

[image: Cover Image]




‘The most authoritative account ever written about the greatest sex symbol of them all’

Woman

‘Convincing evidence of a crude but effective cover-up’

Times Literary Supplement

‘Mesmerizing … reads like something out of a Robert Ludlum thriller’

Boston Globe

‘A very fine piece of writing’

Christopher Hitchens, Literary Review

‘Anthony Summers is one of the most highly skilled investigative reporters writing today’

Norman Mailer
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‘You’re right about her not being easy to know. One sees her with intensity – sees her more than one sees almost anyone; but then one discovers that that isn’t knowing her.’

HENRY JAMES

The Wings of the Dove

‘She did originate something. She was the first person I know of who was truly unconventional. She was a sixties person before it started – way before it started – like ten years.’

ARTHUR MILLER

‘I can’t tell the whole story … Talk to Robert Kennedy.’

Dr Ralph Greenson, Monroe’s psychiatrist


Part One

INTO THE LAND OF THE SCORPIONS


‘The Industry giveth, and the Industry taketh away. Hollywood, the dream factory, had created a dream girl. Could she awaken to reality? And what was the reality? Was there a life for her outside the dream?’

NORMAN ROSTEN,

Poet and Marilyn’s longtime friend

‘In Hollywood, “starlet” is the name for any woman under thirty not employed in a brothel.’

BEN HECHT,

with whom Marilyn did her first major interviews
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The hour before midnight, Saturday, August 4, 1962, in Los Angeles. In the auditorium of the Hollywood Bowl, under a sickle moon, the crowd was listening to the bittersweet strains of the Henry Mancini orchestra.

Abruptly, unnoticed by most of the concertgoers, there was a minor disturbance. An attendant, whispering apologetically, passed an urgent message to a man seated in one of the higher-priced seats. The man rose, walked to a telephone, and listened. Then he spoke a few terse sentences, summoned his wife, and hurried to his car.

In the night hours that followed, as Los Angeles slept, there would be other little incidents, more comings and goings. Telephones would jangle at bedsides around the city, rousing doctors, a prominent lawyer, leading figures in show business, and private detectives. A famous actor, brother-in-law of the President of the United States, would place a call to Washington. Some of the actor’s neighbors, in their fine houses on the beach, would be roused from sleep by the clatter of a helicopter. An ambulance would be summoned to an unpretentious house in the suburbs, on a mission the driver says he cannot recall.

The public would learn nothing of these nocturnal events, nor, so far as we know, were they recorded by any official body. Yet the event that triggered them was the news story of the year, one that received more coverage than even the Missile Crisis, the near-nuclear war that followed a few weeks later. Marilyn Monroe was dead.

Exactly twenty years later, in 1982, the Los Angeles District Attorney reopened inquiries into a case that had never ceased to be the subject of rumor and controversy. His brief was limited. Was there sufficient evidence to open a criminal investigation? Could Monroe have been murdered? After four months the DA was advised that the evidence ‘fails to support any theory of criminal conduct.’ This, though, had been only a ‘threshold investigation.’ It was indeed; the investigators did not even interview the detective who attended the scene of the death.

The 1982 report acknowledged that ‘factual discrepancies’ and ‘unanswered questions’ had surfaced during the Monroe inquiry. Privately, officials today make it clear that they felt they had stumbled into a morass of untruth and obfuscation. Marilyn Monroe may, they surmise, have died by her own hand. Yet they feel something was indeed covered up in 1962.

That something involved Monroe’s relations with President John Kennedy and his brother Robert – and, in particular, Robert Kennedy’s activities at the time Monroe died.

The DA’s men shrug ruefully when they discuss the Kennedy angle. ‘We were not asked,’ says one, ‘to investigate a political cover-up.’ With far less excuse, the press at the time preferred the easy wallow in pathos to serious reporting. Afterward, for all the profusion of writing about Marilyn Monroe, no qualified writer attempted a professional inquiry into the last days of the woman most firmly enthroned as the goddess of her century. Norman Mailer, who caused a stir with his book hinting at murder, came to regret ‘not giving it my best effort.’

Who was the woman who turned herself into ‘Marilyn Monroe’? She had a body, in truth, not so unlike other female bodies. How did she make us notice her more than any other woman, in her time and on into the end of the century? How much of this alchemy was achieved by talent, how much in the carefully chosen embraces of powerful males? What was at the hidden center of the phenomenon that was Marilyn Monroe?

Behind the hyberbole and the hysteria there was a child who grew to be a woman, who was a symbol of love yet essentially lonely, who died famously but in folly at the age of thirty-six. She postured as the world’s mistress, yet yearned for monogamy and motherhood. The profile was crude while the pursuit was for culture. The brilliance of the actress masked a seriously disturbed psyche. The private person read philosophy and planned gardens, yet drowned in drugs and alcohol. Marilyn Monroe anticipated a decade that trumpeted fulfillment and achieved only confusion.

She told her last interviewer: ‘When you’re famous you kind of run into human nature in a raw kind of way. … People you run into feel that, well, who is she – who does she think she is, Marilyn Monroe? It’s nice to be included in people’s fantasies but you also like to be accepted for your own sake.’

With another reporter, a few months earlier, she had mused, ‘I wonder how I’ll feel when I’m fifty?’ Then, her mind turning to birthdays, she mentioned that she was born under the sign of Gemini.

‘What kind of people are Geminis?’ the reporter asked.

‘Jekyll and Hyde. Two in one,’ came the reply.

‘And that’s you?’

‘More than two. I’m so many people. They shock me sometimes. I wish I was just me! I used to think I was going crazy, until I discovered some people I admired were like that, too.’

Marilyn – and we may call her Marilyn because that is how she is known from Connecticut to the Congo – never saw her fortieth birthday, let alone her half-century. Were she alive today – hard to believe – she would be in her late eighties. Yet her life long remained as unreliably reported as her death had been.

I thought it time to grant this goddess a measure of reality. Who do we think she was?

In 1983, unrecognized by passers-by, an elderly woman wearing a bucket hat regularly sallied forth into the streets of Gainesville, Florida, riding a tricycle with a red danger flag on the handle bars. The woman was a surprising survivor – Marilyn’s octogenarian mother, living out her life in virtual anonymity.

Gladys Monroe – for Monroe was the name of Marilyn’s maternal grandmother – was born in 1902, in Mexico, of American parents. By the age of twenty-four she had been married twice and borne two children, who were raised by relatives of her first husband. The second husband did not last long. He was gone by the time Marilyn was born on June 1, 1926, in Los Angeles General Hospital.

We do not know for sure who Marilyn’s father was. Her birth certificate identifies him as ‘Edward Mortenson,’ and her mother was married to a Martin E. Mortensen two years before Marilyn’s birth. It appears he was a Norwegian immigrant, a baker who died in a motorcycle accident in 1929, but even that is disputed. At all events, although she used his name on official documents throughout her life, Marilyn later denied that Mortenson was her father.

Marilyn told one interviewer that her real father ‘used to live in the same apartment building where my mother lived – he walked out and left her while I was getting born.’ That scenario sits best with a man called Stanley Gifford. He worked for Consolidated Film Industries, where Marilyn’s mother worked as a film cutter, and Gifford was apparently Gladys’s lover about the time her marriage to Mortenson collapsed.

The infant Marilyn had to make do with an imagined father. Once her mother pointed to a photograph and said, ‘That’s your father.’ She remembered the face of a man in a slouch hat – ‘there was a lively smile in his eyes, and he had a thin moustache like Clark Gable.’

It was the beginning of a lifelong fantasy. As a child, Marilyn would recall, she told gullible friends that Clark Gable actually had been her father. In her last months, after she had acted with Gable in The Misfits, she fell back on the old fantasy. The widow of Marilyn’s psychiatrist, Hildi Greenson, says, ‘Marilyn had seen that photograph, and it looked like Gable, so sometimes she let herself believe her father was Gable.’

In 1962, the year of her death, Marilyn had to fill out an entry for ‘Father’s Name’ on an official form. She wrote simply – and in her secretary’s opinion, savagely – ‘Unknown.’

If mystery surrounds Marilyn’s father, the facts about her mother’s side of the family are painfully well documented. Knowing what she knew of that history, Marilyn feared she was genetically prone to insanity. The fear was understandable.

Her maternal great-grandfather, Tilford Hogan, hanged himself at the age of eighty-two. Suicide among the aged is not uncommon. It is certainly not necessarily a sign of madness, but mental illness did run in the family.

The maternal grandfather, Otis Monroe, died in an institution of general paresis, according to the death certificate. Paresis, and specifically paretic dementia, is recognized as a form of insanity provoked by syphilis in its final stage.

Marilyn ran no risk of inheriting syphilis, but her maternal grandmother, Della, also died in an asylum, at age fifty-one, a year after Marilyn’s birth. She had been something of a religious zealot. The cause of her death was given as heart disease, with ‘manic-depressive psychosis’ as a contributory factor.

The adult Marilyn would claim that she remembered her grandmother trying to smother her shortly before she was sent to the mental hospital. Since Marilyn was only thirteen months old at the time, it is highly unlikely she really remembered any such thing. Her little horror story almost certainly belongs in the ragbag of fantasies with which Marilyn embroidered her youth.

Family life was virtually nonexistent. After Marilyn’s birth, apparently feeling unable to cope with full-time motherhood, Gladys went back to her work as a film cutter. She provided for her baby, but left her most of the time in the care of foster parents. Gladys’ older children had long since been taken away by relatives of her first husband.

Catastrophe came when Marilyn was seven and living with her mother for a while. Gladys suffered a period of deep depression, then an explosion of rage and frustration. Some reports say she attacked a friend with a knife. She was promptly committed to the very hospital in which her own mother had died.

Except for brief periods, Gladys would remain confined until after Marilyn’s death. Inez Melson, Marilyn’s former business manager, was eventually appointed Gladys’ guardian. She spent more time with her than anyone else, and considered her disturbed rather than insane.

‘Marilyn’s mother was overly taken up with her religion, Christian Science, and with evil,’ Melson said. ‘That was her area of disturbance. She figured she had done something wrong in her life, and was being punished for it.’

In that obsession Gladys was following the pattern set by her own mother. Religious fixation, and the notion of atoning for unspecified sin, is a feature found both in manic disorders and schizophrenia.

Marilyn had religious zeal thrust at her during childhood by Gladys and by one of the women who cared for her, and she remained a wobbly adherent of Christian Science into adulthood. With her, however, it was not a fixation. Marilyn would one day convert to the Jewish faith to marry the playwright, Arthur Miller; but she later cheerfully described herself as an ‘atheist Jew.’

Marilyn was not definitely doomed to psychiatric illness, but she was born at serious risk. Psychiatrists consulted for this book point out that – as heavily documented in manuals used as guidelines by American doctors and the World Health Organization – manic and schizophrenic disorders frequently run in families.

This book will be an investigation of Marilyn’s adult life, not of her childhood – that desolate, dislocated period has been well charted by earlier biographers. It was a time that the grown woman would never forget nor allow her public to ignore – ten foster homes, two years in the Los Angeles Orphans’ Home, another foster home, and finally four years with the guardian appointed by county authorities after her mother’s departure to an asylum.

This saga of deprivation made a classic launching pad for future psychiatric disorder. Dr Valérie Shikhverg, consultant psychiatrist at several New York hospitals, told the author Marilyn was a prime candidate for what is today called a ‘borderline’ personality – someone who hovers ‘on the border between psychotic and neurotic, with frequent fluctuations between the two.’

‘The problems of such a person,’ said Dr Shikhverg, ‘originate very early in life. “Borderlines” tend to have had a mother who could not cope, or who suffered from overt psychosis. Their family histories typically feature separation or divorce, or the total absence of one or both parents during early childhood. Marilyn’s background was tailor-made to make her “borderline.”’

The ‘borderline’ person is likely to be emotionally unstable, excessively impulsive, and to show the world a mood that appears expansive and active. He or she is likely to be histrionic or seductive or overly concerned with good looks. A ‘borderline’ depends on constant external approval, loves applause, cannot bear to be alone, and suffers ‘depressive, crashlike reactions’ to rejection by others. A ‘borderline’ tends to abuse alcohol and drugs, and to make suicide threats as gestures to obtain help.

This personality profile, made on the basis of studies covering thousands of case histories, is chillingly recognizable in Marilyn Monroe. Marilyn’s life was to be remorselessly faithful to the blueprint of her background, a scenario for brilliance and tragedy.
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‘My arrival in school, with painted lips and darkened brows, started everybody buzzing. Why I was a siren, I hadn’t the faintest idea. I didn’t want to be kissed, and I didn’t dream of being seduced by a duke or a movie star. The truth was that with all my lipstick and mascara and precocious curves I was as unresponsive as a fossil. But I seemed to affect people quite otherwise.’

So spoke Marilyn Monroe in 1954, looking back on her teenage years. Thus at any rate, were her memories recorded by the writer Ben Hecht, to whom the newly successful star, at twenty-eight, told her ‘life story’ that year.

Hecht hoped to ghost the young Marilyn’s autobiography, which had been commissioned by a major New York publisher. It is an important record, for Marilyn gave no other interviews of comparable scope. It is also controversial.

After a long series of talks with Hecht, Marilyn got him to read her the entire 160 pages of manuscript out loud. Then, according to Hecht’s widow, she ‘laughed and cried and expressed herself as “thrilled.” She said she never imagined so wonderful a story could be written about her, and that Benny had captured every phase of her life.’

Marilyn even helped correct the manuscript, but then relations soured. Marilyn’s husband at the time, Joe DiMaggio, reportedly objected to publication, and she backed out of the deal. When the material appeared anyway, in the British Empire News, Marilyn threatened to sue, alleging misquotation.

If the ghostwriter erred, so did Marilyn, for the truths in her story were highly selective. Hecht reported to his editor during the interviews that he was sometimes sure Marilyn was fabricating. He explained, ‘When I say lying, I mean she isn’t telling the truth. I don’t think so much that she is trying to deceive me as that she is a fantasizer.’ Hecht found himself struggling to interpret Marilyn’s ‘odd little physical body language, to read when she was going into something fictional or when she was leveling.’

Many of Marilyn’s statements on her early life, as reproduced in the Hecht manuscript, will be quoted in these pages. Where possible, they will be buttressed or countered by independent witnesses. We must treat what she tells us with informed skepticism, and that is no disadvantage. Marilyn, an international fantasy figure, constructed her image, both public and private, from a blend of fact and self-serving fantasy. She exercised to excess a common human license. Fantasy was part of this creature, and part of the challenge is to discover the woman who sheltered behind it.

What Marilyn did tell Ben Hecht was sad, strong stuff for the 1950s. What she did not tell might have finished her as an actress. At the time, indeed, it was nobody else’s business.

At fifteen Marilyn was still ‘Norma Jeane’ (or Norma Jean, when she felt like spelling it that way), the name her mother had given her at birth. It was early that year, 1942, that her legal guardian, a middle-aged woman named Grace McKee, abruptly decided to thrust her charge into the adult world.

Norma Jeane’s future triumphs and calamities would be defiantly of her own making. Her first marriage, however, was arranged. Grace McKee had decided to move East with her new husband, and they did not find it convenient to take Norma Jeane along. The answer was to find her a husband.

McKee saw a likely candidate in Jim Dougherty, the son of a neighbor she knew well. His family had seen the worst of the Great Depression – he was to recall living, at one stage, in a tent beside their battered car. At twenty-one he was tough and hardheaded, a gifted football player who had turned down college in favor of a job embalming corpses at a funeral home, then work as a night-shift fitter at Lockheed Aviation.

Jim Dougherty knew Norma Jeane. They had had a couple of dates, and he had enjoyed the discovery that, when dancing, she ‘would lean extra close, eyes tight shut.’ Norma Jeane ‘laughed at the right moment and kept quiet when she was supposed to.’ Even so, Dougherty was running around with a number of other girls.

It came as a total surprise to Jim Dougherty when Norma Jeane’s guardian suggested he marry Norma Jeane. His mother passed on the message. It was a thought that had never even occurred to Dougherty, but he agreed when told the alternative would be to send Norma Jeane back to the orphanage. That, he said, was the way decisions were made in his family.

A wedding date was set for June, to give Norma Jeane time to turn sixteen. In the weeks that remained the couple belatedly started courting. Dougherty’s pride and joy was his car, a 1940 Ford coupe, and he would whisk Norma Jeane to a trysting spot in the hills called Pop’s Willow Lake. They would rent a canoe, paddle under the trees at the water’s edge, and kiss.

They were duly married, on June 19, 1942, when she was less than three weeks past her sixteenth birthday. There was no honeymoon. He went back to work at the aircraft factory on Monday morning.

Norma Jeane gave her account of the marriage in her first days of fame, in the interviews with Ben Hecht. Jim Dougherty finally told his full story in the seventies.

The couple seem to have been talking about entirely different relationships. She told Hecht, ‘It was like being retired to a zoo. Actually our marriage was a sort of friendship with sexual privileges. I found out later that marriages are often no more than that. I was a peculiar wife. I disliked grown-ups. … I liked boys and girls younger than me. I played games with them until my husband came out and started calling me to go to bed.’

Jim Dougherty seems not to have noticed such coolness. ‘Our marriage,’ he said, ‘may have been made in some place short of heaven, like in the minds of two older ladies, but there was no pretense in how Norma Jeane and I felt about each other once we’d formed that partnership.’

At first the teenage wife was a hopeless housekeeper. She had no idea how to cook. Someone told her to put a pinch of salt in the coffee, so she made it a spoonful. Coffee came in handy to deal with a sparking short in the electrical wiring – she poured it over the carpet as well as the wiring, then locked herself in the bedroom. She served up raw fish.

Gradually, though, Norma Jeane learned. Dougherty says she cooked venison and rabbit really well, and cooked carrots and peas together ‘because she liked the color.’ All in all, the way Dougherty saw it, she had the makings of a good wife. Then, in the autumn of 1943, a year into their marriage, he joined the Merchant Marine.

The war was at first kind to Mr and Mrs Dougherty. He was merely posted to Catalina Island, just across the water from Los Angeles County, and Norma Jeane joined him there. The way it seemed to Dougherty, they spent an idyllic year together. They fished, swam, and got fit. She took weight-lifting lessons from a former Olympic champion. She showed herself off a little too much to the hordes of uniformed males on the island, but Dougherty was not a worrier. The couple went out a good deal, and one night Norma Jeane spent most of the evening dancing with every man in the unit except Dougherty. When he said, ‘Let’s go home,’ Norma Jeane wanted to dance some more. This caused their first real row, but still Dougherty felt secure.

He continued to feel secure in 1944, after the call came to go overseas. On arrival in New Guinea, he found a stack of letters waiting for him. Norma Jeane, now living with Dougherty’s mother, had written nearly every day. The letters kept coming for months, while Dougherty sailed the Pacific and his teenage wife took a job at Radio Plane, a plant making aircraft used for target practice.

Norma Jeane inspected parachutes and sprayed fuselages. She would say later, ‘I wore overalls in the factory. I was surprised that they insisted on this. Putting a girl in overalls is like having her work in tights, particularly if a girl knows how to wear them. The men buzzed around me just as the high-school boys had done. Maybe it was my fault that the men in the factory tried to date me and buy me drinks. I didn’t feel like a married woman.’

In her letters, Norma Jeane told Jim how much she missed him. In one she quoted a song by Sammy Cahn and Jule Styne, whom she would one day know in the movie business. It was a song with a promise made by wartime sweethearts in Allied countries around the world. ‘I’ll walk alone,’ she assured her sailor husband.

When Dougherty came home on his first leave, after several months at sea, Norma Jeane was waiting at the railroad station. He recalled, ‘We headed in my car for the most luxurious motor lodge on Ventura Boulevard, the La Fonda, and rarely left our room. Norma Jeane had bought a black net nightgown for the occasion and we had most of our meals brought to our room.’ He did notice, that week, that his wife was drinking too much.

Shortly before he went back to sea, said Dougherty, ‘a kind of dread took hold of her. She didn’t want to talk about or think of my leaving.’ But Jim Dougherty had no choice about returning to the Pacific, and a few days later he did.

Norma Jeane went back to work at Radio Plane. At the end of 1944, with the war in its closing months, life changed. Or, more truthfully, Norma Jeane jumped at the chance to change it, when Private David Conover came to Radio Plane to take pictures of women doing war work.

Conover was an army photographer for an armed service motion picture unit. His commanding officer was Captain Ronald Reagan, the actor who was to become President of the United States. Conover’s mission at Radio Plane was ‘to take morale-boosting shots of pretty girls’ for Yank magazine. He later said he noticed at once that the eighteen-year-old Norma Jeane was different, that ‘her eyes held something that touched and intrigued me.’ Conover photographed her on the assembly line and then – changed at his request into a clinging red sweater – during the lunchbreak. He told Norma Jeane she belonged on a magazine cover, not in a factory.

Conover’s new discovery was making $20 a week working ten hours a day at Radio Plane. He offered her $5 an hour as a freelance model – unexpected pocket money which represented a bonanza to Norma Jeane. In the three weeks after meeting Conover there were several further picture sessions, and she joined him on a picture-taking safari through southern California. Some of the pictures ended up on the desk of the Blue Book Model Agency, and Norma Jeane was summoned for an interview. Her career as a cover girl had begun.

Success as a model came quickly. Soon photographs of Norma Jeane were appearing in girlie magazines with names like Swank, Sir, and Peek. Sometimes she would appear in a swimsuit, sometimes in shorts and halter top, but the pictures were perfectly respectable.

At nearly nineteen this model girl had a good figure – a thirty-five-inch bust which she used to the last centimeter* – and pale skin she liked to keep pale. She had shoulder-length California blond hair, really fair only in summer, when the sun bleached it. Norma Jeane had no trouble getting work as a model.

When Jim Dougherty next came home, after a voyage round the world, his wife was not waiting at the station. She arrived an hour late, blaming the delay on a modeling assignment. She seemed cool toward Dougherty, was no longer living with his mother, and had left her job at the factory.

Norma Jeane now only wanted to talk about her success as a pinup girl, and Dougherty could only make a pretense at being impressed. She had spent their savings on new clothes, and spent a good part of the precious leave going out on modeling jobs. In the coming months Dougherty tried to stay nearer home, making short hauls up and down the western seaboard of the United States.

At Christmas 1945, Norma Jeane found it impossible to be at home – another modeling assignment. There was a showdown when she returned. Dougherty said, ‘I just told her she would have to choose between a modeling career and maybe the movies or a home life with me.’

Norma Jeane failed to respond, and Dougherty went back to sea. He was in China, halfway up the Yangtze River, buying bracelets and nail polish for Norma Jeane, when he next had news of her. It came in the form of a lawyer’s letter, enclosing divorce papers for signature. Dougherty decided not to sign till he had seen his wife.

Early one morning, on his return to California, he took a taxi straight from the dock to the house where Norma Jeane was living. She came to the door pulling a wrap around her shoulders, exhausted. She was sorry, she said, but could they meet tomorrow? The next day, and at several subsequent meetings, Norma Jeane told him of her new resolve. She was going to become a movie actress.

Dougherty had once won first place at a high school Shakespeare festival, for his delivery of Shylock’s ‘revenge’ speech in The Merchant of Venice. He said now, ‘I always thought I was the ham around here. How come you want to perform all of a sudden?’ Norma Jeane took his mockery, but insisted the marriage was over.

‘There was this secret in me – acting,’ she was to say years later. ‘It was like being in jail and looking at a door that said This Way Out.’

Norma Jeane had acted in school plays, usually playing male parts, but otherwise she had no acting experience at all. Now, rattling in from the suburbs in the old car she had shared with Dougherty, she began exploring Hollywood.

‘You sit alone,’ she remembered later. ‘It’s night outside. Automobiles roll down Sunset Boulevard like an endless string of beetles. Their rubber tires make a purring high-class noise. You’re hungry, and you say, “It’s good for my waistline not to eat. There’s nothing finer than a washboard belly.”

‘I used to think as I looked out on the Hollywood night, “There must be thousands of girls sitting alone like me, dreaming of becoming a movie star. But I’m not going to worry about them. I’m dreaming the hardest.”’
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‘This is the end of my story of Norma Jeane. … I moved into a room in Hollywood to live by myself. I wanted to find out who I was. When I just wrote, “This is the end of Norma Jeane,” I blushed as if I had been caught out in a lie. Because this sad, bitter child who grew up too fast is hardly ever out of my heart. With success all around me, I can still feel her frightened eyes looking out of mine. She keeps saying, “I never lived, I was never loved,” and often I get confused and think it’s I who am saying it.’

This was Marilyn, by then a household name, talking in 1954, and the confusion was real. As her actual psychiatrists would discover, and as armchair ones have insisted ever since, Norma Jeane did not cease to exist when Mrs Dougherty became an actress.

There was irony in the fact that the death certificate, in 1962, would refer only to the passing of a Hollywood invention called Marilyn Monroe. For it was Norma Jeane who died, a Norma Jeane who had spent most of her life presenting herself to the world and – most troubling of all – to herself, through a filter of untruth. Norma Jeane had begun weaving her web of delusion before the break with Jim Dougherty, and along with the fantasies there was some out-right deceit. Only when that is dealt with can we move along to the actress called Marilyn Monroe.

The former Mrs Dougherty would tell Ben Hecht, ‘I was completely faithful to my overseas husband.’ Jim Dougherty could still maintain three decades later that ‘it never entered my mind, and I don’t believe to this day, that she was deceiving me. In all the years I was seeing her, I never knew Norma Jeane to lie. If she was having dates, she would have told me.’

A spouse often closes the shutters of the mind to the possibility of infidelity. In the lonely wartime sailor husband there was the need to close out pain. In ex-husband Dougherty there is, not least when the wife was Marilyn Monroe, the muffler of simple pride. The record, though, says Norma Jeane was unfaithful.

In late 1960, less than two years before her death, Marilyn herself told another interviewer, ‘I didn’t sleep around when I was married until my husband went into the service, and then it was just that I was so damn lonesome, and I had to have some kind of company, so once in a while I’d give in, mainly because I didn’t want to be alone.’

By her own account, then, the teenage bride began deceiving her husband about halfway through their four-year marriage. There can be little doubt what she was up to over the bleak Christmas of 1945, when she left Dougherty alone at home while she stayed away on a modeling assignment.

Norma Jeane had told Jim in December that she had to go away for nearly a month, to work with a photographer named André de Dienes. He wanted to take her hundreds of miles north, to Washington State. The fee would be two hundred dollars, exactly the amount needed to pay for repairs to the Dougherty’s old Ford. She said she did not really want to go, but felt she should, not only for the money, but because de Dienes was a prominent photographer who would be good for her career. So she went.

Norma Jeane called long-distance, in tears, while Jim Dougherty was eating his Christmas dinner. She said she wished she could be home but now felt obliged to stay with de Dienes. ‘Most of his camera equipment was stolen because of me,’ she explained. ‘I left the car unlocked. …’ When she did come home, said Dougherty, Norma Jeane refused to talk about the trip, except to say she never wanted to pose for de Dienes again.

André de Dienes, the immigrant son of a Hungarian banker, later told his side of what happened that Christmas. Aged thirty-two at the time, and a newcomer to California, he had been looking for a model who would pose outdoors in western settings, preferably nude. One day, in his bungalow at the Garden of Allah Hotel on Sunset Boulevard, the telephone rang. It was the Blue Book Agency, offering a new girl.

‘There came this lovely little girl in a pink sweater and checkered slacks,’ de Dienes was to recall. ‘I fell right away in love with this young girl. In my subconscious I wanted to marry her. What was wrong with that? I was a nice young boy myself.’

That afternoon de Dienes, who was indeed to become a successful photographer of the stars, told Norma Jeane he wanted her to pose nude. She was unsure. As he recalled it, ‘she told me she was married, but that her husband was at sea and she didn’t love him.’

De Dienes began courting Norma Jeane in Dougherty’s absence, sent flowers, came to dinner at her home. It was against this background that he and Norma Jeane set off on their Christmas trip.

Norma Jeane did not go to bed with de Dienes immediately. He said he had tried to seduce her for days, until one happy night when they failed to find a hotel with two vacant rooms. Norma Jeane agreed to share a room – and her favors. ‘She was lovely and very nice,’ the Hungarian was to recall. ‘But finally it was something she allowed me to do to her.’ In bed, de Dienes recalled, nineteen-year-old Norma Jeane discovered variations on sex untried with Jim Dougherty.

While working outdoors in the snow with Norma Jeane, de Dienes was moved. ‘She was sweet. Beautiful. Her smile. Her laughter. And she was frail – mentally and physically. As soon as she finished her work she would hop back in the car and fall asleep. This girl had no business in show business. She was a sensitive, sweet little girl.’

Norma Jeane did leave the car unlocked, and de Dienes’ equipment was stolen. He forgave her for that, and forgave her too when she still refused to pose in the nude. De Dienes was in love and soon, back in Los Angeles, he asked Norma Jeane to marry him According to the photographer, she agreed. He then traveled on business to New York, where he papered his walls with her photographs.

Was de Dienes telling the truth? In this book there will be others, some more obscure than de Dienes, with claims to have bedded Marilyn. Were they her lovers, or are they braggarts and profiteers? The reader should know that those given this author’s credence either convinced me in personal interviews, or were supported by other witnesses.

One man I did not believe was David Conover, the Army private who indeed took the photographs that led to her first modeling job – the pictures are there to prove it. He then went on to write a book claiming that he became Marilyn’s lover and lifelong friend. A visit to Conover in Canada satisfied me that his ‘documentation’ was forged. He was either a confidence man or mentally ill, or both. Then there was Hans Jørgen Lembourn, a Dane who wrote a most literate account of what his publishers called ‘a forty-night affair with Marilyn Monroe.’ On analysis, his book has virtually no substance at all.

André de Dienes, on the other hand, had compelling backing. Jean-Louis, the fashion designer who served Marilyn in later years, knew de Dienes in the forties, and confirmed that ‘he had a real relationship, a love affair, with Marilyn back then.’ Was de Dienes a lone folly in the dying days of her marriage to Jim Dougherty, and how was he treated in the end?

Still the ardent suitor, still assuming himself engaged to Norma Jeane, de Dienes sent her money to help pay for the divorce from Dougherty. ‘But when it came to get married,’ he was to recall wistfully, ‘she cancelled it, on the phone, while I was driving to meet her in Vegas. Jealous, I drove to Los Angeles. And I surprised her, in her apartment, with a lover. … I knew then it was all over.’

De Dienes bore no grudge. Till his death in 1985, he treasured a copy of Mary Baker Eddy’s book, Science and Health, given to Norma Jeane by her last foster parent, a Christian Scientist. On the flyleaf is the inscription, in careful, childish handwriting:


Dearest André,

Lines 10 and 11 on page 494 of this book is my prayer for you always.

Love, Norma Jeane




Lines 10 and 11 read:

Divine love always has met and always will meet every human need … since to all mankind and in every hour, divine love supplies all good.



According to Norma Jeane herself, in her story of breaking into Hollywood, she firmly avoided giving herself to all mankind. Her sad tale went: ‘Now I was a sort of “child widow.” I looked at the streets with lonely eyes. I had no relatives to visit or chums to go places with. … There were always men willing to help a girl be less lonely. They said “Hi, baby,” when you passed. When you didn’t turn to look at them they sneered, “Stuck up, eh?” I never answered them.’

When she talked to Ben Hecht, Marilyn indicated that she lived a chaste life in 1946. She was broke that year, though, and there may have been some love that was less than divine. Later, while under the tutelage of drama teacher Lee Strasberg, she offered the private admission that in the early days in Hollywood she had been a call girl. Strasberg, who often sought out frank verbal biographies from would-be pupils, said this emerged during their first serious discussion.

According to Strasberg, talking years later to his biographer, ‘She told me she was the one summoned if anyone needed a beautiful girl for a convention.’ He said that later she felt ‘her call-girl background worked against her.’ Strasberg’s biographer, Cindy Adams, had no doubt of his meaning. ‘He said it three times, on tape,’ she recalled. ‘And he meant exactly that – she was a call girl. It was exactly what he knew to be a fact from his pupil’s own lips.’

Lena Pepitone, Marilyn’s New York maid from 1957 till her death, claimed the actress confided in her on many matters. She said Marilyn told her how, as Norma Jeane, she had once literally sold herself to a man shortly before the end of her marriage to Dougherty. The man, middle-aged, had persuaded a tipsy Norma Jeane, for fifteen dollars, to go to his hotel room. At first he merely asked to see her naked, then he demanded more. Norma Jeane wanted to run out, but changed her mind because, she supposedly told her maid, ‘Then I thought about it. It didn’t really bother me that much. So what was the difference?’ She did insist that the man use a contraceptive. According to Pepitone, there would be other visits to the same bar, other men, and more pocket money for the drifting Norma Jeane.

The real-life sexuality of the world’s sex symbol can be glimpsed through a mass of recollection, sometimes droll, more often sad.

Philippe Halsman, the distinguished Life photographer, took many pictures of Marilyn over the years. The first session was in 1949, when she was twenty-three. Marilyn was one of eight girls selected to act out four situations: a confrontation with a frightening monster, the taste of a delicious drink, the hilarity of a really good joke, and being in the embrace of a wonderful lover. Marilyn, he recalled later, performed well only the part of the girl in the lover’s embrace.

Halsman would say years later, ‘When she faced a man she didn’t know, she felt safe and secure only when she knew the man desired her; so everything in her life was geared to provoke this feeling. Her talent in this respect was very great. I remember my experience in her tiny apartment with my assistant and the Life researcher. Each of us felt that if the other two would leave, something incredible would happen.’

On one occasion Halsman had Marilyn jump repeatedly into the air for his camera. He said later, ‘I was greatly surprised to see the embodiment of sex appeal jump like a small, immature girl. I said to her, “Will you jump again? I’m not sure you expressed your character the first time.” “You mean you can read my character from my jump?” she asked. “Of course,” I replied. She then looked at me with big, frightened eyes and trembled and wouldn’t jump any more.’

Halsman is the only man on record who asked Marilyn the question that may hold part of the explanation of Norma Jeane’s perennial fear. ‘Tell me,’ he inquired, ‘how old were you when you first had sex?’

‘Seven,’ Marilyn responded.

‘Mon Dieu!’ cried Halsman, lowering the camera. ‘How old was the man?’

The reply came in the famous whisper, with a catch of breath: ‘Younger.’

This was Marilyn’s only jest about childhood sex. Normally her theme was different – and grim. She claimed early on that she had been sexually molested as a child, and it was a theme she harped on obsessively throughout her life. Was it a real event?

The first firmly recorded reference to the violation of Norma Jeane seems to have been in 1947, when she offered it to Lloyd Shearer, a journalist who interviewed her at the request of the Twentieth Century-Fox publicity office. He listened to a horrific package story, and his reaction was this: ‘She confided to us over lunch that she had been assaulted by one of her guardians, raped by a policeman, and attacked by a sailor. She seemed to me then to live in a fantasy world, to be entangled in the process of invention, and to be completely absorbed in her own sexuality.’ Shearer was so skeptical that he decided to write nothing about Marilyn.

The childhood assault, as she told it herself in 1954, took this form: ‘I was almost nine, and I lived with a family that rented a room to a man named Kimmel. He was a stern-looking man, and everybody respected him and called him Mr Kimmel. I was passing his room when his door opened and he said quietly, ‘Please come in here, Norma. …’ He smiled at me and turned the key in the lock. ‘Now you can’t get out,’ he said, as if we were playing a game. I stood staring at him. I was frightened, but I didn’t dare yell. … When he put his arms around me I kicked and fought as hard as I could, but I didn’t make any sound. He was stronger than I was and wouldn’t let me go. He kept whispering to me to be a good girl. When he unlocked the door and let me out, I ran to tell my “aunt” what Mr Kimmel had done. “I want to tell you something,” I stammered, “about Mr Kimmel. He – he—”’

By Norma Jeane’s account her current foster parent told her, ‘Don’t you dare say anything against Mr Kimmel. Mr Kimmel’s a fine man. He’s my star boarder!’ Kimmel later told Norma Jeane, she said, to go buy some ice cream.

Marilyn Monroe, the actress, would repeat this account of her girlhood nightmare over and over – to reporters, to lovers, to anyone who would listen. Peggy Feury, who ran the Loft acting studio in Los Angeles, recalled meeting Marilyn at a New York party shortly before her death in 1962.

The story may well have had a core of truth. Not long before her death, during an interview with journalist Jaik Rosenstein, Marilyn said, ‘It did happen. But I didn’t run out of the room crying or screaming. … I knew it was wrong, but to tell the truth I think I was more curious than anything else. … Nobody ever told me about sex, and frankly, I never did think it was all that important or that it was wrong.’

Dr Ralph Greenson, the Hollywood psychiatrist who treated and befriended Marilyn in her last years, accepted the fact that she had a ‘terrible, terrible background.’ Marilyn may have used a core truth, however, as a model for later fabrications. Dr Greenson also referred to her ‘mistreatment fantasy.’ Delusions and hallucinations are a feature of schizophrenic disorders. Dr Ruth Bruun, a psychiatrist who considered Marilyn’s family history for this book, perceived indications of schizophrenia in the surviving information about her mother and grandmother.

Dr Greenson was the only one of Marilyn’s psychiatrists whose opinions have partially survived. In correspondence with a colleague, obtained exclusively for this book, he expressed his concern about Marilyn’s ‘tendency to paranoid reactions.’ At first he thought perhaps, that rather than being schizophrenic, her paranoid tendencies were ‘more masochistic, and an acting out of the orphan-girl rejections … the tendency towards severe depressive reactions, and the impulsive defenses against this, seem to me to be central.’ In the end, after her death, Greenson would describe Marilyn as a woman with ‘extremely weak psychological structures … ego weakness, and certain psychotic manifestations, including those of schizophrenia.’

The story of sexual assault in childhood is not the only episode hinting at fantasy, or at least self-serving exaggeration. First husband Jim Dougherty recalled a night when, after a minor tiff during the evening, Norma Jeane woke him in the middle of the night. She said she had been for a walk, wearing only a nightgown. Dougherty remembered: ‘I felt her embracing me with tears streaming down her face as she cried, “There’s a man after me! There’s a man after me!” I held her a few moments and then told her, “Honey, you’re having a nightmare.” “No!” she insisted, “I’m awake. I was going to leave home. And I walked down the street and a man chased me home.”’

Professional controversy still whirls around Sigmund Freud’s so-called seduction theory, which proposed that the sexual abuse of children by adults was a primary cause of neurosis. Freud himself is said to have abandoned the theory later, shifting to the view that most patients’ claims of sexual abuse are fantasy rather than fact. He wrote in 1900: ‘I must, after all, take an interest in reality in sexuality, which one learns about only with great difficulty.’

Real or imagined, Norma Jeane would never put her childhood horror story behind her. Back in the world of the flesh, what of the less violent side of Norma Jeane’s sex life?

She told a story of a happier episode that supposedly occurred at the age of eight, the same year as Mr Kimmel’s assault. ‘I fell in love with a boy named George. … We used to hide in the grass together until he got frightened and jumped up and ran away. What we did in the grass never frightened me. I knew it was wrong or I wouldn’t have hidden, but I didn’t know what was wrong. At night I lay awake and tried to figure out what sex was and what love was. I wanted to ask a thousand questions but there was no one to ask.’

Norma Jeane said she fought off the boys till the age of sixteen and marriage to Jim Dougherty. ‘There were,’ she said for publication in 1954, ‘no thoughts of sex in my head.’ Within two years of that statement, in a long private talk with her New York hostess and close friend Amy Greene, Norma Jeane asserted that she had first slept with a boy while she was in high school. Norma Jeane had gone to Emerson Junior High School when she was eleven, and to Van Nuys High School when she was just fifteen, dropping out in less than a year to marry Jim Dougherty. If Norma Jeane was telling the truth, she thus became one of the 3 percent of American females of the forties who, as Kinsey would shortly reveal to a startled nation, lost their virginity before the age of sixteen, and one of the 50 percent who did so before marriage.

All this would be new to Jim Dougherty, who asserted, ‘She began our married life knowing nothing, but absolutely nothing about sex. But Mom had cautioned me before our wedding day and I knew I had to be careful that first night. … That delicate threshold had never been crossed before … not ever.’

Norma Jeane would say later, ‘The first effect marriage had on me was to increase my lack of interest in sex. My husband either didn’t mind this or wasn’t aware of it. We were both too young to discuss such an embarrassing topic openly.’

Jim Dougherty’s version? ‘Norma Jeane loved sex. It was as natural to her as breakfast in the morning. There were never any problems with it. … Getting undressed unfailingly set us both a-tingle, and almost before the light was out we were locked together. … Sometimes she would tease me just a little, wearing only two small red bandannas when I got home from Lockheed. …’

Dougherty also told an interviewer: ‘She was something else. I couldn’t even put my lunch box down when I came home from work before she’d drag me upstairs.’ One might dismiss Dougherty’s version as the predictable boast of Marilyn Monroe’s first husband, but he has a supporting witness. Working beside Dougherty at the factory was the then unknown Robert Mitchum, who a few years later would play opposite a new star called Marilyn Monroe. He found Dougherty perennially cheerful, not least the morning he turned up with a photograph of his ‘old lady.’ It showed the teenage Norma Jeane standing by the garden gate in the nude. She was posed, Dougherty told Mitchum, as if waiting for him to come home.

Of the men who followed Dougherty in Marilyn’s life, those who have talked paint a starkly different picture of her sexuality. They, and Marilyn herself in comments to psychiatrist Dr Greenson, suggest a woman who found little satisfaction in sex. The change may have been caused by the dismal personal experiences that followed the marriage to Dougherty. Somewhere in that same period also lies the genesis of perhaps the saddest preoccupation in the life of Marilyn Monroe – childbearing.

Year after year as the fifties unwound, a vast public would wait and watch as Marilyn tried to have babies. As marriage followed marriage the headlines would tell of repeated gynecological surgery or miscarriage after miscarriage. Time after time, Marilyn would speak of her longing for children, would make a point of favoring children’s charities and funds for orphans. At her funeral, instead of flowers, donations were directed to children’s hospitals. A children’s clinic in London benefited from a bequest Marilyn made. Yet, in its origins, even this side of Marilyn was a sad confusion.

Looking back at the age of twenty-eight, the former Norma Jeane would say of her husband: ‘He never hurt or upset me, except on one subject. He wanted a baby. The thought of having a baby stood my hair on end. I could see it only as myself, another Norma Jeane in an orphanage. Something would happen to me. I couldn’t explain this to Jim. After he fell asleep, I would lie awake crying. I didn’t quite know who it was that cried, Mrs Dougherty or the child she might have. It was neither. It was Norma Jeane, still alive, still alone, still wishing she were dead.’

Jim Dougherty again told a different tale. He said Norma Jeane was eager to have a baby as soon as they got married, and he talked her out of it. He also told a hilarious tale of Norma Jeane experimenting with a brand-new diaphragm purchased at his insistence. She got the device in, then had to summon her husband to help get it out.

Norma Jeane quickly demonstrated that she could cope with children, looking after Dougherty’s nephews for weeks at a time. She reveled in doing so. When Dougherty joined the Merchant Marine, he said, his wife became frantic, ‘begging me to make her pregnant so that she could have a piece of me, in case something happened.’ Years later, as Marilyn, Norma Jeane would tell a friend, actress Jeanne Carmen, how much she had yearned for children by her first husband.

Yet during their four-year marriage, things turned around. In the final months it was Dougherty who was begging Norma Jeane to have children. She now refused, declaring that she dreaded the possibility of losing her figure. There had been a drastic change in Norma Jeane’s mind, and two fragments of information – both sourced to Norma Jeane – may account for the turmoil.

Marilyn Monroe died childless, by every public account. In 1979 a book by her former maid, Lena Pepitone, contained an assertion that the teenage Norma Jeane had given birth to a child. Few noticed this claim and students of Marilyn suspected Pepitone was merely seeking headlines. Research for this book, however, turned up two other witnesses who said Marilyn spoke to them of having borne a child.

According to Pepitone, Marilyn told her story about being molested, but added that the man involved actually had intercourse with her. She became pregnant, but concealed the fact from her guardian for several months. When she did own up to the pregnancy, her guardian saw to it that she had medical attention and arranged for the child to be born in hospital. Pepitone quoted Marilyn as saying, ‘I had the baby … my baby. I was so scared, but it was wonderful. It was a little boy. I hugged him and kissed him. I just kept touching him. I couldn’t believe this was my baby. … But when it was time to leave, the doctor and a nurse came in with Grace [Grace McKee, her guardian]. They all looked real strange and said they’d be taking the baby. … I begged them, “Don’t take my baby. …” They took my baby from me … and I never saw him again.’

Pepitone said in an interview that Marilyn, on one occasion, said she had never learned what happened to the child; on another, she said she did know and sent regular payments to the California couple who had reared the boy. Pepitone had the impression that the child had been born when Marilyn was about fourteen or fifteen.

Amy Greene, with whom Marilyn lived in 1955, also clearly recalled her saying she gave birth in her teens, let the baby go for adoption, and still felt guilty about it. Former actress Jeanne Carmen, who met Marilyn in the same period as Amy Greene, recalls a similar story with a variation – the baby was born, Marilyn told Carmen, after the marriage to Dougherty and before the real Hollywood breakthrough, when Marilyn was about twenty-one. Carmen said, ‘Marilyn was enormously troubled over this. In one breath she would say, “There’s no God”; then, “Am I going to be punished for giving the baby away?” Desperation was very near the surface.’

‘Marilyn,’ said Amy Greene, ‘used to fabricate a great deal, especially when she wanted to shock, to get a reaction.’ This may have been the fantasy of a woman who, by the time she was telling the story, feared she would never bear children.

Peter Leonardi, Marilyn’s hairdresser and secretary in the mid-fifties, said she had a ‘tube-tying’ operation in her starlet days, on the advice of an agent who said pregnancy would spell professional failure. Robert Slatzer, who knew Marilyn for most of her adult life, said she later submitted to surgery to have the operation reversed. On top of that, persistent reports from friends suggest Marilyn had numerous abortions. Amy Greene, perhaps the most reliable of those sources, said Marilyn made the horrendous admission that she had had twelve abortions, some of them back-street butcheries dating back to her earliest days in Hollywood. ‘And then,’ said Amy Greene with a sigh, ‘she was surprised when she had trouble having babies. …’

Marilyn’s poor battlefield of a womb had been a torment since adolescence, even before those surgical invasions. First husband Dougherty said, ‘Norma Jeane had so much trouble during her menstrual periods, the pain would just about knock her out.’

Sometimes, in her earliest starlet days, period pain would cause Marilyn to stop her car with a screech of brakes, jump out, and crouch on the ground in agony. Maurice Zolotow, her early biographer, once penetrated her studio dressing room and noted no less than fourteen boxes of pills. Almost all were painkillers prescribed for menstrual cramps.

Henry Rosenfeld, the wealthy New York dress manufacturer, knew Marilyn from early in her career till her death. ‘She wanted a baby so much,’ Rosenfeld remembered, ‘that she’d convince herself of it every two or three months. She’d gain, maybe fourteen or fifteen pounds. She was forever having false pregnancies.’

Marilyn was to tell writer Ben Hecht of her dream of having a daughter. ‘She won’t be any Norma Jeane,’ she enthused. ‘And I know how I’ll bring her up – without lies. No lies about there being a Santa Claus or about the world being full of noble and honorable people all eager to help each other and do good to each other.’

There was something else Marilyn told Ben Hecht about the world of Norma Jeane. Before she turned nineteen, Marilyn said, she had tried to commit suicide. She had done it twice – once by leaving the gas on, once by swallowing sleeping pills. When Ben Hecht came to write her story, he left out that detail.

On June 1, 1946, when she turned twenty, Norma Jeane had only her dreams. She spent her birthday in a rented room in Las Vegas, fulfilling residence qualifications for a quick divorce from Jim Dougherty. It was hot, and she was suffering from an unromantic case of trench mouth.

Two months later, in Los Angeles, Dougherty made one of his last visits to see Norma Jeane – to deliver his part of the divorce documentation. In their last conversation she had shown no sign of a longing for children. On the contrary, she talked only of her urgent desire to become an actress, and no studio, she said, would spend money training a married woman who might get pregnant.

Now, when Norma Jeane opened the door to Dougherty, she looked radiant, and not because he had finally agreed to go along with the divorce. Earlier that week, without the help of divorce papers, she had obtained what she wanted most, the promise of a contract as a stock player at Twentieth Century-Fox.

When Norma Jeane told Dougherty about the contract she added a detail. The studio had given her a new name. What did Jim think of it? ‘Beautiful,’ he replied politely, ‘just beautiful.’ Then he left.*

The name was Marilyn Monroe.
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A month before Marilyn got her big break, Robert Slatzer, a budding magazine writer from Ohio with a passion for show business, had been cooling his heels in the lobby of the old Twentieth Century-Fox studios on Pico Boulevard. He was reading a book of poems, Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, and waiting to interview some minor star of the day. Slatzer, then nineteen, would remember that ‘this girl came pushing herself in through the big doors, carrying a big scrapbook. She caught her heel or something and the pictures fell all over the floor. I went to her rescue, and I’m glad to say there was only one place for her to sit down and wait – next to me. She said her name was Norma Jeane Mortensen. She was really interested in my poetry, and I said I might be able to write a story about her. We ended up making a date for that same evening.’

That night Bob Slatzer borrowed a battered 1938 Studebaker and made his way to Nebraska Avenue to pick up Norma Jeane. They drove along the Pacific Coast Highway and ate dinner by the ocean. Malibu was still a lovely place in those days, not the clapboard and concrete jumble of 1986. Later they walked on the beach and paddled in the surf. Slatzer says he felt shy, shyer than Norma Jeane. He thought, though he could not swear to it, that they made love for the first time that very night. When they drove home, Norma Jeane asked him to leave her at the corner rather than take her to the front door.

‘I think we had an instant affection towards each other,’ said Slatzer, as though a man need apologize for having slept with Marilyn Monroe. ‘For me there was something magic about her, different from the other girls the talent men at the studio would fix you up with. I don’t know, I think I can say I loved her from the first time I saw her.’

As the years passed and Marilyn became the love of other men and an international byword, Robert Slatzer would stay in love with the girl who dropped her modeling portfolio in the lobby of Twentieth Century-Fox.* In the summer of 1946 he had frequent dates with her, and so did other young men.

One was Tommy Zahn, who was eventually to become a legendary figure on the beaches of California. In 1946, they say, he looked like Tab Hunter after a weight-lifting course. He was a lifeguard in those days, and he thought he might end up as an actor. The acting dream nearly came true, because he had met a teenager named Darrylin Zanuck on Muscle Beach. Darrylin fancied Tommy from afar, then introduced him to her father, Darryl Zanuck, chief of production at Twentieth Century-Fox. Zanuck signed Zahn as a contract player, and the beach boy went to the studio to learn to act, sing and dance. So it was, in the late summer of 1946, that Tommy Zahn met an aspiring actress who became one of his modest stable of girls for the next year. His memories of Norma Jeane were fond, and perhaps unique.

‘She was in prime condition,’ said Zahn, ‘tremendously fit. I used to take her surfing up at Malibu – tandem surfing, you know, two riders on the same surfboard. I’d take her later, in the dead of winter when it was cold, and it didn’t faze her in the least; she’d lay in the cold water, waiting for the waves. She was really good in the water, very robust, so healthy, a really fine attitude towards life. I was twenty-two when I met her, and I guess she was twenty. Gosh, I really liked her.’

While two men played on the beach with Norma Jeane, another lay injured in the hospital, ogling her photograph. Magazines like Titter and Laff were not the sort of thing you let your mother know you were reading, not that they showed much more than long legs in short shorts and pert breasts inside sweaters a size too small. By 1946 Howard Hughes, the actress collector, did not have to worry about his mother, and he was in the hospital following a serious flying accident. He sent out for girlie magazines by the score, partly because he enjoyed them and partly because he owned RKO Radio Pictures.

On July 29, 1946, the gossip column in the Los Angeles Times carried the following squib: ‘Howard Hughes is on the mend. Picking up a magazine, he was attracted by the cover girl and promptly instructed an aide to sign her for pictures. She is Norma Jeane Dougherty, a model.’ In those twelve months Norma Jeane had decorated the cover of Laff magazine no less than four times under three different names, two variations on her married name and as Jean Norman. It would have been hard for Hughes not to notice, but for once he was slow off the mark.*

A Hughes aide did indeed place a call to Norma Jeane’s agent, who promptly used the opportunity to stoke up enthusiasm at another studio, Twentieth Century-Fox. Norma Jeane cut out the clipping from the Los Angeles Times and excitedly showed it to friends. By that time, though, she had already made the vital connection.

The casting director at Fox was Ben Lyon, himself a star of the thirties, and in Britain celebrated for his radio series ‘Life with the Lyons.’ Years earlier it had been Lyon who spotted the potential of Jean Harlow. Now it was he who agreed to see Norma Jeane. He recalled later that ‘she had a good face. You can tell with some faces – the way the flesh sits on the bones, the planes and angles – that they’ll photograph well. … In addition, there was the way she moved.’

Two days later a movie camera turned its glass eye on Norma Jeane for the first time. Dressed in a sequined gown, teetering on high heels, she obeyed instructions to ‘walk across the set. Sit down. Light a cigarette. Put it out. Go upstage. Cross. Look out of a window. Sit down. Come downstage and exit.’

The cameraman, Leon Shamroy, would one day photograph Marilyn in There’s No Business Like Show Business. Now, as he looked at the rushes, he got a cold chill. ‘This girl,’ he was to say, ‘had something I hadn’t seen since silent pictures. She had a kind of fantastic beauty like Gloria Swanson … she got sex on a piece of film like Jean Harlow. … She was showing us she could sell emotions in pictures.’

Within a week Darryl Zanuck himself had seen the footage, enthused, and agreed that Norma Jeane Dougherty should be signed as a contract player, at $75 a week, to be reviewed in six months. Her weekly pay would then probably go up to $100. Norma Jeane rushed home with the news, announcing, ‘It’s the finest studio in the world. … The people are wonderful, and I’m going to be in a movie. It’ll be a small part. But once I’m on the screen. …’

Now Norma Jeane could shed not only her previous life, but also her name. Tommy Zahn, the sometime lifeguard she joined in the ranks of Fox contract hopefuls, revealed that the studio christening got off to a false start. ‘Ben Lyon,’ said Zahn, ‘could not abide her real name, so he changed it to Carole Lind. They tried that for a while, but it didn’t sound right; it was a rather obvious composite of an opera singer and a dead actress.’

Ben Lyon and his actress wife, Bebe Daniels, who quickly became fond of Norma Jeane, decided they could do better. They invited Norma Jeane to their Malibu beachhouse to swap ideas. Lyon recalled, ‘I finally said to her, “I know who you are. You’re Marilyn!” I told her that once there was a lovely actress named Marilyn Miller and that she reminded me of her. “But what about the last name?” Marilyn said, “My grandmother’s name was Monroe and I’d like to keep that.” I said, “Great! That’s got a nice flow, and two M’s should be lucky.” That’s how she got her name.’ Marilyn was still doing modeling jobs, but her heart was at the studio. Tommy Zahn recalled that everyone worked hard, and nobody more so than her.

Zahn would pick up Marilyn early in the morning and the two of them would spend their weekdays learning to act, sing, and dance. The dancing did not come easy to either of them. On Saturdays all the stock players would meet at the studio. Some would do pantomime or charades, and others would guess exactly what they were portraying. Zahn would devise a pantomime, and he and a rather shy Marilyn would perform as a couple.

There were no real parts to play yet, but Marilyn busied herself paving the way. She made sure the publicity men knew who she was, and she courted the reporters permanently based at the studio. One of them, Ralph Casey Shawhan, remembered that often, when the artists’ entrance was closed, Marilyn would whistle to the press men on the third floor to come down and let her in. Shawhan could still see her peering up at the window, dressed in ‘cut-off jeans frayed at the bottom, before anyone else was wearing them.’

Marilyn, giggling in the cold, posed for still shots at the beach in mid-November. The journalists liked her, and the Press Club gave her a special award. None of this had anything to do with movies, but Marilyn understood early on the importance of a good press.

Sometime during that first year a diminutive figure, five feet tall, shoes scuffed and socks down round his ankles, was ambling through the Fox administration building. Sidney Skolsky, the legendary New York Post writer whose syndicated column on Hollywood could change careers, was headed for the water fountain. He was delayed, though less than irritated, by a shapely behind bent interminably over the fountain. He and the owner of the behind made jokes to each other about the capacity of camels, and ended up having a long conversation. Marilyn poured out the woeful tale of her childhood, and gained a new and influential friend. Except for an interruption during her New York years, Skolsky would remain Marilyn’s confidant till she died.

Skolsky was to observe, ‘It was clear that Marilyn was prepared to work hard to improve herself. She wanted to be an actress and a movie star. I knew nothing would stop her. The drive and determination and need inside Marilyn could not be halted.’

‘My illusions didn’t have anything to do with being a fine actress.’ Marilyn would say a few years later. ‘I knew how third-rate I was. I could actually feel my lack of talent, as if it were cheap clothes I was wearing inside. But, my God, how I wanted to learn! To change, to improve! I didn’t want anything else. Not men, not money, not love, but the ability to act.’

In early 1947, Marilyn, at twenty-one, moved across a sound stage at last, as one of a dozen extras in Scudda Hoo! Scudda Hay!, a movie about a farmer and his team of mules. Much of Marilyn’s part ended up on the cutting-room floor, but one spoken line – fittingly, the one word ‘Hello!’ – survived, along with a brief long shot in which she was seen paddling a canoe.

Meanwhile the studio had been paying for Marilyn to attend classes at the Actors’ Lab, a drama school off Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. ‘She came to classes on time and did all her assignments conscientiously,’ said Mrs Morris Carnovsky, who ran the school with her husband, ‘but I never would have predicted she would be a success.’ To Mrs Carnovsky, Marilyn seemed very young, self-conscious, and shy. It was at this point that Marilyn suffered a massive setback. A year into her contract, Fox decided to drop her.

The firing of Marilyn has never been explained. Ben Lyon, her first studio benefactor, was dumbfounded. Marilyn desperately wandered the studio corridors till she found the office of the great man himself, Darryl Zanuck. Whenever she tried to see him, Zanuck was ‘out of town.’ Tommy Zahn, Marilyn’s lifeguard boyfriend, thought he knew what happened, not least because he was fired at the same time. Zahn believed that he was only hired in the first place because Zanuck wished to groom him for marriage to one of his daughters. Zahn’s dalliance with Marilyn was noted and disapproved from on high, and both were fired. Zahn shipped out to Honolulu. Marilyn was adrift, professionally and emotionally.

She did not give up. Living now in a succession of furnished rooms, apparently alone or sharing with other girls, Marilyn continued at the Actors’ Lab. She tried to pay her way with the proceeds from new modeling assignments, and perhaps with the call-girl sideline about which she would later tell Lee Strasberg.

One modeling job was arranged by Bill Burnside, a forty-three-year-old Scot who represented the J. Arthur Rank Organization in Hollywood. She was interested in him, not least because he knew her idol, Clark Gable, whose photograph accompanied her everywhere. Now that Marilyn was out of work, Burnside tried to help. He took her to pose for Paul Hesse, a top commercial photographer. Hesse said simply, ‘Darling, you’re too fat,’ and Marilyn burst into tears. Burnside salvaged the moment by taking pictures himself, and the two became close.

Burnside was to recall, ‘She was very aware of how she affected men. If I took her to a restaurant, however elegant, the waiters were ready to jump at her bidding. She had it there all right, that star quality, at the age of twenty-one. … Physically, she was wary of me for the first months of our knowing each other.’ In the end there was a sporadic affair, lasting for months. Burnside kept one of the photographs he took, inscribed, ‘Anything worth having is worth waiting for. Love, Marilyn.’

‘I think what she wanted from me was my education,’ said Burnside. ‘She was into Shelley and Keats, as well as some lighter stuff. She knew that she needed knowledge.’ During this worldess period, Marilyn plunged into the acquisition of ‘Culture.’ In school, which she had quit when she was fifteen, her work habits had been generally graded as only ‘Acceptable’; but she had been rated ‘Good’ in her English classes. Now, seeking to broaden her mind – partly to help in her career, partly because she was thirsty for information – she began to build up a considerable library.

Marilyn had a lifetime interest in the occult, and she often visited astrologers and psychics. She retained a sense of proportion, however, and dismissed one famous astrologer, Carroll Righter, in a way that demonstrated her priorities. Righter asked her, ‘Did you know you were born under the same sign [Gemini] as Rosalind Russell, Judy Garland, and Rosemary Clooney?’ Marilyn looked him straight in the eye and replied, ‘I know nothing of these people. I was born under the same sign as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Queen Victoria, and Walt Whitman.’

The sign of Gemini, Marilyn said, stood for intellect. Her search for knowledge was to become a lifetime preoccupation, one many would mock as pretentious posturing. It was not. Marilyn devoured Thomas Wolfe, James Joyce, poetry (mostly romantic), biographies, and history books.

Abraham Lincoln became Marilyn’s special hero. (She would later strike up a friendship with Lincoln’s biographer, Carl Sandburg.) Lincoln’s portrait would follow her from home to home till the end of her life, and his Gettysburg Address usually hung nearby. It was her first love affair with a president of the United States.

From the Actors’ Lab, Marilyn caught more than a whiff of left-wing politics; the Carnovskys, her teachers, would be labeled communists during congressional investigations into ‘Un-American Activity’ in the fifties. Marilyn never threw herself into political activity, but she thought of herself as working class and paid homage to the common man. In her last interview, in 1962, she would say, ‘I want to say that the people – if I am a star – the people made me a star, no studio, no person, but the people did.’

Meanwhile, as she continued to pose for pinup pictures, Marilyn sought to elevate even that. As early as 1947 photographer Earl Theisen noticed she owned a book called De Humani Corporis Fabrica, a learned study of the human anatomy by the sixteenth-century scholar, Andreas Vesalius. It was marked up in detail, and Marilyn explained that she was studying the bone structure of the body. Paintings from the book, by Jan Stephan van Kalkar, of the Titian school, would long decorate the walls of her poorly furnished rooms, and even near the end of her life when she was in the grip of drugs, Marilyn would instruct young friends with an encyclopedic knowledge of the human bone structure. The athletic Tommy Zahn had admired how she kept herself in shape, lifting weights and running in the mornings, thirty years before the jogging craze brought people out in the thousands to puff along the grass verges through the smog of Los Angeles.

Marilyn would never be poorer than she was at this time. She skimped on meals, when men were not buying them for her, to continue paying for acting lessons. She spent a good deal of time drinking coffee at Schwab’s drugstore on Sunset Boulevard, which was the working headquarters of her journalist friend, Sidney Skolsky. Skolsky helped Marilyn open a charge account at a bookshop, and that helped finance the culture binge.

The affair with Bill Burnside withered when he went on an extended trip to Latin America. On his return she would give him a poem:


I could have loved you once

and even said it

But you went away,

A long way away.

When you came back it was too late

And love was a forgotten word.

Remember?




It may have been one of the young men Marilyn met at Schwab’s who made it hard to wait for Bill Burnside. The drugstore was full of out-of-work actors, and one of them was called Charlie Chaplin. To him, too, Marilyn gave a little of herself – for a while.
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In the twenties, the Charlie Chaplin had seduced and briefly married a fifteen-year-old girl named Lita Grey. She bore him two sons, a boy who was given no name for the first year of his life, and Sydney, born a year later. Lita, it is said, wanted to call her firstborn Charlie, but the great Charles was leery of having an actor son bearing the same name. After his parents’ divorce, however, Charlie he became. In 1947 he was twenty-one, the same age as Marilyn. He was a would-be actor just as his father had feared, and struggling to make ends meet.

In spite of his father’s immense wealth, young Charlie had been spurned, and he eked out a small allowance to keep himself and his grandmother while his mother toured the country as a nightclub singer. When she came home that year, Charlie brought his girl of the moment to lunch. It was Marilyn Monroe, whom Lita thought ‘really naive, not at all sophisticated, like a little country girl. She was way heavier then; she hadn’t been thinned down and glamorized yet. Charlie was smitten with her, though.’

Charlie stayed enamored for many months, and at Christmas he found the cash to buy Marilyn a number of stylish dresses. According to Arthur James, long a close friend of Chaplin, Marilyn would stay the night with Charlie. She would cram into a single bed with him, while brother Sydney slept in his bed in the same room. The romance ended one day when Charlie came home to find Marilyn in the wrong bunk – Sydney’s. They remained good friends, though, and fifteen years later Marilyn would make some of her last despairing calls to Chaplin and James. Chaplin would not long survive her. He failed as an actor, was a lifelong heavy drinker, and was found dying in his bathroom in 1968.

There was a sad legacy of the affair with Chaplin. According to Arthur James, Marilyn became pregnant at some time in the winter of 1947 and had one of her many early abortions.

On and off, through this period of professional vacuum, Marilyn was still seeing Robert Slatzer, the young magazine writer from Ohio. Slatzer had a friend in town in Will Fowler, writer and newspaperman son of John Barrymore’s biographer, Gene Fowler. Fowler’s account of an evening at Marilyn’s apartment suggests that, whatever her shyness in some situations, she was now using her body as a banner to amuse male friends.

‘She was stoned,’ Fowler recalled. ‘She just took off her clothes. She liked to show her body off to men. She used to do anything that men would ask her, really just as a favor. She just walked around stoned and naked. It was her suggestion as much as ours, not even a sexual thing as far as that evening was concerned.’

Compulsive nudity is too widely reported about Marilyn to be the boast of a chance acquaintance. Years later, in New York, she would give a naked interview to publicist Joe Wohlander. Mrs Ben Bodne, wife of the owner of the Algonquin Hotel, confirms that she once met Marilyn on Fifth Avenue wearing a new mink coat. When she asked what Marilyn was wearing with it the actress replied, ‘Nothing,’ and snapped the coat open to prove it. From husband Jim Dougherty onward, innumerable witnesses corroborated the legend that Marilyn disliked underwear, and loathed wearing panties.

Speaking of her childhood, Marilyn herself told an interviewer: ‘The wish for attention had something to do, I think, with my trouble in church on Sundays. No sooner was I in the pew with the organ playing and everybody singing a hymn than the impulse would come to me to take off all my clothes. I wanted desperately to stand up naked for God and everyone else to see. I had to clench my teeth and sit on my hands to keep myself from undressing. … I even had dreams about it. In the dreams I entered the church wearing a hooped skirt with nothing under it. The people would be lying on their backs in the church aisle, and I would step over them, and they would look up at me.’

By 1947, when she was parading naked in front of Robert Slatzer and Will Fowler, the twenty-one-year-old Marilyn had begun dabbling in the writings of Sigmund Freud. His Interpretation of Dreams suggested that the ‘nakedness dream’ is very common, and that the dream of being naked in public indicates a real-life fear of being unmasked. Perhaps, in Marilyn, life’s irony was that the struggle to step away from her orphan childhood became a circular struggle, in which her most trusty weapon was to evoke sympathy for past mistreatment. In the summer of 1947 Marilyn added a fresh story to the catalogue of woes.

One midnight, while she was living at a house in Burbank, Marilyn rushed out into the street dressed in a skimpy nightgown and screaming blue murder. By her own account, and in the end there really is only her account, she had awakened to find a man clambering through her bedroom window. She challenged the man, then ran for her life. Neighbors were roused and the police called. According to Marilyn, the prowler reappeared, while the police were at the scene, and turned out to be a policeman himself. Marilyn claimed that the police pressured her not to file charges against their colleague, so the matter was dropped. This story has been treated as fact by previous biographers.

The reader must decide what to make of Marilyn’s multiple stories of sexual assault. There is the perennial account of childhood molestation or, if we accept her maid’s account, full rape leading to pregnancy. There is a separate account by Marilyn of a violent embrace by her guardian’s husband, one which made her feel ‘violated.’ And in 1947, at a time when few people who mattered were noticing Marilyn, she claimed the sexual assault by a policeman.

Was Marilyn a freak case in assault statistics? For this writer, the key may be her first husband’s account of the night, years earlier, when he was awakened by Marilyn screaming that she had been out in the street in her nightgown, running from a man. Jim Dougherty had no doubt this was a dream, and her loyal friend, Sydney Skolsky, never really believed her account of childhood rape.

The story served Marilyn well, however, as did the 1947 tale of the wicked policeman.

In late 1947 actor John Carroll met Marilyn at a drive-in restaurant. She was carrying a bag containing a few belongings, and said she was about to hitchhike to San Francisco. She told Carroll she was depressed – sick of Hollywood and her failure to get proper work. Carroll said he would try to help. They met again when Marilyn made an appearance as a ‘starlet caddy’ at a golf tournament, and this time Marilyn also met Carroll’s wife, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer casting director, Lucille Ryman. Carroll, hearing the story of the midnight prowler, and not having failed to see the lusciousness of the victim, suggested to his wife that they help ‘this little girl.’

Soon the Carrolls were paying Marilyn’s rent and providing her with pocket money. Next she moved into an apartment the Carrolls owned but were not using, and there followed a now-familiar episode: Marilyn said she had seen a boy on a ladder peeping into her room. She then moved in with the Carrolls altogether.

Soon Carroll was giving Marilyn jewelry, which mysteriously vanished. For her part, Marilyn astounded Lucille one day by informing her, ‘You don’t love John. … I think I’m in love with him. … Would you divorce him so we can marry?’ Astonishingly, there was no lasting acrimony. The relationship brought Marilyn a personal management contract with the Carrolls, and Lucille would one day be instrumental in Marilyn’s most important breakthrough in movies, her part in John Huston’s Asphalt Jungle.

‘Hollywood’s a place where they’ll pay you a thousand dollars for a kiss and fifty cents for your soul. I know, because I turned down the first offer often enough and my soul isn’t for sale. Men who tried to proposition me made me sick. I didn’t accept. …’

That was Marilyn’s public line when she talked to writer Ben Hecht, in the first flush of success. She told a detailed story of how she foiled the advances of a casting-couch shark who lured her to his office at the Goldwyn studio. Tommy Zahn, Marilyn’s old boyfriend, remembered that she could indeed be selective. Randolph Churchill, visiting California from England, had invited Marilyn to visit him in an otherwise empty beach house ‘to discuss a deal.’

‘I think she knew he had other things in mind,’ says Zahn, ‘and she asked me along as protection.’

Cynics, however, have suggested that a real chance of advancement in movies would often buy Marilyn’s body. The cynics, it seems, were right.

Two years before she died, in a conversation with writer Jaik Rosenstein, Marilyn said, ‘When I started modelling, it was like part of the job. All the girls did. They weren’t shooting all those sexy pictures just to sell peanut butter in an ad, or get a layout in some picture magazine. They wanted to sample the merchandise, and if you didn’t go along, there were twenty-five girls who would. It wasn’t any big dramatic tragedy. Nobody ever got cancer from sex.’

As for Hollywood, Marilyn told Rosenstein, ‘You know that when a producer calls an actress into his office to discuss a script that isn’t all he has in mind. And a part in a picture, or any kind of a little stock contract is the most important thing in the world to the girl, more than eating. She can go hungry, and she might have to sleep in her car, but she doesn’t mind that a bit – if she can only get the part. I know, because I’ve done both, lots of times. And I’ve slept with producers. I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t. …’

By the time she said that, Marilyn had known Rosenstein for years. She trusted him not to write about it at the time, and he did not. Today, however, it is clear that Marilyn made judicious use of her favors. A key beneficiary, reportedly, was the man who got Marilyn that vital first contract at Fox – Ben Lyon. According to writer Sheilah Graham, Lyon had been sleeping with Marilyn and promising to further her career. When nothing materialized, and Marilyn began badgering him, Lyon called the casting director who worked for Sol Wurtzel, a B-movie producer of the time. According to the casting director, Wurtzel obliged by giving Marilyn a small part in Dangerous Years, a 1947 movie about juvenile delinquents which he was producing. Marilyn, playing a waitress in a café used by a teenage gang, had a couple of lines.

There has long been speculation about Marilyn’s relations with Joseph Schenck, the seventy-year-old potentate of Twentieth Century-Fox. He was one of the founding fathers of the studio, which had been formed a dozen years earlier in a merger between Fox and Twentieth Century Pictures, the company he owned with his brother and Darryl Zanuck. He was a weathered bear of a man, aging but active, a bon viveur who rightly saw himself as one of Hollywood’s grand old men.

Schenck had a shrewd eye for potential stars and a vast appreciation of beautiful women. He gathered them around him, to quote one writer, ‘the way certain men prize fine stallions.’ By late 1947 the eye of this connoisseur had lit upon two such beauties, Marilyn Monroe and Marion Marshall, who would later become the wife of Robert Wagner.

Marion Wagner had met Marilyn when both were applying for a job modeling bathing suits. She recalled, ‘Marilyn was the most spectacular girl I ever met, not particularly beautiful, but she radiated a special dynamism. I remember, when I first saw her, she arrived late as usual, after all the other girls. I’m sitting with all these very sophisticated models, dressed in silks, with the gloves and the hat and all that, and Marilyn came in a little scoop-necked gingham sundress, her hair unbleached and unstraightened. When she walked in, it was like the room stopped, and everyone in the room knew she was going to get the job, and she did.’

Marion Wagner’s is one of the best observed and most compassionate views of the early Marilyn, and she well remembered the evenings they shared at Joe Schenck’s house off Sunset Boulevard. A limousine would bring the girls, together or separately, to the elegant Mediterranean-style mansion. There would be cocktails, dinner, then perhaps a private showing of a movie in the old man’s personal projection room. Joe had a passion for cards, and Wagner recalled that ‘he used to get a kick out of backing us when we played gin rummy against his male pals, and if we won it pleased him. He liked both of us very much. … He was like a father figure to me, a father confessor, a very wise, lovely old man. When the evening was over, I would simply be taken home in the limousine, and so far as I know it was the same for Marilyn.’

In March 1948 Marilyn was given a six-month contract at Columbia Pictures. As at Fox, she was to be paid $75 a week. There are varying accounts of how it came about, but Jonie Taps, then executive assistant to Harry Cohn, head of Columbia, offered this personal recollection.

‘I got a call from Joe Schenck. He said, “I’m indebted to her, and if you can give her twenty-six weeks, I’d appreciate it.” I went to see Harry Cohn, and he said, “Well, if he needs it that bad, give it to him. Put the girl on.”’

Marion Wagner says, ‘Whatever she did, I don’t think it was into bed every night. I think it was a tasteful relationship, that was my impression.’ Marilyn herself, asked straight out by a writer, flatly denied ever having had sex with Joseph Schenck.

Veteran Hollywood columnist James Bacon, however, fueled the gossip in a highly specific way. He wrote, and repeated to me, an earthy account of the way he learned of services rendered to Schenck. Bacon said he met Marilyn in 1948, during her Columbia contract. They were introduced by press agent Milton Stein, and Bacon said his first thought was, ‘Holy God! She’s so exciting.’ He went on: ‘There was something about this girl. The moment you met her you knew she was going to make it.’

As a male, Bacon had other reactions, and he made sure he saw Marilyn again. After a third meeting Bacon offered to drive her home to the Studio Club, a hotel for aspiring young actresses, where she had been living. According to Bacon, Marilyn asked him to drive instead to Joe Schenck’s property where, she explained, she was living in the guesthouse.

Bacon said Marilyn made it clear she was one of the girls who looked after Schenck’s failing sexual needs. She had him in stitches, saying the old man could manage only an occasional brief erection, sometimes with medical assistance. By being in the guesthouse Marilyn was on hand should such a happy moment arise. She and Bacon merrily quaffed the great man’s champagne, and ended up in bed themselves. Then, at 3:00 A.M., there came a knock at the door; it was Joe Schenck’s butler, summoning Marilyn. She scrambled to oblige, only to return giggling that she had arrived ‘too late.’

Bacon, as others confirmed, did know Marilyn well. He was a friend to many of the famous, and their press agents say he was an accurate reporter. He shrugged off criticism for having told his anecdote about Marilyn. He said, ‘I know she was promiscuous in those early days. She admitted it helped, and I had no illusions that Marilyn Monroe was after me for me. She liked me, sure, but she was also after all the newspapers my syndicated column appeared in.’

Other stories seemed to support what James Bacon says about Marilyn and Schenck. Two reporters for national magazines recalled visiting Schenck at Palm Springs and becoming aware that Marilyn ‘looked after’ the old man. One remembered Schenck affably suggesting that Marilyn could look after the reporter too. Perhaps the most compelling verdict came from the venerable agent, George Chasin. What was going on between Marilyn and Schenck was, he said, a ‘physical thing.’

The relationship with Schenck, however, was more than a passing convenience. Actor Nico Minardos, who was close to Marilyn in late 1952, recalled visiting her in the hospital when she was having a gynecological operation. He blundered into her room to find her locked in the arms of the elderly Schenck.

Joe Schenck lived on to the age of eighty-two. In 1960, when a massive heart attack began his final decline, the star Marilyn was filming Let’s Make Love. At a dinner party given by producer David O. Selznick, there was an angry scene when a guest accused her of heartlessness, of failing to have compassion to visit the dying Schenck.

Rupert Allan, her aide and friend in later years, said the opposite was true. He accompanied Marilyn to see the old man as he lay helpless in his mansion. Other visitors were banished from the sickroom, and Allan, waiting below, still remembered Marilyn’s peals of laughter from the sickroom upstairs. Schenck’s nurse, astounded, said the old man had rallied as soon as he heard Marilyn was coming. On the way home, Marilyn wept. She never saw Joe Schenck again.

Amy Greene, Marilyn’s close friend in the mid-fifties, said, ‘She did give me the impression she slept her way to her start.’ Marilyn talked of this time, said Greene, using an obvious allusion: ‘I spent a great deal of time on my knees.’

By 1948, at twenty-two, Marilyn was being regularly squired around the fashionable Hollywood restaurants and nightclubs. A favourite was Romanoff’s, where Marilyn became close to the owner, ‘Prince’ Mike Romanoff, and his wife, Gloria.

Gloria Romanoff knew Marilyn from the late forties until her death, and held her in great affection. She offered this opinion on how much Marilyn used sex to advance her career: ‘My view would not be a popular one. This was a girl who, early on, probably did whatever was necessary to get rolling in the business. As time passed, Marilyn, I think, became somewhat indifferent to sex. She didn’t have any overwhelming need to be with men, and I think it had a lot to do with those early years.’

The final word on this subject should be Marilyn’s. When British writer W. J. Weatherby asked her whether the stories about the casting couch were true, she responded, ‘They can be. You can’t sleep your way into being a star, though. It takes much, much more. But it helps. A lot of actresses get their first chance that way. Most of the men are such horrors, they deserve all they can get out of them!’

Marilyn would, on occasion, take younger lovers, but the men who mattered to her would from now on almost always be older.

‘Insecurity is what bugs me,’ Marilyn was to say years later. ‘I have always been attracted to older men, because the younger men don’t have any brains, and all they do is try to make a pass, and it isn’t even me they are thinking about. They are horny just because I’m a movie star. Older men are kinder, and they know more, and the ones I’ve known were important in the business, and have tried to help me.’

Marilyn told of having sat at the feet of Joe Schenck, ‘hearing him talk. He was full of wisdom like some great explorer. I also liked to look at his face. It was as much the face of a town as of a man. The whole history of Hollywood was in it.’ Now, in the real world of Hollywood, the men she seriously cultivated would be her seniors, and useful to her career.

Marilyn was looking for teachers. In 1948, when she was hired by Columbia, the first teacher to come her way happened to be a woman. Marilyn grasped the helping hand, and began an intense, strange relationship that would last seven years – longer than any liaison she would have with a man. That summer there was also a male teacher, and a passionate affair she was never able to forget.
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‘I have a new girl for you,’ said the voice on the telephone, ‘Her name is—’

Natasha Lytess, head drama coach at Columbia, waited as the studio’s talent chief fumbled through his papers to find the unfamiliar name.

‘Marilyn Monroe,’ he said finally. ‘See what you can do with her.’

It was spring 1948.

Natasha Lytess, herself a former actress, was a scraggy, graying woman of Russian and French ancestry. Many years older than Marilyn, highly strung and sensitive, she had come to the United States as an artistic refugee from Nazi Germany, where she had trained with the Max Reinhardt theater company and been married to the left-wing novelist, Bruno Frank. She now lived alone with her three-year-old daughter in Hollywood, where she had been teaching acting for seven years. She was used to starlets without experience or talent, and at first Marilyn seemed just one more.

‘I was not impressed,’ Lytess said years later. ‘She was inhibited and cramped; she could not say a word freely. Her habit of speaking without using her lips was unnatural, obviously superimposed. Her voice was a piping sort of whimper.’ Lytess, however, set to work on Marilyn, beginning a relationship that she would look back on with ‘pride and frustration, love and fear.’

Marilyn came for her lessons regularly and fairly punctually, and worked with boundless enthusiasm. Lytess strove to get her ‘to let go, to say things freely, to walk freely, to know that relaxation brings authority. These new sensations, to a girl suffering from acute insecurity, were the difference between existing underwater and coming alive.’

For a long time Marilyn told Lytess nothing about her background. Her teacher felt that ‘she was accustomed to hiding everything,’ and sometimes she did not know what to believe. One day, after coming to work for months in smart, expensive clothes, Marilyn arrived in tears. She explained that her last and kindest foster parent, her dear friend, Ana,* had died ‘of malnutrition.’ Lytess blinked, wondered, and decided it was none of her business. She was, by now, deeply attached to her young pupil.

There were those who would say that Natasha and Marilyn had a lesbian relationship. Marilyn’s New York maid, Lena Pepitone, would report Marilyn as having said so herself. ‘Any warmth shown to her, by any person, regardless of sex,’ Pepitone wrote, ‘was welcomed and cherished.’ Marilyn needed to be loved – by anyone who was sincere. Florabel Muir, a veteran Hollywood reporter who knew Marilyn well, also said there was a lesbian relationship with Lytess. Sidney Skolsky, a really close friend, thought the same.

Years later Marilyn herself told W. J. Weatherby, ‘People tried to make me into a lesbian. I laughed. No sex is wrong if there’s love in it.’ Earlier, speaking of her life in 1948, she said the sexual side of relations with men had so far been a disappointment.

‘Then it dawned on me,’ she said, ‘that other people – other women – were different than me. They could feel things I couldn’t. And when I started reading books I ran into the words “frigid,” “rejected,” and “lesbian.” I wondered if I was all three of them. … There were times when I didn’t feel human and times when all I could think of was dying. There was also the sinister fact that a well-made woman had always thrilled me to look at.’

Marilyn decided she was not a lesbian after all, she told writer Ben Hecht, after several months of studying with Natasha Lytess. The moment came as Marilyn landed the first movie role that gave her a chance to talk, sing, and dance, in a low-budget picture called Ladies of the Chorus. Marilyn played the part of a poor girl who rises from poverty to become a star, the first of many roles that would strike an echo of her own real-life experience. She had two songs to sing, ‘Every Baby Needs a Da Da Daddy,’ and ‘Anyone Can See I Love You.’

It was while Marilyn was preparing to perform these songs, Lytess would recall, that ‘she opened up, and leaned on me like a child for comfort and advice. One day she told me she was in love.’ Marilyn did not at the time tell Lytess the name of her lover.

That summer of 1948 a young widow named Mary D’Aubrey, living with her mother on Harper Avenue in Hollywood, blundered into a bedroom to find her brother Fred in bed with his new girlfriend. ‘Hi! Can I have some juice?’ was Marilyn’s cheery greeting. Fred Karger was then thirty-two, ten years older than Marilyn, and shakily married to another woman. He was director of music at Columbia Pictures, and an accomplished composer best remembered today for the theme of From Here to Eternity. He was the son of Maxwell Karger, one of the founders of M-G-M, and Anne, a Boston Irishwoman of great warmth and vivacity. Max had died long since, and Anne – universally known as Nana – ran a jolly household filled with children and grandchildren. Once, in her salad days, Nana had presided over a virtual salon of early Hollywood, and its gaiety still echoed through the life she lived, in reduced circumstances, at the house on Harper Avenue.

Marilyn had been sent to Fred for musical coaching by the producer of Ladies of the Chorus. Karger recognized a voice that was reedy and untrained, and its owner as someone drowning in insecurity and stage fright. He also saw that she was resolved to drill herself into performing successfully. He took her to his friends’ homes to get Marilyn to sing for an audience, however small. Director Richard Quine recalled Karger playing the piano as Marilyn, screwing up her courage, stood by the mantle to sing ‘Baby, Won’t You Please Come Home.’

Lesson turned to love one day when Marilyn phoned to say she was sick. Karger dropped in to see her, and found her, forlorn and hungry, in a cramped one-room apartment. He invited her home to the maternal ministrations of Nana, and an affair began.

Fred’s niece and nephew, Anne and Bennett, still remembered their childhood awe at the strangely different creature their uncle had brought home. ‘There was an old closet where I used to keep my toys,’ said Bennett, ‘and one morning, not knowing she was there, I burst into Fred’s room and she was sitting in front of the mirror nude, putting on her makeup. I hastily went to back out again, but she said to come on in and get my baseball bat and glove.’

Bennett and his eight-year-old sister, Anne, shared a nearby room with bunk beds, and Anne recalled how one day ‘this vision walked in, a beautiful blonde lady. She was very, very fond of children, and she just sort of became part of our group of little friends. She gave me a birthday party, and sat there on the floor and played party games with us. We came to love her very much.’

Marilyn, she of many names, ‘took on a special one for her relationship with the Kargers. They always called her ‘Marl,’ and her generosity toward the children was boundless. At Christmas she arrived to find that Terry, Fred’s daughter by a previous marriage, had more presents than Anne and Bennett. Marilyn quietly left, to return laden with extra gifts. The orphan was doing something that became characteristic, finding a new family and eagerly trying to make it her own. After the affair with Charlie Chaplin, Jr. had ended, Marilyn stayed close to his grandmother. Now she put her trust in Fred’s mother. Nana cooked for her, mended her clothes, and got her off to the studio in the mornings. In years to come, Marilyn always remembered Nana’s birthday, and sent her flowers on Mother’s Day.

Marilyn had found a family, and for the first time she was dizzily in love. At Karger’s urging she moved out of the depressing apartment to a better place, just down the street from the Kargers. The lovers also took a place they could use together, near the studio. Marilyn later told Ben Hecht, ‘A new life began for me … I had always thought of myself as someone unloved. Now I know there had been something worse than that in my life. It had been my own unloving heart. … I even forgot Norma Jeane. A new me appeared in my skin – not an actress, not somebody looking for a world of bright colors. When he said, “I love you” to me, it was better than a thousand critics calling me a great star.’

Marilyn worried about being an interloper in Karger’s marriage, and wept when it finally broke up. At the same time she wanted him for herself, and the want went unfilled.

There was, as Marilyn put it, ‘one cloud in my paradise. I knew he liked me and was happy to be with me. But his love didn’t seem anything like mine. Most of his talk to me was a form of criticism. He criticized my mind. He kept pointing out how little I knew and how unaware of life I was. … His cynicism hurt me, too…

Karger would ask, ‘What’s most important in life to you?’

‘You are,’ Marilyn would say.

‘After I’m gone,’ Karger would say with a smile.

When Marilyn wept he would tell her, ‘You cry too easily. That’s because your mind isn’t developed. Compared to your figure, it’s embryonic.’

Nana Karger hoped her son would marry Marilyn. He, meanwhile, was backing off. One night, according to Marilyn, he told her why. ‘It would be all right for me, but I keep thinking of my son. If we were married and anything should happen to me – such as my dropping dead – it would be very bad for him.’

‘Why?’ Marilyn asked.

Karger’s answer was hard. ‘It wouldn’t be right for him to be brought up by a woman like you. It would be unfair to him.’

Marilyn, wounded in the part of her that needed children, tried to leave Karger. For a while they rode that saddest of roller coasters, the breakup that is inevitable, yet seemingly impossible. Marilyn recalled, ‘There was a third and fourth good-bye. But it was like rushing to the edge of a roof to jump off. I stopped each time and didn’t jump, and turned to him and begged him to hold me. It’s hard to do something that hurts your heart.’

Marilyn could not forget Karger. At Christmas 1948 she went to a fashionable jeweler, and bought Karger a $500 watch on the installment plan. She was broke at the time, and would spend two years paying it off. Throughout her life Marilyn reveled in giving engraved gifts and signed photographs, but the watch was marked merely ‘12.25.48.’

‘You’ll have some other girl to love,’ she told Karger. ‘You wouldn’t be able to use my present if my name was on it.’

A year or so later, after fending off Marilyn for months, Karger would marry actress Jane Wyman, former wife of President-to-be Ronald Reagan. He would later divorce Wyman, then remarry her in 1961, a year before Marilyn’s death. Even then, Marilyn had not let go of the memory. Her friend, Sidney Skolsky, recalled, ‘The only bitchy thing I ever saw Marilyn do occurred one night at Chasen’s restaurant. As we approached the checkroom, there was an event taking place in the large private party room. … Marilyn and I were told that the Fred Karger and Jane Wyman wedding party was in the room. Marilyn said she had to go in and congratulate Fred. She knew this would burn up Jane Wyman. She boldly crashed the reception and congratulated Fred. As Marilyn and Jane were pretending they didn’t know the other was in the same room, the tension in the atmosphere would have been as easy to cut as the wedding cake.’

Perhaps the best estimate of Marilyn’s feeling for Fred Karger comes from Patti, the wife he was married to at the time of his affair with Marilyn. She acknowledged without bitterness that, ‘She deeply wanted him. I think her love was very profound.’ Vi Russell, who was best friend to Karger’s sister and virtually a member of the family, said, ‘I don’t think she ever got over Fred. After him, she could never believe a man could love her. But then she never believed in herself. How could anyone love her when she could not love herself?’

Fred Karger too, it seems, did not forget. In later years he was to call his former wife Patti, highly distraught, saying that Marilyn had just appeared to him in a dream. Karger died seventeen years after Marilyn, on the exact anniversary of her death.

In New York, in the mid-fifties, Marilyn would talk with remorse about her time with Fred Karger. The remorse was, not least, for the children she had not borne. In her months with Karger, Marilyn said, she had more than once made the now-familiar journey to the abortionist.

Natasha Lytess, the drama coach, told Marilyn that Karger was not worth her tears. She soon moved with her child into the apartment that Marilyn had taken to be near the Karger family. Neither of the women had much money, and the younger Kargers were bemused by the atmosphere of the place: two lonely women living in an apartment almost devoid of furniture, with Marilyn sleeping on a mattress on the floor. During the past months, Marilyn’s acting hopes had collapsed again.

*

Jonie Taps, the executive assistant to Columbia Pictures chief Harry Cohn, took a call from Cohn the day his boss first saw rushes of Marilyn’s scenes in Ladies of the Chorus. ‘What did you put that fat pig in the picture for?’ yelled Cohn. ‘What’re you doing, fucking her?’ In September, when Marilyn’s contract ended, Cohn failed to renew it. Old Joe Schenck again tried to come to the rescue, but this time he was unsuccessful.

According to Marilyn she lost favor with Harry Cohn because she rebuffed his sexual advances. She claimed that Cohn enticed her into his office, promised her a cruise on his yacht, then tried to have sex with her on the spot. She refused, she said. When Cohn threatened her, saying, ‘This is your last chance,’ she walked out.

Fred Karger recalled accompanying Marilyn to Cohn’s office in a last-ditch attempt to persuade the studio chief to extend her contract. Marilyn, whose mother and last foster parent were ardent Christian Scientists, had recently been going to church a good deal with Fred Karger’s daughter. Now, on the way to see Cohn, she telephoned her Christian Scientist practitioner for guidance.

The guidance did not help. Cohn stuck to his decision, and Marilyn had been fired again.

In October of that year, 1948, Marilyn had some consolation. The film she had made at Columbia, Ladies of the Chorus, made its undistinguished debut. It was terrible, but Karger had worked well, and Marilyn received her first review. ‘One of the brightest spots is Miss Monroe’s singing,’ wrote Tibor Krekes of the Motion Picture Herald. ‘She is pretty, and with her pleasing voice and style, shows promise.’

That month, with members of the Karger family, Marilyn went to see herself in a public showing for the first time. Ladies of the Chorus was playing at the Carmel Theater on Santa Monica Boulevard – which in later years was to show only pornographic movies. Fred Karger’s niece, Anne, re-called that ‘she was like a little child. She sat hunched in her seat so low that she could just see the screen. She came dressed in a big coat and wearing dark glasses.’

There was nobody to recognize Marilyn that night. However, at Columbia, which had just dropped her, a little fan mail trickled in.
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‘She is most definitely not a child,’ an embittered Natasha Lytess would say in the future. ‘A child is naive and open and trusting. But Marilyn is shrewd. I wish I had one tenth of her ability for business, of her clever knack of promoting what is right for her and discarding what is not.’ In early 1949 Marilyn was again broke, jobless, and losing Fred Luger, the first man to whom she had really given her heart. She was a bruised twenty-three, and the bruises served her well in a way. She wanted to act, and she had learned how to hustle.

Jimmy Starr, former columnist on the Los Angeles Herald-Express, claimed to know the secret of the Marilyn Monroe walk. ‘She learned a trick of cutting a quarter of an inch off one heel, so that when she walked, that little fanny would wiggle. It worked.’

It worked for Marilyn one spring day that year, when she was out of a job following abortive ventures as assistant to a magician and a trick golfer, and a session posing nude for a calendar series. By her own account, Marilyn was sitting in Schwab’s drugstore when she heard that a sexy girl was needed for a walk-on part in a Marx Brothers film called Love Happy. Marilyn went to the set, met first the director, then Groucho and Harpo Marx. ‘Can you walk?’ asked the cigar-chomping Groucho. ‘This role calls for a young lady who can walk by me in such a manner as to arouse my elderly libido and cause smoke to issue from my ears.’

Marilyn walked – presumably on one cutoff heel. When she turned, the smoke was positively billowing from Groucho Marx. He called Marilyn ‘Mae West, Theda Bara, and Bo-peep all rolled into one,’ and the scene was shot next morning.

The producer of Love Happy decided to use Marilyn to promote the movie. He pumped up some publicity, portraying her as Hollywood’s very own ‘orphan’ trying to make good, and packed her off on a nationwide promotion tour. So it was that Marilyn made her first trip to New York. Fred Karger was not at the station to see her off.

A key assignment in New York State was an appearance in front of Photoplay magazine’s ‘Dream House,’ a publicity caper that would simultaneously promote Love Happy and household products. Adele Fletcher, then editor of Photoplay, recalled a stuttering Marilyn asking her to accompany her to the ‘p-p-powder room,’ to help rinse a coffee stain out of her dress. There, as Fletcher worried about the time, her charge stripped off all her clothes (her underwear had also been stained). ‘What’s she so cross about?’ asked the nude Marilyn as a shocked woman departed the restroom clucking in outrage. Marilyn then emerged, dress over damp panties, to push a vacuum cleaner around for the photographers.

New York had its consolations. Marilyn was interviewed by Earl Wilson, the show business columnist who would become her friend and a key East Coast press connection. At the urging of studio publicity men, he introduced her as the ‘Mmmmmmn Girl.’ Marilyn also met her old lover, photographer André de Dienes, who carried her off for modeling shots at the beach.

In Manhattan she was taken to El Morocco, then one of the most exclusive nightclubs in the country. Marilyn, who arrived as a humble ‘tourist,’ found herself invited to the ‘right’ side of the club by Henry Rosenfeld, the thirty-eight-year-old millionaire dress manufacturer.

Marilyn had made a long-term friend. She would join Rosenfeld at his home in Atlantic Beach for trips in his speedboat and for quiet evenings of talk and laughter. In years to come the millionaire would offer sympathy in her crises, find her doctors and psychiatrists, and sort out her finances. Years later, in his office in the Empire State Building, seventy-three-year-old Rosenfeld merely wrinkled a still-boyish face when asked whether he and Marilyn were lovers. He did confide that ‘Marilyn thought sex got you closer, made you a closer friend. She told me she hardly ever had an orgasm, but she was very unselfish. She tried above all to please the opposite sex. Ah, but it wasn’t just sex. She could be so happy and gay. How I remember that laughter!’

From New York, Marilyn was shunted off to the Midwest to pose as ‘the hottest thing in bathing suits cooling off again.’ Marilyn’s enthusiasm for movie promotion also cooled. She returned to Los Angeles, to a bit part in a western, obtained for her by the man who had christened her, Ben Lyon, and to the discovery that Fred Karger still did not want to marry her. It was now, at a house party in Palm Springs, that she met a man who did. He was also the man whose efforts assured the success of Marilyn Monroe.
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