning, February 27, 1944. This, of course, is not exactly the truth. Photographs of Elizabeth Taylor
         that season indicate that she had gained some weight, but also that she thinned out her hair, experimented with makeup, tried
         to lower her voice: in other words, she put on a convincing performance of a maturing preteen—and won the role. Of no small
         importance was the fact that she was also developing into a refreshingly natural young actress, free of cloying cuteness and
         tricky mannerisms. She had also become a first-rate rider and, having discovered which was to be the horse in the film, had
         managed to feed and lead him. Sara, who still knew a good scene for herself, cried for joy at the news that her daughter had
         landed a leading role in a color film.
      

      
      Elizabeth acted her first scenes in National Velvet on February 4, 1944, and the first rushes showed that she had not been foolhardy in crashing the talent department. As the
         spirited little Sussex girl who wins a horse in a raffle, disguises herself as a boy and rides him to victory in the Grand
         National Steeplechase, she appeared in almost every scene in the picture, regarding the adult actors without hesitation or
         childish seduction. She was lovable, but not saccharine; she was strong, but not (as she could be in the studio schoolroom)
         abrasive; she was on the cusp of womanhood, but nothing like a coquette.
      

      
      To broaden its audience base, Metro had already produced several pictures in the category of “family fare,” movies featuring
         Mickey Rooney, Judy Garland, Margaret O’Brien and Jackie Jenkins. But here was someone with a difference: Elizabeth Taylor, twelve years old, shone with an unusual combination of warmth and intelligence. Working with
         players like Anne Revere and Donald Crisp, she was as prompt and efficient as those seasoned professionals, and as confident
         as Angela Lansbury (then eighteen and fresh from her performance as a tarty maid in Gaslight).

      
      For one emotional scene, in which Velvet learns her sick horse may not survive, tears were called for. Mickey Rooney (with
         more than sixty films and one wife, Ava Gardner, behind him), took Elizabeth aside to offer an acting lesson. She should,
         Rooney said tutorially, imagine that her father was dying of drink, that her mother was an exhausted laundress, that her brother
         had no shoes and that her puppy had just been killed by a car. Hearing this advice, Elizabeth began to snicker, then to laugh
       aloud. This was ridiculous, she thought. “When I did the scene, instead of imagining my father drunk and dying and my mother
         doing laundry in the snow, all I thought about was this horse being very sick, and that I was the little girl who owned him.
         And the tears came.” Her faintly acidulous coda: “How generous of Mickey to try to help me.”
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