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To all my family and friends who may have heard the
stories before, thank you for your patience.
And for Percy, who is always there for me.
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Dear Reader,


I’m lucky to have an inexhaustible appetite for life, which often exhausts my husband, children and friends. To me, every day is an adventure in which I try to achieve something, learn something, and enjoy something. And most of the time, I succeed. I love writing as it also presents itself as an adventure – capturing my life and thoughts on the page is an achievement; I always learn something new about myself, and I so enjoy doing it. This will be my nineteenth book. Hopefully, it won’t be my last!


I’ve had many amazing adventures in my life, which I have shared with you in my other books, I hope in an entertaining fashion. Some I share again, from a different perspective. Some stories, though, I have only ever shared with my friends … You’ve got to have a bit of mystery, so I hide a knowing smile behind my shoulder pads …


Make yourself a drink and read on for some of those secrets I said I would never reveal!


Love,


Joan x
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Behind the Shoulder Pads


One of my favourite parlour games that we often play at our house in the South of France is called ‘The Salad Bowl Game’. Each player writes the name of a famous person on a tiny piece of paper (ten names per player) which we fold up and toss into the big wooden bowl we usually use to toss salads. Hence, ‘The Salad Bowl Game’!


We divide into two teams, and each person in the team takes a turn to pick a name from the salad bowl and describe that individual to their own team in as many words as they like. They each get one minute (with the opposition team timing) for their team to guess that name. This continues with other players guessing as many names as they can. For example, ‘Famous Disney mouse’ for Mickey Mouse would be disqualified while ‘Blonde actress, sang Happy Birthday to JFK’ to describe Marilyn Monroe is perfectly acceptable.


This continues until all the names have been used up, with the guessed names emptied into another salad bowl, whereupon the game resumes in similar fashion – only now the teams have only two words with which to describe that individual. This is more difficult than one might think. In the case of Marilyn Monroe, ‘Actress/President’ or ‘Blonde/Kennedy’ might help jog the memories of your team. It is a game of recall, after all.


But it’s the third round which really gets things going, because to describe the famous name you can only use mime. And let’s face it, most people are not Marcel Marceau in that department. This causes enormous hilarity! In a recent game, one friend picked up a piece of paper and said, ‘Famous actress, has a famous sister, married several times.’ The whole group looked at me!


‘No – not Joan! Blonde hair, big boobs!’


‘Oh, um, Joan Fontaine? Jayne Mansfield? Lana Turner?’


‘Come on!’ he said. ‘Comes from Hungary. Calls everybody “darlink”.’


Finally, a chorus … ‘ZSA ZSA GABOR!’


Later in that game, Percy picked a piece of paper. Thinking it would be easy, he mimed large breasts.


‘ZSA ZSA GABOR,’ came the immediate reply.


He shook his head. He pointed at me and at his wedding ring and made a gesture that transmitted repetition, as in married several times.


‘ZSA ZSA GABOR!’ his team insisted. No, he mimed.


‘Elizabeth Taylor? Liza Minelli? Arlene Dahl?’ the team called out.


Frustrated, Percy finally pointed at me and mimed a pair of huge shoulder pads.


‘JOAN COLLINS!’ they yelled back triumphantly. Sigh of relief from Percy!


Sigh of mixed feelings from me. Must I always be linked to the shoulder pad?


Well, I reflect, it could be worse. I really do like the way most people look in them. After all, shoulder pads made our hips look slimmer, our waists look trimmer, and are more flattering than an Italian waiter …


So, whatever the latest fashion decrees, I shall continue to wear jackets and coats with shoulder pads. If it was good enough for Joan Crawford and Bette Davis in the 1940s, it’s certainly good enough for me.


The great actress Claudette Colbert once said to me, ‘In my thirties I adopted a hair style that suited me, and I have not changed it ever since.’ Bravo, Claudette!


So, I shall continue wearing my shoulder pads, and let no man (or woman) put them asunder …
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Where Did You Find Her?


I want to tell you the tale of two young English girls who, by dint of hard work, ambition, discipline and, yes, luck, would become internationally famous. This is how it all began …


I was born Joan Henrietta Collins on a warm May morning in a Bayswater nursing home, weighing in at almost eight pounds. My father was a theatrical agent and my mother was an ex-dancer, looking forward to being a full-time mother. When Joe viewed his firstborn, mewling in Elsa’s arms, he looked nonplussed at the red-faced, squalling creature, then joked, ‘She looks like half a pound of scrag end.’ My father was never one for effusive compliments. But I soon became the apple of my family’s eye, for, modesty aside, I was considered a gorgeous baby. I had big green eyes, fine black hair and Cupid’s bow lips.


I didn’t realise I was going to have a sibling to play with until I was whisked away one morning by Auntie Hannah to stay with my grandma in her house in Brixton. I was four years old and full of questions. ‘Where’s Mummy? Where are we going?’ I asked fearfully as the taxi sailed through the familiar views of Bayswater, Park Lane and Piccadilly.


‘It’s a surprise,’ said Auntie Hannah, making a ‘shushing’ gesture with gloved finger to mouth, ‘you will love it.’


For three days I mooched around Grandma Hetty’s cramped flat, decorated with quaint Victorian antiques and bric-a-brac, with nothing but my Shirley Temple doll and a creaky old radio for company. But dear old Grandma, her music hall vibes still resonating, would sometimes teach me to join her in a ‘knees-up’ for which she had been famed in her day, when she entertained the troops during the Boer War.


I was bored stiff and missing my parents and my cat, so when Daddy turned up on the fourth day and announced he was taking me home and that I was getting a surprise, I was ecstatic.


‘What’s the surprise?’ I asked.


‘Just you wait,’ he said. Then he opened the door to Mummy’s bedroom and there, lying on a nest of white pillows, lay my beautiful mother holding in her arms a rather grotesque pink creature.


‘Meet your new baby sister!’ announced Mummy.


I stared in shock. ‘Where did you find her?’ I whispered.


Daddy coughed embarrassedly and turned to his beaming wife as if for an answer.


‘God sent her to us,’ said Mummy proudly. ‘Come and say hello to your sister, Jacqueline Jill.’


What a stupid name, I thought, gingerly approaching the sleeping infant.


‘Would you like to hold her?’ asked Mummy.


‘No thanks,’ I said, backing away. ‘Can I go and play with my cat?’


‘Yes, yes, off you go,’ said Daddy as a fierce uniformed figure who I took to be a nurse stepped forward to take the creature from ‘its’ mother’s arms.


For the next few months I kept away from Jacqueline Jill, much preferring to play with my cat or Shirley Temple doll. But a few months later when I was sitting on the floor reading, Jackie turned to me in her little high chair and gave me the sweetest toothless baby smile. From that moment on I adored her.


In our childhood, we didn’t have social media, Twitter trolls or smartphones, and we didn’t read newspapers, so we didn’t worry about anything. We were on holiday in Bognor Regis, staying with our maternal grandmother Ada, when the Second World War broke out. We had the most glorious weather on that day in September and I was playing with friends in a meadow. I was terribly excited to see a headline in the paper that war had been declared. I had just learned to read and, in my childish innocence, it seemed like some sort of game was afoot. I thought I must be the first in my family to know as I ran across the field to impart the news. Two-year-old Jackie gazed impassively from her crib as Mummy and her sisters pretended to be very busy setting out tea things and tossing off remarks like ‘Oh, it’s nothing to worry about’ and ‘It’ll all be over soon, you’ll see.’


So, dutifully we left it to our parents to worry about the war. My sister Jackie and I threw ourselves into just being kids, entertaining and amusing ourselves all through our formative years. Our parents were of the ‘children should be seen and not heard’ generation, so they left us to get on with our little lives and never felt the need to entertain us. I could walk to school through the streets of London without being knocked over by somebody on a bike with their nose buried in a smartphone – all we had to worry about was the bombs and the Blitz, but we were really too young to understand the true extent of that danger. Besides, picking up and collecting different pieces of shrapnel after the air raids was exciting. Ignorance was bliss for little Jackie and Joan during the Second World War.


Our innocence of the danger remained intact through the war years, even while we were repeatedly evacuated then returned to London when it was all clear. When the bombs came back to London, off we trundled again in Daddy’s Rover, Jackie sitting next to me in the back seat, sucking her thumb and reading a book, and Mummy, Daddy and me singing inspiring songs like ‘We’ll Meet Again’ and ‘There’ll Be Bluebirds Over the White Cliffs of Dover’. Bognor, Brighton, Chichester, Norfolk, Ilfracombe; back and forth we went, sometimes staying for six months, sometimes only six weeks. Each time, Jackie and I would be enrolled in a new school and, from being quite outgoing children, we became rather shy as the ‘old girls’ never took kindly to the ‘new girls’, especially being from London – we were mocked and bullied mercilessly. Nevertheless, the war was quite an adventure and we didn’t feel even remotely scared, thanks to the calming influence of our mother, who never showed us a newspaper or let us listen to the radio news.


One morning, towards the end of the war, we came out of Edgware Road Tube station, where we had been spending the night safe from the bombing, only to find our flat in Maida Vale completely destroyed. Jackie started crying inconsolably about her toys being gone and I, the heroic older sister, did my best to comfort her while feeling the great loss myself, particularly of Shirley Temple.


As I entered puberty, I was appalled that I was expected to wear the tight girdles, itchy stockings and suspender belts that my mother wore. I preferred the corduroy trousers and loose shirts of Daddy’s wardrobe. So, for a while I wished that I had been born a boy and dressed in ‘tomboy’ style. I even went to football games with my father, obediently spinning my ratchet and celebrating loudly when everyone else did, although I had little idea what was going on and, frankly, I was miserably bored. By the time I was fifteen I reverted to embracing my female side.


We little girls did what little girls did in those days – played with our dolls, collected paper cut-outs of our royal princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret Rose, and dressed them in the various outfits that came along with those cut-outs. I drew pictures of fashionable ladies and adored reading – I even taught my sister to love it too.


Jackie looked up to and admired her big sis. Despite my acting career taking off at age sixteen, when I was accepted at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art and with a stint as an assistant stage manager at the Maidstone Repertory Company, Jackie and I were still were very close, still sharing a bedroom in our flat in Great Portland Street. The ceiling was painted like the sky, with white scudding clouds, and in the spring and summer months, when it was still light after we went to bed, we would stare at the beautiful ceiling and make up stories about what we would be when we grew up. I veered between actress, fashion designer and detective, but Jackie was adamant about only one thing.


‘I’m gonna be a writer!’


Even as teenagers, Jackie and I had definite ambitions. After my dithering, I settled on becoming an actress – but an actress in the ‘theatre’ and not ‘the films’, heaven forfend! However, we both adored films and film stars, and spent endless hours cutting pictures of our favourites from magazines and pasting them into giant scrapbooks, as well as sending off to Hollywood for autographed pictures from the likes of Gene Kelly, Danny Kaye and Tony Curtis, most of whom obliged. Jackie even stuck pictures of Tony Curtis behind her bed, while I had my picture of Irish film star Maxwell Reed under my desk at school.


Jackie started writing a series of amazing stories when she was only ten – sophisticated plots about teenagers in America and France with exotic names – under the umbrella title ‘These Things called Teenagers’. The concept of a teenager had just been invented in the late 1940s. Prior to that, people were only known as babies, toddlers or adults, and the idea of a young person’s options when coming of age was foreign. Jackie was very ‘in vogue’, even then. I was called upon to illustrate these gems which, thanks to a school course in art, I did well. Jackie’s handwriting was beautiful and structured, as were her stories, and I cherish the originals I now have, which her daughters found after she died.


Jackie was tall and had developed a fantastic figure by the time she was twelve. When we went on holidays to France, boys would whistle and try to chat us up, and even follow us around the beaches and the streets of Cannes (sorry folks, this was the 1950s after all, when ‘PC’ only meant Police Constable). But Jackie was good-natured about it and neither of us allowed the boys to get too close – it was a far more innocent time.


We were on the beach at Cannes when I received the telegram telling me that I had passed my audition for RADA. Jackie was happily splashing about in the water with three young French boys. As I whooped with joy and ran down the beach to tell her, I realised a whole new chapter of my life was starting.
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A Hollywood Affair


During my early years as a young contract starlet at Rank, the company founded by J. Arthur Rank, Jackie followed my career closely, pasting every single press mention of me in scrapbooks and writing captions underneath. I had a meteoric rise to fame. Starting at seventeen, I spent eighteen months at Rank learning my craft while under contract to the studio, where I made twelve films in three years. I worked with some brilliant actors but also earned the moniker of ‘Britain’s bad girl’ due to the studio’s penchant for casting me as either juvenile delinquents, naughty heiresses or baby jailbirds; early intimations of being known as ‘The Bitch’. Then, at age twenty, I was literally ‘sold’ to Hollywood’s Twentieth Century-Fox. I worked at Fox for seven years, scoring above the title credits and working with such luminaries as Bette Davis, Richard Burton, Gregory Peck and Paul Newman. Those were heady days for a young girl from Blighty and I learned so much from these amazing stars.


Watching old movies now, especially musicals from the 1940s and 50s, I’m always incredibly impressed by the artistry and imagination of the creators and performers. Esther Williams swimming underwater or diving from 200 feet into a pool surrounded by fire, Fred Astaire dancing on the walls and ceiling and Betty Hutton cavorting on an elephant. Have there ever been more talented song and dance men than Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire? Eat your heart out, contestants of Dancing with the Stars! Those two guys were magical.


In fact, the whole of Hollywood was magical. When I arrived as a young actress and saw the sprawling backlots of MGM and Twentieth Century-Fox, I couldn’t believe it. They were a fairyland of ancient castles, old villages, New York streets and Midwestern American roads, rivers and, of course, swimming pools for Esther Williams (‘Wet, she’s a star. Dry, she ain’t,’ said Fanny Brice). Beautiful people strolled the lot in their screen costumes. When they weren’t in costume, the men were always immaculately dressed and the women, be they in slacks, shorts or tea dresses, were all beautiful and glamorous with perfectly coiffed hair and great make-up.


Every weekend a different movie mogul threw a party either at their palazzos or the restaurants Romanov’s or Chasen’s, and if you weren’t invited you were on the way down. Hollywood was a gossipy village where everyone knew everyone, and everyone knew everyone’s business and where they stood on the totem pole of importance in ‘this town’. I had three things going for me: youth, beauty and a movie contract. You couldn’t buy these attributes, which were much in demand for certain occasions, like being invited to grand parties. Of course, there were many starlets with the two former attributes, but being under contract to a big studio made me special, so the party invitations kept on coming.


And those Saturday-night parties! Oh my God, I’ve never seen so much silk, velvet and brocade … and that was just the men.


I was strolling down Rodeo Drive on my way to the Hawaiian restaurant Luau for cocktails (as you do) when I spotted Fred Astaire strolling elegantly on the opposite side of the road. He was, as usual, impeccably but casually dressed and, although passers-by might have recognised him, they were sophisticated enough not to bother him. Imagine if Tom Cruise or Brad Pitt was spotted on the streets of Beverly Hills alone today, they would be mobbed by the selfie crowd.


One of the most original and versatile dancers ever to grace the movies was Gene Kelly. He always insisted on performing his own daredevil stunts and acrobatics, which absolutely fascinated me as a kid. Watching him jump from high buildings and castles in films like The Pirate and Singing in the Rain, and even dancing with an animated mouse was exciting. He was so innovative. He wanted to expand what the ‘old-school’ musical represented and broaden its horizons.


I first saw Gene Kelly in For Me and My Gal with Judy Garland. I must have been about eleven but I totally fell in love with him. Imagine how thrilled I was when, a decade later, my then boyfriend Sydney Chaplin took me for lunch to Gene’s ‘Cape Cod’ style house on Rodeo Drive. I was overwhelmed, totally star-struck, almost tongue-tied. The group that congregated around Gene’s volleyball court consisted of some of the most cultured, talented and interesting people in Hollywood: the actor, pianist and great wit Oscar Levant lounged in a deckchair laconically smoking a cigar and chatting to Adolph Green, one of the top songwriters of musicals in Hollywood, who I had met before. The very intelligent writer Harry Kurnitz chatted to Betsy Blair, Gene Kelly’s very intelligent wife, and there were others there who I would get to know in the following months: actress Cloris Leachman and her husband, the producer George Englund (I would get to know him better a few years later!); tennis pro Jack Cushingham, who would soon instruct me in the intricate art of tennis; and a witty young man named Arthur Loew Jr, scion of the MGM founders. He was extremely attentive to me and since I was too tongue-tied to converse with the intelligentsia, we hit it off. He made me laugh as he whispered pithy, slightly catty remarks about the group to me.


A year later I left Sydney, who was moaning a lot about not working and spending all his days drinking, golfing and playing tennis with Jack Cushingham. I had lent him my car to drive to Palm Springs for the weekend to meet Gene Kelly and the gang. I was to take a creaky old prop plane there, as I was shooting The Girl in the Red Velvet Swing on Saturday morning. Sydney promised to meet me at the airport.


Arriving at the Palm Springs airport in sweltering weather, I found no sign of him. There was no car, and no taxis were available either. Fuming, I called the Racquet Club. No answer from his room. Eventually a cab appeared and, sweating and hot, I got to the club where the desk clerk informed me that Mr Chaplin was in the bar. Oh, really, I thought.


How typical. In the bar, quite a pretty sight greeted my eyes. Syd, Gene Kelly, Greg Bautzer, Jack Cushingham and a few other cronies had decided to imbibe after-lunch liquors. They thought it would be fun to sample the bartender’s selection alphabetically. Accordingly, they had gone from Amaretto to brandy to crème de menthe to Drambuie, and were obviously now on to V for vodka, when I appeared, flushed and furious.


‘Sydney Chaplin,’ I hissed, ‘I let you borrow my car, I paid to fly on a bumpy two-engine plane to this godforsaken hole for ageing tennis bums. This was supposed to be a relaxing weekend, and you don’t even meet the plane!’ My voice started to rise to a crescendo, much to the embarrassment of Gene Kelly and company.


Syd, smashed as he was, managed to look sheepish but, unable to answer me, picked up his Smirnoff and downed it in a gulp, not meeting my eyes.


‘Fuck you, Sydney,’ I screamed. ‘Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you!’


The select members of the Racquet Club looked aghast at such foul language coming from the lips of such a dainty English girl. Sydney turned slowly on his barstool to finally face me and staggered to his feet.


‘And fuck you too,’ he blurted out before keeling over, only saved from hitting the linoleum by his friend, Gene Kelly.


‘Well, that,’ I enunciated clearly in my best Royal Academy of Dramatic Art diction, ‘will be the last time you will ever fuck me.’


Enter Arthur Loew Jr, age twenty-nine and very rich. As often happened in my life, someone had been waiting in the wings and Arthur became my boyfriend. We were happy for a year until a New Year’s Eve party at producer Charlie Lederer’s. We were dancing to the music, which was soft and romantic, but we were not. We were having another peevish row, quietly, so that the imposing array of distinguished guests could not overhear our heated discussion.


But they could not have failed to hear the following dazzling dialogue, which many people, including Gore Vidal, said they witnessed:


Arthur: ‘You are a fucking bore.’


Me: ‘And you are a boring fuck.’


And that was the end of that.


In Gene Kelly’s living room the famous composer of musicals, Saul Chaplin (no relation), was often found tinkling at the piano, watched by musicals producer Roger Edens and his best friend Leonard Gershe. ‘Lennie’ would become my close friend a few years later, when I became good friends with Billy Wilder and his elegant wife Audrey. She gave wonderfully intimate parties in their tiny apartment on Wilshire Boulevard. Every surface was covered in unusual objets, as Billy was a dedicated collector of many things. There wasn’t room to place your cocktail glass, but dinner at the Wilders’ was a coveted invitation. With delicious food and brilliant conversations, I learned a lot from the Wilders and their incredible collection of talented friends.


As I left Gene Kelly’s house, another massive talent came rushing through the door carrying a cranky child. ‘Sorry I’m so late,’ gasped the breathless Judy Garland. ‘Liza wouldn’t stop crying!’


I stayed in touch with Gene Kelly throughout the years, but he was an intellectual and I am not, so our paths didn’t cross much. Besides, my life became a world of shooting movies, getting married, having babies and travelling constantly. But in 1983 I co-produced and starred in a long-form TV movie called Sins. I had control of the casting, except when I suggested Timothy Dalton to play my lover. The studio said he wasn’t sexy enough, so he was cast as my brother instead. Ironically, he became James Bond a few years later!


The director Douglas Hickox couldn’t think of who to cast as my character Helene’s older piano-playing husband. He suggested John Forsythe.


‘God, no! What about Gene Kelly?’ I suggested.


‘He’s retired. You’ll never get him,’ said Doug.


‘I will,’ I said boldly.


I called the Hôtel de Crillon in Paris, invited myself over for a drink and gave Mr Kelly a heavy pitch.


‘I love it. I’ll do it. I love you, Joanie,’ he winked.


A month later in the South of France we shot our first love scene. When it came time for a kiss, Gene gave it the full-on French. Coming up for air, he exclaimed, ‘I’ve been wanting to kiss this little gal ever since I first met her!’ What a guy. And I quite enjoyed the kiss from one of my childhood idols.


On a recent flight, I was watching The Philadelphia Story, Cary Grant sparring brilliantly with Katharine Hepburn. It was like taking a master class in comedic acting. Even the transatlantic turbulence was forgotten as I admired these two unforgettable icons. Cary Grant was an incomparable movie star. I truly believe there is no modern screen actor who comes close to him in terms of looks, humour and charisma. Certainly, there have been more talented actors – Brando, De Niro, Hackman – but Grant was, and always will be, in a magical class all of his own, particularly comedy.
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That’s the Way It Is


It was the act that dare not speak its name. None of the powers that be in Hollywood would break the conspiracy of silence that hung over the casting couch like a dreaded mafia blood oath.


I am a feminist and I have always been a feminist, even though for decades I didn’t know the true meaning of the word. As a fifteen-year-old just hitting puberty, I despised being female. My bodily changes were embarrassing, and I had no desire to emulate my lovely mother or my six glamorous aunts. My tomboy phase lasted approximately half a year. But when I embraced my femininity and entered the tricky world of showbiz, I was stunned at the absolute misogyny that rained down not only on me, but on all the other pretty actresses, as well as many girls of the same generation working in fashion, retail, factories and hospitality.


As a seventeen-year-old actress playing my first lead role in a British film at Ealing Studios, I was subjected to a torrent of, at best, innuendo and lewdness and, at worst, physical and sexual harassment and abuse that almost overwhelmed me. But when I confided my fears to an older actress on the film, she told me, ‘Unfortunately, dear, that’s the way it is in the film world. I know they didn’t teach you about that at RADA, but you’ll just have to put up with it, I’m afraid. Like it or lump it – and be prepared to lose roles if you don’t cooperate.’ This was a daunting prospect, and one I was not willing to accept.


It’s sad to say that male interviewers, and in general men who were in a position of power such as producers, directors, actors and CEOs, were sneeringly condescending and patronising towards young females, as were many of the attitudes expressed in newspaper articles and TV shows. Some men delighted in leering down our cleavage or patting our bottoms. Then there were the constant passes which, when rejected, elicited responses like, ‘Are you frigid?’ or ‘A girl who looks like you should love it.’ Or, my favourite, ‘How do you like being a sex symbol?’


That’s the way it still was when, shortly after arriving in Hollywood, under contract to Twentieth Century-Fox, I met Marilyn Monroe at a party at Gene Kelly’s house. Every week he would host a party for an eclectic group of power brokers, stars, intellectuals and his many friends. You never knew who would be there, so I didn’t register who the nondescript blonde sitting alone at the bar was until she turned to me and said ruefully, ‘They wanted me to play the lead in The Girl in the Red Velvet Swing, but I’m too old.’ This was my first starring role in Hollywood, and it suddenly dawned on me that this pale-faced woman was the fabled Marilyn Monroe, beautiful even without make-up and coiffure.


She was extremely friendly, so we started chatting just like girlfriends. After a couple of martinis, she poured out a cautionary tale of harassment and ‘the wolves in this town’. I replied that I was well used to them after a few years in the British film industry – ‘All of us had to put up with having our bottoms patted and men leering down our cleavage,’ I told her.


‘That’s nothing compared to the studio power bosses, honey,’ Marilyn replied. ‘If they don’t get what they want, they’ll drop your contract. It’s happened to lots of gals. Specially watch out for Zanuck. If he doesn’t get what he wants, honey, he’ll fire you. It’s happened to lots of gals.’


‘Well, thanks for the advice, I’ll definitely keep away from him.’


But at the studio a few days later, Darryl Zanuck himself pounced on me, trapping me against a wall. Breathing cigar fumes, he hissed, ‘You haven’t had anyone until you’ve had me, honey. I’m the biggest and the best and I can go all night.’


I was so shocked I couldn’t think of anything to say. I managed to wriggle free and ran back to the set. I’m glad I was speechless, because I heard that a starlet had recently been fired because when he said, ‘Baby, I’m the biggest in the business …’ she responded with, ‘You better be, honey, ’cause you’re only five foot two!’ It was the stuff of legend that he had a golden replica of his manhood sitting on his desk as a paperweight. But it was true – I saw it once at his office. Ugh!


In the aftermath of the Harvey Weinstein scandal, the full extent of the depravity that pretty young actresses were forced to descend to for potential roles no longer continues, or at least is no longer accepted. I hope.


My first encounter with the casting couch was while testing for the juvenile lead in I Believe in You. One of the producers had made such obvious advances that I had to dodge him by hiding in a wardrobe in the costume department, helped by sympathetic dressers, and waiting until he left the studio before taking the bus and Tube home.


But after my third test he caught me and persuaded me to accept a lift home in his flashy Bentley. During the ride, he grabbed my hand and put it on his open fly. I screamed in horror and yanked my hand away. ‘What’s the matter? Don’t you want the part?’ he leered.


‘Not that much,’ I cried, childishly bursting into tears as I realised I had blown my chances. I’d never seen a naked man before, let alone felt one.


‘Are you frigid?’ he hissed. It was the first time I had been called that by a man, but sadly not the last. Men who, because they were rich or powerful, thought that women were playthings could be very cruel. I was also called a cock teaser, a shameless flirt and a cold, heartless bitch.


But the recent light that has been shed on the film industry has not just landed on the predatory institutional sexism of Hollywood – it’s also been shed on any business run by ruthless, powerful and misogynistic men. And it’s not just actresses who receive abuse – it’s every girl, woman and sometimes man in a subservient position who are unfortunate enough to have to deal with them.


Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely, and, thankfully, these monsters have crept off into the shadows … for now.


Luckily, this producer was overruled by the director and the head of the studio, so I got that role despite his threats. However, he still pursued me, and when I told him I wasn’t interested and was still a virgin he called me a ‘frigid little witch’.


It wasn’t just producers who were predatory. Sadly, many of the actors I worked with considered it their divine right to have sex with their leading lady. At twenty-two, I had repeatedly said no to a handsome, if short, famous actor I was working with. One night after shooting, he followed my car, and when I paused at the Twentieth Century-Fox exit gate he shouted at the top of his lungs, ‘You stupid cow – you’ll be washed up by the time you’re twenty-three!’ Luckily, I was under contract and for a good salary, so I considered myself reasonably safe until I hit twenty-seven, which was widely deemed by studio bosses to be the age that women lost their sexual allure.


The studio bosses themselves were steeped in a time-honoured tradition – to screw, literally or figuratively, all the good-looking women they could. They were notorious for it! Harry Cohn at Columbia Pictures had no qualms about firing any contract starlet who rejected him. He was incredibly powerful and totally amoral. When his prize contract player, Kim Novak, had an affair with Sammy Davis Jr, who had recently lost an eye in a car crash, he threatened to have ‘the other eye taken out’ if he didn’t stop seeing her. Cohn was so powerful that Sammy obeyed and immediately married someone else.


Jack Warner at Warner Brothers fancied himself an attractive bon vivant. He was a snappy dresser who gave glittering parties and was a massive flirt. My first Hollywood picture, a Warner Brothers epic called Land of the Pharaohs, was shot in Rome. But at one of his parties in Hollywood, Mr Warner propositioned me and was amazed when I didn’t succumb. He openly bragged about his conquests, which seemed to include every other actress on the Warner lot and many from MGM too.


Three years later, when I was doing a press junket in New York, my agent secured me an interview with a very famous producer for a part I really wanted. I dutifully went to his office at 6 p.m., and when I arrived his secretary was just leaving.


‘He’s in there,’ she pointed to a back room. ‘He’s waiting for you.’


I entered a bedroom and a voice called, ‘Come on in,’ from another door. I tentatively walked in and there he was, lying in the bath without as much as a bubble to cover his embarrassment, with which he was tinkering.


‘Sit down,’ he commanded, gesturing to the end of the bath.


‘Oh, I’m fine, thanks. I’ll stand.’


‘Come on in,’ he grinned. ‘The water’s fine.’


‘Oh, ah, no, no thanks.’ I tried not to shudder, nor notice what he was doing to himself under the soapy water. After a few minutes’ chat about the film, which I argued was totally right for me as she was English, he agreed I would be perfect, and then again insisted I share his bath.


‘I’m sorry, I have to go – I’ve got a date with my boyfriend,’ I stammered, horribly aware that I wouldn’t get this part now.


‘Who’s your boyfriend?’ he asked.


‘Oh, you wouldn’t know him. He’s a young actor – Warren Beatty.’


‘What are you doing wasting your time with unknown actors?’ he said, beginning to sound annoyed. ‘C’mon, let’s go to 21 tonight. I’m an important man, we can have some fun. By the way, how old are you?’


‘Twenty-five,’ I muttered.


‘Twenty-five, huh? That’s not young in this business anymore, sweetie.’ I stared at his ugly fifty-five-year-old face, turned and left.


‘You won’t get much further in this business, kid, if you’re going to behave like a high-handed bitch!’ he called after me. American actress Kim Novak got the role of the cockney tart, but her accent left a lot to be desired.


Another role that I coveted around that time was that of the Egyptian queen Cleopatra. Both the head of Fox, Buddy Adler, and the chairman of the board – a Greek gentleman old enough to be my grandfather – had bombarded me with propositions and flowers, culminating in express promises to cast me as Cleopatra if only I would be ‘nice’ to them. They both used this euphemism, quite prevalent in Hollywood.


I couldn’t and I wouldn’t – the very thought of these old men touching me was utterly repugnant. So, I dodged and I dived and I hid around the lot and made excuses while the studio tested me for Cleopatra ad infinitum, with various actors who, to say they were wooden, would be unkind to trees.


At one point, Mr Adler cornered me to dance with him at a glamorous industry party. He told me I would have ‘the pick of the scripts’ after Cleopatra and that he would set me up in an apartment which he would pay for as long as he could come and visit me three or four times a week.


Having run out of excuses, I blurted out, ‘Oh, Mr Adler, I came here with my agent, Jay Kanter. Why don’t we discuss this deal with him?’


‘Honey, you have quite a sense of humour,’ he said.


‘And a sense of humour is all you’ll ever get from me,’ I murmured as I left him on the dance floor.


Elizabeth Taylor got to play the part opposite Richard Burton, another predatory actor I had played opposite a few years earlier on location in Jamaica.


Richard had told me that if I didn’t go to bed with him I would ‘break his record’.


‘What’s that?’ I asked.


‘I’ve slept with all my leading ladies,’ he bragged.


‘Well, I’m not going to be another notch on your well-punched belt, so I guess I am going to break your record!’ He barely spoke to me for the rest of filming.


Likewise, George Peppard. We were making The Executioner together and after attending a party to celebrate the start of filming, he dropped me off at my house in London, then tried to grab me. When I pushed him away, saying I was married and had two small kids, he accused me of being ‘totally square’ and then stalked off. He didn’t speak to me for the rest of the movie, and since I had to do a couple of topless scenes with him, this was embarrassing to say the least.


I work in a profession where hugs, kisses and physical contact are the norm, but call me cold and aloof – and I try not to be – I don’t willingly participate. How I admire the Japanese culture’s sensible approach in which people just bow and nod their heads when they meet, be it friends, acquaintances, or strangers. They obviously know something about germs as they are often swathed in gloves and surgical masks, even before COVID!


Arriving at airports, I arm myself with enough hand sanitiser, nose-blocking gel and baby wipes to stock a corner chemist. Scared to get the flu even after having had the flu shot, I protect myself from the zillions of invisible germs that lurk inside airplanes, as they do on every surface from door handles, lift buttons and supermarket trolleys. But I believe the deadliest germ carriers are other people’s hands and faces. I try not to shake hands whenever possible. Instead, I offer my jaunty closed fist for a gentle bump. This is usually met by a puzzled expression unless the recipient is approaching puberty. But the bane of my life is the bear hug followed by a sloppy kiss on the cheek from total strangers. As I was brought up at a time when you didn’t kiss or hug anyone except your close family, and it was the norm to seldom receive much affection from your parents past the age of ten, this overt physical warmth is something I can’t adjust to.


My mother was a germophobe long before it was trendy to be one. As I was firstborn, she figuratively wrapped me in cotton wool, constantly checking to see if I was too hot, too cold, too dry or too wet. When I went out in the pram, strangers would often coo over me and get far too close for her comfort, so she felt compelled to have a sign printed, which she put on the blanket covering her little darling, stating ‘Please do not kiss me.’ Unfortunately, I no longer have that sign with me, as it would still be useful.


It’s interesting that the #MeToo movement and the circuitous and condescending new HR guidelines that proscribe the traditions of luvvie-land and make it verboten to get too close to your colleagues suit me fine, even if I disagree with the nannying. Now, after the curtain comes down, actors are not supposed to fraternise, presumably with each other and much less with the management and production staff. If those were the rules in 2000, I would never have been able to date my husband when we met in San Francisco and toured the US. Percy Gibson was managing the Love Story company and I was playing opposite George Hamilton. Luckily, George was not one of those actors who spray you with saliva when you have a scene in close proximity. Ever the gent, we worked together several times on television, and he has never parted his lips or done ‘the French’ during a kissing scene.


Sadly, that doesn’t apply to some other actors. As soon as the director yells ‘action’ during a love scene, they become full on with the hands, the mouth and the dreaded tongue. Not to speak ill of the dead (but I will!), when I played opposite George Peppard in our little island epic The Executioner, shot in Malta, Mr Peppard proved an eager beaver in the amorous department. Wearing nothing but knickers and a sheet during our first love scene, I was at somewhat of a disadvantage as all six foot two of him was splayed on top of me. The wardrobe lady had swiftly pulled the sheet away at the last minute as he came in for the kill. I tried a closed-mouth screen-kiss, but he wasn’t having any of that and attempted the full-on Frenchie. When I politely extracted his tongue from my throat for the fourth time, I became angry.


I protested to our director, Sam Wanamaker, while Mr Peppard looked on in amusement as the make-up department tried to reconstruct both our lipstick-covered faces.


‘Just do it a little less forcefully, George,’ said Sam persuasively.


‘OK,’ growled the great star, and off we went again.


Action! Sheet off, Peppard on, tongue in – ugh! Sam was finally satisfied and cried ‘Cut’.


‘Did you enjoy that?’ smirked George.


‘No, I hated it, and you didn’t have to be quite so “methody”,’ I retorted as I struggled back into my robe to cover my nakedness, trying not to be the day’s cabaret act for the crew.


‘Oh, you’re such a prude,’ he sneered. ‘Most actresses love it.’


‘Well, I’m not one of them.’ I stalked off, speechless with fury.


After this, George became so angry and petulant that we communicated only through our respective make-up people and during our scenes.


When George was cast as the lead in a new serial drama called Oil, he was so difficult that the producer Aaron Spelling fired him. They recast with John Forsythe, retitled it Dynasty and the rest is history. I don’t think I could have stood nine years working with George Peppard. Another actor who some years later inappropriately kissed me was Gene Barry. You may remember him as Bat Masterson in the eponymous series. I played a wife pining for her lost, estranged husband, who appears to have been a double agent, and Gene was the spymaster trying to catch him out. In one scene, Gene escorted me to my front door after a platonic dinner date. He then leaned in for what was supposed to be an avuncular goodbye peck on the cheek but out came that tongue again. ‘Oh, no, you can’t do it like that,’ I said, struggling away, ‘I’m supposed to be grieving.’


‘For chrissake, what are you? Frigid?’ he demanded.


‘Yes, I’ve had two kids and two husbands, and I’m frigid,’ I replied sarcastically, but Gene didn’t get the joke.


‘Listen, honey. I’m Gene Barry. I’m the hero of this picture, so this woman’s gotta enjoy kissing me or my fans will be disappointed!’


‘Well, my fans will hate it. Why don’t you go kiss them instead?’ I hissed.


We were frosty to each other from then on, until he made a guest appearance in These Old Broads several decades later and recalled not the movie, but my appearance in Playboy magazine, which he remarked upon lasciviously!


Another memorable but distasteful kiss was on the super-yacht of legendary producer Sam Spiegel, moored in a gorgeous bay outside Cannes. I was with Roger Moore and David Niven and their respective wives, looking forward to a birthday celebration for Sam. Twenty of us were seated on deck at a long table filled with flowers. Roger made a toast to the birthday boy, then added, ‘And it’s Joanie’s birthday today too!’


‘That’s wonderful, congratulations, honey,’ beamed Spiegel. ‘And have I got a present for you, little lady.’


He lumbered up to me and plonked a tonsil-probing smacker, complete with snake-like tongue, on my lips. Roger thought it was hilarious as I sat there gobsmacked with a sickly smile on my face. The table whooped with glee as I surreptitiously wiped my mouth on my napkin. The following day I came down with a virulent strain of flu and had to spend the next three days in bed.


So, dear reader, if I don’t accept your kisses, hugs and handshakes, it doesn’t mean I don’t like you, it just means I don’t want to catch your germs.
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Acapulco Adventures


‘Come fly with me, let’s fly, let’s fly away …’ So sang Frank Sinatra in his iconic 1950s album of the same name.


I was very excited when a girlfriend, Nora Eddington Flynn, asked me to accompany her to Acapulco for four or five days. Nora was the ex-wife of the notorious actor Errol Flynn, so I imagined she would know her way around all the hot spots of the jet-set world. Unfortunately, there was no jet or even a direct flight to Acapulco from LA in the mid-1950s. So, we had to drive to the tiny town of Tijuana in Mexico, then take a rickety propeller plane to Acapulco. It was a horrible trip, but when we arrived it was well worth it.


Acapulco then was a magical mirage of golden sandy beaches, clear turquoise water and cloudless blue sky, which apparently the locals were lucky enough to experience for 350 days of the year! Nora rented a car and we drove through tiny streets hemmed by glowing bougainvillea, up and down little hills, passing donkeys laden with produce, until we arrived at a delightful boutique hotel called the Villa Vera, where we were greeted by a charming middle-aged man called Teddy Stauffer.


‘He was an absolute stud and man-about-town in his day – married to Hedy Lamarr, among others – and all the girls adored him. He was quite a guy,’ whispered Nora. And Mr Stauffer soon lived up to his notoriously rakish image.
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