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PART ONE

			Dreamers and Their Dreams





CHAPTER 1

			“I told her to stay away from him!”

			—Shelley Winters

			They called each other Frankie and Norma Jean.

			“I saw them together in Las Vegas,” recalled dapper nightclub entrepreneur Ralph Watkins, whose famed Basin Street East was one of Manhattan’s top clubs and whose connections reached deep into the music and show business worlds. In 1961, Watkins was in Las Vegas, “and of course I went to see Sinatra at the Sands. I knew there was a good chance Monroe would be there, because [columnist] Dorothy Kilgallen, a Basin Street regular, told me she’d heard that Marilyn might be ‘a blushing bride again’—that’s how she phrased it—and the groom would be Frank.”

			Sinatra and Monroe were going to be married? “She asked me if I knew anything about it, and I said no. We laughed, because we knew anything was possible with Frank. Or Marilyn. ‘If it’s true,’ she said, ‘I wonder how Ava and DiMaggio will feel about that!’”

			How indeed! Sure enough, the night Watkins was at the Sands to catch Frank’s act, Marilyn was front and center. High drama was in play. “When she walked into that room,” he recalled, “it was like a bolt of lightning struck the place.” Watkins heard that she was acting “a little crazy, but she looked spectacular. Very, very sexy in a lowcut black dress. She seemed a little drunk, but who wasn’t?”

			She sat ringside, swaying back and forth to the music, exposing maximum décolletage. Her face was lit with excitement as Frank wove his musical magic, but she’d violated a cardinal Sinatra rule against a woman appearing drunk in public. Later on, after the show, he was furious.

			She didn’t care. “I could see Frank’s face getting redder and redder,” recalled Watkins, and, at one point, “Marilyn looked like she was gasping for air.”

			Frank knew she was having a rough year. But she usually came to life when she was in public. It was in private that her problems surfaced and took over.

			Not unlike Frank.

			They had been on-and-off intimate friends, a secret that was well kept—no easy task—for over seven years, and their relationship had finally developed into a serious affair. Those who saw Frank and Marilyn together that summer in Las Vegas knew that something important was up. Renowned singer Peggy Lee, one of Basin Street East’s star attractions, an artist greatly respected and admired by Sinatra, told Ralph Watkins she’d heard about Frank and Marilyn and believed the marriage rumors to be true.
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			To fully understand the couple’s fascinating and unconventional relationship, which had developed gradually, in private, over time, one must flash back to the year when Marilyn’s rise to superstardom, and Frank’s fabled “comeback,” were on parallel paths. It was 1953, which was, to quote a line from one of Frank’s signature songs, “a very good year” indeed.

			A “normal” life, by then, was out of reach for both of them; each had experienced how difficult and challenging—and, at times, frightening—it was to be “Frank Sinatra” and “Marilyn Monroe,” constantly looked at but seldom really seen. They were living their lives on several levels at once; superstardom was a wild, strange country that one could never be adequately prepared for.

			“The Voice” and “the Goddess” had not yet met, but it was inevitable they would. “Think of Hollywood as one giant aquarium, where all the fish eventually get to know one another, whether they like it or not,” noted Hollywood wit Oscar Levant. “Most of them like it.”

			Frank, the boy from Hoboken, New Jersey, and Marilyn, the girl from Los Angeles, California, were dominating the entertainment scene, with career-changing films due for summer release.

			It was a nerve-racking time. For Frank, the success—or failure—of From Here to Eternity would determine if he would remain a movie star. For Marilyn, the success—or failure—of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes would determine if she became a star.

			“Don’t worry, Frank, it’ll be great,” enthused what was left of his entourage. How many times, recently, had he heard that, or words to that effect?

			“Let’s see what happens, Marilyn. You never know in this business,” was what Monroe had to contend with from her pals. Optimism was not the daily currency.

			Marilyn had been warned about Frank—“I told her to stay away from him!”—by her friend and former roommate, actress Shelley Winters. “I’d made a movie with Frank, Meet Danny Wilson,” she recalled. “Talk about Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde! He can scare the hell out of you. There were priests on the set. Chaos. Clashes. We exchanged insults. I think I called him a no-talent Hoboken idiot. At one point, I thought he was gonna hit me. I think he ended up by hitting Ava instead.”

			Marilyn didn’t scare easily, and she respected Frank’s talent. His reputation? Well, that was another story, and she was intrigued. The most recent notorious incident had occurred late in 1952, in Palm Springs, around the time Monroe was contending with two potentially calamitous scandals of her own.

			Exactly what had happened in Palm Springs that had Marilyn, Shelley, and everyone else in town talking?

			Frank had gone on a jealous rampage. It was real-life film noir, with an all-star cast: Sinatra’s current wife, Ava Gardner, his former girlfriend Lana Turner, and others. Frank had lent Ava his home and surreptitiously parked nearby to see what she was up to. Finally, losing control, he burst into his home and a noisy brawl ensued. A neighbor called the police.

			Never reported, until now, was the fact that Frank, having learned that Ava was pregnant and not believing the child was his, hit her in the stomach. She lost the baby. Lana Turner revealed this to her collaborator on her autobiography, noted film critic Hollis Alpert, after instructing him to turn off his tape recorder. This bombshell never appeared in Lana’s memoir.

			Shelley Winters recalled that Marilyn felt very sorry for everyone involved, especially Frank. Like Frank, Marilyn sympathized and identified with those who were regarded as underdogs, and, at this point, Frank certainly qualified. “Poor Frank” was the biggest loser in the Palm Springs debacle.
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			Enduring and rising above nasty headlines and public humiliation was an experience that could only be truly understood and shared with others who’d survived it, and Sinatra and Monroe would always have that in common.

			She had always been curious: What was Frankie really like? Since Norma Jean’s high school days, he had been a major figure on the showbiz scene. There were many conflicting stories about him—he was a person capable of great kindness one minute and physical abuse the next. He obviously had great taste in women, and Monroe had long aspired to careers like both Ava’s and especially Lana’s. Turner’s on-screen persona—her baby doll voice, platinum hair, and sensual walk—had been a major influence on Marilyn.

			Everyone was familiar with Frank’s story, with its Horatio Alger overtones. But a fall from grace will always have classic appeal, and the last couple of years had been pure hell for Frank: he’d been fired by MGM, and his weekly TV variety show on CBS—a huge comedown for him after achieving stardom in movies—was canceled after its second season.

			His records weren’t selling, “and I could hardly get myself a job,” he recalled. “I sat by a phone that didn’t ring.” But, thanks to Bob Hope, who featured Frank on one of his TV specials, “I was able to show the industry that I could get up off the canvas.”

			“You have to give him credit,” Marilyn later said. “He wasn’t going to give up without a fight.” She felt exactly the same way about herself.

			Frank had taken a big gamble by accepting a supporting, non-singing role in From Here to Eternity. Nervously anticipating the film’s release, he wasn’t idle. And his luck had not totally abandoned him—he immediately recognized the extraordinary talent of thirty-two-year-old New Jersey-born arranger-composer-conductor Nelson Smock Riddle Jr. and took action. Their first collaboration, in the spring of ’53, produced a hit single, “I’ve Got The World On a String.” Hopefully, a portent of things to come.

			Marilyn loved the record—Frankie’s delivery of the lyric personified her hopes and dreams: “I’ve got the world on a string, sitting on a rainbow, got the string around my finger…” Frank’s future as a star in movies, however, depended entirely on how Eternity was received, and Frank was a realist: one never knew how a picture would perform at the box office.

			He was scared. And desperately unhappy over his relationship with Ava. And he was frightening friends by intimating that he was contemplating suicide.
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			Marilyn, grappling with scandals of her own, was worried about her future but hardly suicidal. The same time as Frank’s Palm Springs scorcher, the news broke that Marilyn had posed nude for a calendar!

			It is an oft-told tale, but to have actually lived through it required remarkable endurance, and Marilyn had it. In her own way, she was a very strong woman. Studio chief Darryl Zanuck and his publicity executives, headed by Harry Brand, conducted what then Fox executive story editor, later producer David Brown would describe as “crisis meetings” on how to handle “the Marilyn mess,” as it was referred to behind closed doors. And there would be a part II of “the Marilyn mess” that would pose an even greater threat to her career.

			She’d been devastated, two years earlier, by the death of her powerful agent, Johnny Hyde. Thirty years her senior, the diminutive Hyde was in love with her, and without his influential and enthusiastic help, it’s unlikely she would have been cast in either The Asphalt Jungle or All About Eve. To the relief of Johnny’s wife and children, she turned down his repeated and, toward the end, desperate marriage proposals. A moderately wealthy man, Hyde left Marilyn nothing in his will.

			She was lucky, however, to retain a valuable ally in 20th Century-Fox’s seventy-five-year-old board chairman, Joseph Schenck. He, too, had fallen in love with her. His advice and support were crucial to her professional survival.

			The nude calendar situation was handled skillfully. Was she wearing anything when she posed? “Chanel Number 5” was her widely quoted reply. She’d done the sitting, she explained, “because I was hungry” and had no money to pay the rent; and, she pointed out, it wasn’t a porn pose, it was “artistic.”

			Part II of “the Marilyn mess” was more serious, since it concerned the fact that she’d invented an only partially true background for herself, claiming that she was an orphan and had grown up in foster homes.

			Reporter Erskine Johnson broke the story: “She’s not an orphan!” Marilyn’s mother was alive and had been in and out of mental institutions. Lying about that was a major problem. Marilyn pleaded for understanding, explaining that she’d wanted to spare her mom—Gladys Baker—from the tidal wave of attention sure to come her way. Gladys had to be protected; she wasn’t equipped to deal with complex questions about her daughter.

			The press was sympathetic—Marilyn had had to cope with a lot. Added to the mix was the fact that there was a history of mental illness in her family, and she revealed that at age eleven she’d been molested by a foster parent.

			And so Marilyn—the studio had suggested the name Marilyn; Monroe was her mother’s maiden name—became the archetype of “the victim.” From this point on, it was a concept about her—shared by Frank—that was firmly stamped on America’s consciousness, one that she never abandoned and is alive and well today.

			Her problems resonated with Frank—she sure as hell had courage! His own backstory was far less traumatic—in truth there was nothing traumatic about it. While, according to his manager George Evans, Sinatra had been a poor kid who had to fight his way to the top, the truth was that he came from a comfortable home and was the only one of his buddies who owned a car, and while he fought for his success, he didn’t have to fight too hard.

			But he would never forget, in his own words, “those lean nights of sleeping on buses and helping the driver unload the instruments.”
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			And Marilyn would never forget, and would always resent, all she’d had to do to finally get a foothold in the business.

			It was Jane Russell, not Marilyn, who was top-billed in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, and, recalled Russell, “Marilyn didn’t even have her own dressing room on the Fox lot, which was insane! She got one when we did our film. But she was very sensitive and got her feelings hurt a lot.”

			Russell had made a movie with Sinatra, Double Dynamite, and Marilyn was, of course, curious about what “Frankie” had been like, and she got no Shelley Winters–like negative feedback from Jane, who, like Monroe, was a Sinatra fan. In the film she’d sung a duet with him—“Kisses and Tears”—and she recalled that Ava was very much around. She hadn’t become Mrs. Sinatra yet, but he’d already left his wife. “One didn’t break up a marriage in those days without suffering the consequences,” noted Russell.

			Despite having landed Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, “I still didn’t feel like a star,” said Marilyn, despite the fact that her star status would soon be confirmed in concrete: along with Russell, the two women would sign their names and imprint their hands and feet—both were wearing high heels!—in blocks of concrete to be installed in the forecourt of the legendary Grauman’s Chinese Theatre.

			“Frankie,” on the other hand, felt like a star even before he had become one. And there was a daunting reason, involving a famous friend, why he and Marilyn, very much aware of each other as they swam around in that giant aquarium that was Hollywood, hadn’t yet become acquainted.





CHAPTER 2

			“Frank and Marilyn came very close to crossing paths at a Sunday night event at Sardi’s.”

			—Vincent Sardi Jr.

			Joe DiMaggio was as famous as Sinatra (Joe was a year younger). They had known each other for years and were, undeniably, two of America’s most celebrated Italian-Americans.

			Was it true that Monroe was serious about baseball’s greatest star? “Just good friends,” she had told reporters at first. But Sinatra knew it was true; he’d known “Joltin’ Joe” since the mid-1940s, they were paisans, and by now, it was obvious: DiMaggio was a man in love. A stark contrast to Frank’s situation—his problems with Ava were never-ending, and the pain was chronic.

			Joe’s passionate feelings for Marilyn echoed Frank’s for Ava, and Sinatra, according to friends, was jealous. “The only thing more unsettling to a star than his own bad luck is hearing about another star’s good luck,” Jack Benny once joked.

			There was, of course, an unspoken “hands off” policy, a sort of “honor among thieves” type understanding among men like Sinatra, DiMaggio, and others in their league, that certain women in their lives were special and off-limits to others and not subject to the usual pursue-and-seduce tactic that was universally employed by all of them. Straying from this tacit understanding could result in unpleasant consequences, and comedians’ jokes about broken arms and legs as a result of pursuing an off-limits obsession were plentiful.

			Disregarding rules, however, was another Sinatra specialty. Needless to say, there would never be an occasion, if Joe had anything to say about it, requiring him to introduce Marilyn to his friend Frank.

			Marilyn, Joe, and Frank—a looming triangle that would resound in unexpected ways over the next several years, with unforeseen and ultimately tragic consequences.
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			For now, career-wise, Frank was having the last laugh. From Here to Eternity opened to record-breaking grosses at the five-thousand-seat Capitol Theatre in New York and all over the country. To everyone’s amazement—including, undoubtedly, Frank’s—he was scoring rave reviews, and there was even talk of Sinatra being nominated for an Oscar!

			While Eternity was playing at the Capitol, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes opened nearby at the six-thousand-seat “100% Air-Cooled” Roxy Theatre. Despite the stultifying New York summer heat, there were long lines around the block.

			“Frank and Marilyn came very close to crossing paths at a Sunday night event at Sardi’s,” recalled Vincent Sardi Jr. The fabled New York restaurant was frequented by theater and film celebrities, and both Sinatra and Monroe were in and out of town publicizing their films. Photographers were ready, “but neither showed up for the event,” recalled Sardi.

			Marilyn hit her stride as a light comedienne in Blondes, ascending to A-list status in a signature role. She was proud of the fact that she’d done her own singing in the film, a fact overlooked, to Marilyn’s chagrin, by most critics. “Her rendition of ‘Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend,’ and the other songs, were all her,” noted studio vocal coach Harold Herman “Hal” Schaefer (except, of course, for the high soprano intro to “Diamonds,” which was dubbed by Marni Nixon).

			It was assumed, however, that her voice had been dubbed throughout. But Marilyn took her singing very seriously, and she, too, enjoyed a last laugh: RCA Victor signed her to a recording contract.

			With the release of Niagara earlier in the year, which presented her in an atypical, unsympathetic dramatic role—“A Raging Torrent of Emotions Even Nature Can’t Control!” exclaimed the ads—she proved she could draw an audience to theaters in an era when television was wreaking havoc on movie box office grosses.
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			The idea to bring Marilyn and Frank together on-screen was a no-brainer. David Brown recalled, “Teaming Marilyn and Frank certainly spelled big box office. We’d heard that they wanted to work with each other, but Marilyn was very dissatisfied with the direction the studio was taking her.”

			Exhibitors were hungry for a Frank/Marilyn film, as was Frank, who was eager to work with her. DiMaggio gagged at the prospect. But the studio was already estimating costs for what was planned to be an elaborate period musical.

			Fox sent out a promotional brochure to theater owners throughout the country: “PINK TIGHTS—MARILYN MONROE and FRANK SINATRA starring in a spectacular romance of Little Old New York!... Here is a musical that every type and age of moviegoer—and showman—awaits with mounting interest and impatience, and it’s just about ready to move before the cameras…”

			As far as Fox was concerned, she’d replaced their blonde bombshell, Betty Grable, who was still under contract. But Marilyn balked, and “the industry” was surprised at the intensity of her feelings. She wasn’t the new Betty Grable, she declared angrily—she liked and respected Betty—she was the first Marilyn Monroe!

			She had other complaints, and the front office hadn’t expected such opposition. Who did she think she was? It was obvious, however, that the girl who had been so cooperative early on, was always on time, and was happy to attend studio- and producer-organized parties existed no longer.

			“Are you excited, Marilyn, that you’ll be working with Frank Sinatra?” “Are you excited, Frank, that you’ll be working with Marilyn?” Typical questions that the two stars answered, separately, with predictable “Can’t wait!” replies. Back on the West Coast, there were plans to photograph them together in the studio portrait gallery, the shots to be used to publicize Pink Tights.

			“We certainly weren’t paying Marilyn, at that time, anything remotely close to what she was worth,” noted David Brown. “Today she would have had a valid lawsuit against the studio about the way she’d been treated.”

			The Girl in Pink Tights was the original title of the Monroe-Sinatra film. “No good, Frank, they’re favoring her!” complained his agents. The property began life as a Broadway musical comedy created by a top-flight team: music by the recently deceased Sigmund Romberg, lyrics by Leo Robin, a book by Jerome Chodorov and Joseph Fields. But the play was a flop, and Marilyn insisted on seeing the proposed script for the movie version.

			Zanuck assumed that having Frank signed as her leading man would persuade her to move ahead with the picture. After all, she’d been quoted in many interviews about how she admired and respected Sinatra and was a big fan.

			“She’ll do the picture,” predicted Zanuck.

			“We met all of Sinatra’s contractual demands [for Pink Tights], including, at his request, signing Sammy Cahn and Jule Styne to write a new score,” recalled David Brown. “An expensive package.”

			“So Jule and I got to work,” recalled Sammy Cahn. “We were looking forward to the movie.”

			And so was Frank. Big-time.
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			The excitement was building. Marilyn and Frank together on-screen! A director hadn’t yet been assigned, but whoever got the job was in for a potentially ulcer-or-heart-attack-producing experience. Glamorous images aside, neither Marilyn nor Frank were studio puppets, and neither was a studio-created star. The public had discovered them.

			It was unlikely there’d be much dancing required of Sinatra in Pink Tights, although, when it came to dancing, he had the great good fortune of having had Gene Kelly as his teacher. On-screen, one would have thought Sinatra had been tap dancing his entire life. “Frank was a natural,” said Kelly. “He was slim and moved well. I’d demonstrate, he’d do it. In the three films we made together [Anchors Aweigh, On the Town, Take Me Out to the Ball Game], we kept it simple.”

			Keeping it simple for Marilyn wasn’t so simple. Her great good fortune at Fox was to have had Jack Cole and Gwen Verdon working with her, two unrivaled masters in the art of dance. “Marilyn worked so hard on the musical numbers,” recalled Verdon, who was Jack Cole’s muse, co-choreographer, and an electrifying dancer destined for stardom of her own on Broadway (she was one year older than Marilyn).

			“Neither Marilyn nor Jane [in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes] were trained dancers,” recalled Verdon, “but, boy, their determination to get it right made up for it.”

			“Jack had the patience of Job, working with Marilyn and me,” recalled Russell.

			Having the patience of Job, and doing something over and over, were not in Sinatra’s professional vocabulary. “Pink Tights will certainly be an interesting experience for all involved,” remarked veteran producer Arthur Freed, who had produced Frank’s musicals at MGM.
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			“I do think Marilyn might have helped herself, quieted her nerves, by finding some kind of spiritual center,” said her friend Susan Strasberg, actress-daughter of Lee and Paula Strasberg, two vitally important people in Marilyn’s future.

			Sinatra, on the other hand, most definitely had a strong spiritual center—he was Catholic, and in later years a priest was often a member of his advisory team. Frank would find Marilyn’s lack of “belief” troubling but not surprising.

			“Jane Russell tried to convert me to religion,” recalled Marilyn, “and I tried to convert her to Freud.”

			Russell disputed Marilyn’s claim. “I wasn’t trying to convert her to any organized religion but to the Lord. We had a group called the Hollywood Christian Group—our members included Rhonda Fleming, Connie Haines, Donald O’Connor—a whole gang of us would meet in one of our homes, and we’d have different speakers.

			“After Marilyn and I were working together for a while, I thought, well, maybe she’d be interested! And, sure enough, one time she went with me to Connie’s house. We had the meeting. There was a very good speaker, very well informed. It was all very informal.

			“So, the next day, after attending our meeting, Marilyn said, ‘I don’t think that’s for me.’”

			Monroe had relatives who were Christian Scientists, and sometimes, when facing a situation that made her nervous, she would turn to whoever was in the vicinity and say, “Hold a good thought for me.” Strasberg thought it was Marilyn’s way of saying a prayer.
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			While Sinatra’s only film release in 1953 was From Here to Eternity, three months after Gentlemen Prefer Blondes hit theaters, How to Marry a Millionaire, advertised as “The First Romantic Comedy in CinemaScope,” was released. Coming soon after Marilyn made a highly publicized appearance on Jack Benny’s TV show—her first on the medium after becoming a star—it solidified Monroe’s superstar status.

			Making the film, as was the case with all her films, had been an ordeal. How Sinatra would have reacted to her MO boggles the imagination.

			Filming Millionaire in CinemaScope, as Pink Tights was scheduled to be, had proven problematic. The wide screen meant more movement, not standing too close to a fellow actor, and longer scenes without stopping. Costar Lauren Bacall recalled Marilyn as “frightened, insecure—she trusted only her coach [Natasha Lytess], and was always late.”

			Could anyone who had worked with Frank visualize him waiting around for Marilyn? And then cooling his heels as she consulted her coach?

			“And yet I couldn’t dislike her,” recalled Bacall. “She had no meanness in her—no bitchery. She just had to concentrate on herself and the people who were there only for her. I liked her. Betty Grable and I decided we’d try to make it easier for her, make her feel she could trust us. I think she finally did.”

			Preproduction on Pink Tights gathered momentum; Fox was anticipating a blockbuster.

			[image: ]

			Frank was counting the days. He constantly talked about what a blast it was going to be, working with Marilyn. In the meantime, at the Stork Club in New York, where Walter Winchell held court, and at Toots Shor’s, one of Frank’s favorite hangouts, and at the Copacabana, and at P.J. Clarke’s, where Dorothy Kilgallen and her inner circle met after hours and gossiped ’til dawn, and at other watering holes in New York where insiders gathered, the word was that Marilyn was next on Frank’s “scorecard”—his list of conquests.

			When he’d been at MGM, he’d kept such a list, crossing off each actress’s name as he achieved his goal.
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			Marilyn now became a member of an unofficial club, to which Sinatra had belonged for over a decade: stars who became household names.

			Van Johnson, formerly one of MGM’s major stars, who was now freelancing, was to costar with Frank and Marilyn in Pink Tights. “I knew Frank, of course, from our MGM days,” he recalled. “But Marilyn was the gal everyone was talking about, and I was looking forward to working with her. I always thought Frank and Marilyn would have been wonderful together. I think Marilyn and I would have been wonderful together!”

			Marilyn joined Frank in another unofficial club. The automobile one owned reflected the status of an actor’s career. When Sinatra bought a top-of-the-line Cadillac, columnist Hedda Hopper noted how proud he was, showing it off to his young son.

			Marilyn now became a member of the Cadillac club. As payment for her appearing on Benny’s TV show—her contract forbade a player earning money that the studio wouldn’t share in—she received a sleek black Caddy convertible, complete with red leather upholstery.

			A California girl, she made good use of it.
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			Despite the kudos and the Cadillacs, there was little breathing room for the Franks and the Marilyns—all had to function under enormous stress. Marilyn would never be able to ignore critics, and neither would Frank, who would often fly into a rage if he read criticism that he felt was unwarranted or unfair.

			“That would have been some marriage, Marilyn and Frank,” said veteran public relations man John Springer years later. Despite his fondness for Marilyn, “That would have been an account I believe I would have chosen not to take on.”

			At one point, Frank said he wondered how anyone who didn’t drink got through the day. (His favorite cocktail consisted of three ice cubes, two fingers of Jack Daniel’s, and a splash of water.) Columnist Cindy Adams, whose husband, Joey, was at the time president of AGVA, the all-powerful American Guild of Variety Artists union, has recalled a visit Frank made to their New York apartment. At one point, as the evening wore on, a sad Sinatra turned to Cindy and Joey and said, “Can I ask you something? How do you get through the night?” Cindy replied that neither she nor her husband had that problem. “How do you get through the night?” she asked. “A few shots of Jack Daniel’s,” he said. “It takes care of the worries, the fears.”

			Marilyn preferred champagne, and survival was the name of the game. She once told photographer Lawrence Schiller, “You’ve got to watch your back; no one else will.”

			It took a special kind of temperament to cope. Sustaining a star career was more difficult than becoming a star, noted director George Cukor, who would learn, firsthand, what was required when directing Marilyn. “There’s a certain toughness that’s required to keep a career going, and it’s always fascinating, and surprising, to observe those who have it and those who don’t.”

			Columnists were becoming aware that trouble was brewing in Pink Tights-land; anything relating to Frank and Marilyn—especially Frank and Marilyn together!—was news. Expect the unexpected was the byword when it came to either of them.

			Wags wondered if a feud was about to erupt before a camera even rolled. Was Sinatra upset because the film’s title favored Marilyn? Or was the problem something else, something more personal?

			Neither star would have had the slightest interest in a major social event taking place, in the fall of 1953, far from Hollywood: in Newport, Rhode Island, handsome thirty-six-year-old Massachusetts senator John F. Kennedy—no stranger to Hollywood—got married to Jacqueline Bouvier, a stylish twenty-four-year-old society girl-turned-reporter. Seven hundred guests celebrated the event.

			The fact that within six years, Sinatra and Monroe would be drawn, in tandem, deep into the byzantine world of the Kennedy family was, at this juncture, as likely as Marilyn being cast as Medea and Frank portraying Hamlet.





CHAPTER 3

			“The dynamics of a relationship involving two people who are celebrities can result in a lot of problems…There’s going to be big trouble.”

			—Gwen Verdon

			Dark-eyed DiMaggio, at six foot two, was a head taller than blue-eyed Frank. According to future Sinatra girlfriend, Judith Campbell Exner, Frank “was a tiny man with a big man complex. Frank gets considerably shorter when he takes his shoes off.”

			If Frank had words of caution for his friend Joe as far as Marilyn was concerned—beware of actresses, they’re always acting—Joe wasn’t interested in hearing them. Perhaps it was Marilyn who needed to be cautious.

			Joe made it clear: he wanted to marry Marilyn. She turned to “Uncle” Joe Schenck for advice, despite the fact that Schenck, at one point, had wanted to marry her himself. Schenck’s purported words of wisdom to his young protégé: “Have a good time, but don’t get married.”

			In the not-that-distant future, when Sinatra entered the picture, Schenck’s advice to Marilyn was to proceed with extreme caution. His words echoed bandleader Tommy Dorsey’s: “Frank is the most fascinating man in the world, but don’t stick your hand in the cage.”
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			Up until now, Marilyn and Joe had managed to avoid the press, quite an accomplishment considering Marilyn’s penchant for publicity. But her efforts to “make it big” were paying off. She’d made the cover of Life magazine, a coup. Joe had been a frequent visitor to the set of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. “He looked at her with stars in his eyes,” observed a studio publicity man.

			It was clear, not only to Frank but to those closest to DiMaggio, that Joe was besotted. As was the case with Frank and Ava, Joe had fallen for a sexy, gorgeous, ambitious woman whose goals definitely did not include becoming a stay-at-home wife. Yet, incredibly, that’s what both Joe and Frank, in classic Italian tradition, expected: a woman whose man was the most important element in her universe. The person around whom her own life was supposed to revolve. And she was in for big trouble if it didn’t, regardless of whether she was a love goddess of the screen and a born exhibitionist.

			[image: ]

			As their saga was unfolding, a wave of social change was sweeping the nation. The second Kinsey Report, Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, was published in 1953, creating heated controversy with its conclusion that women were not only highly sexual human beings, but they enjoyed it!

			And, to Joe’s dismay, who exemplified this revelation more than Marilyn? Concurrent with the release of How to Marry a Millionaire, the first issue of Playboy magazine was published. Marilyn was on the cover, and her nude calendar photo was featured inside. The issue was a sensation and sold more than fifty thousand copies.

			His Marilyn naked for the world to see? DiMaggio somehow succeeded in containing his rage. For the moment.

			Marilyn had confided to Ben Hecht, renowned screenwriter and author who’d agreed to ghostwrite her never-completed autobiography, that she had not even wanted to meet DiMaggio. She only vaguely knew his name—sports were not part of her world. Columnist James Bacon filled her in: “I had to explain to her how important and famous he was!” Joe was to baseball fans what Sinatra was to bobby-soxers.

			And she’d met someone else, a person neither Joe nor Frank would have remotely considered competition. In 1951, Marilyn had been introduced to a man from the East Coast, an intellectual, a respected playwright, but, to the Hollywood crowd, he was an egghead whose work may have won a Pulitzer Prize but it wasn’t “commercial.” Nonetheless, the playwright was being described as “the Voice of the American Theatre.”

			He was thirty-five, tall, wore glasses, and could have easily been cast as a college professor. He was unhappily married, with children, and was experiencing a midlife crisis. When Arthur Miller first encountered Marilyn at Fox, where he accompanied his friend and colleague, director Elia Kazan, onto the set where she was filming As Young as You Feel, it was a moment to remember for both of them.

			Kazan was already acquainted with Marilyn; agent Johnny Hyde had introduced them. At that time she was relatively unknown, and, incredibly, to “Gadge,” as Kazan was called by close friends, she wasn’t star material, but that didn’t prevent him from becoming an intimate friend.

			He would phone her, usually late at night, “just to talk.” She was a romantic. “She lived in another world,” he said, unlike Kazan and Miller, who both lived, according to Kazan, “anticipating rejection.”

			Shortly after their first meeting, Miller and Marilyn met again, at a party at agent Charlie Feldman’s. There was a strong mutual attraction. To her delight, he was a wonderful dancer, and he wasn’t physically aggressive, quite a contrast to the men she was accustomed to.

			But for both of them, the timing was wrong, along with the geography—he didn’t live on the West Coast and didn’t like it there. He described it as being “grungy” and “byzantine, the demi-world of Southern California.”

			When Miller returned home, his wife, Mary, knew that “something had happened,” that her husband had met someone.

			[image: ]

			In the meantime, “What’s happening with Pink Tights?” asked random items in Hollywood gossip columns, trying to make something of the story. Had plans for the film hit a snag? Was Frankie misbehaving? Was Marilyn having second thoughts? Studio publicists responded that, contrary to the rumors, Fox was “anticipating the exciting teaming, for the first time, of two of the industry’s greatest stars.”
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			As to dating Joe? She would report back to friends on what a gentleman Joe was—she would eventually say exactly the same about Frank—but DiMaggio was nothing like “the movie people” she was accustomed to. He courted her in strict Italian fashion, treating her like a princess. She was astonished that he would travel all the way down from San Francisco just to have dinner with her, in spite of the fact that, as she confided to friends, “we haven’t even done it yet!”

			For DiMaggio, the thunderbolt, as Sicilians described it, had struck. And, of course, as Sinatra so poignantly sang in his songs, love was the greatest feeling of all.
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			“The dynamics of a relationship involving two people who are celebrities can result in a lot of problems,” noted Gwen Verdon. “There’s always a competitive element in play, it’s just there, and when one party attracts more attention than the other, there’s going to be big trouble, that’s simply the way it works. I saw it happen many times.” It would happen to Verdon during her marriage to Bob Fosse.

			Certainly DiMaggio wasn’t happy when Marilyn attracted the kind of attention she did; he was accustomed to attracting the attention. Sinatra, with Ava, had reacted the same way—worse, because he and Ava were in the same profession. He once demanded that she finish up filming The Snows of Kilimanjaro “fast” and get back to him because he missed her. He knew, of course, that she had no control over how long it took to make a picture.

			Marilyn faced an additional dilemma: Who exactly was the real Joe DiMaggio? Who was the man behind the façade he presented to the public?

			“Athletes—and that includes ballet dancers, figure skaters, football players, anything that relies on youthful physical strength—are more or less finished by the age of forty,” noted Aja Zanova Steindler, a former two-time world figure skating champion. “If you don’t have other abilities, it’s a sad story.”

			DiMaggio was thirty-seven, but hardly one of the sad stories. He’d retired from baseball in 1951. He could have easily stayed on, but Joe was a practical man. “He quit because he couldn’t be Joe DiMaggio anymore,” said his brother Tom.

			Like Sinatra, Joe, public image aside, was a smoker and a drinker, and extramarital affairs were frequent. “Women loved him,” recalled socialite Pat Gaston Manville. “Threw themselves at him. I met many showgirls who thought he was the sexiest thing alive.”

			Through it all, unlike Frank, DiMaggio’s reputation managed to remain pristine. The media gave Joe a pass when it came to his private life; his divorce from his wife, Dorothy, a beautiful brunette—they had a young son—was reported with kid gloves.

			Marilyn was telling friends how much she missed Johnny Hyde. Career-wise, Johnny would have taken such good care of her, watched out for her, protected her. Sinatra was a shining example of how swiftly managers, agents, and studio executives could desert a falling star “faster than rats fleeing a sinking ship,” as columnist Hedda Hopper once wrote.

			A couple of more pictures like her latest one, River of No Return, and she’d find herself in that position. She’d had an awful time making it. Her nemesis on River was autocratic director Otto Preminger, who would soon direct Sinatra in The Man with the Golden Arm. While there would be no skirmishes between Otto and Frank, Preminger had no patience with Marilyn and made no effort to hide his contempt.

			Once, on location in Canada, with dozens of onlookers gathered behind the camera, Preminger screamed at her after many takes that she should “return to your original profession.”

			“She never stopped smiling,” according to Shelley Winters, who was visiting that day, taking a hiatus from a film she was shooting nearby. “Marilyn was dumb like a fox,” observed Winters.
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			And a man didn’t have to be a DiMaggio, Sinatra, or Arthur Miller to pique Marilyn’s interest, any more than a woman had to be a celebrated love goddess to attract Joe’s or Frank’s attention. At one of Frank’s live performances, a beautiful female violinist—she chooses, today, to remain anonymous—was part of the orchestra. Before the show began, the conductor came over to her and said, “This is what’s going to happen—when Mr. Sinatra comes onstage, he will walk up to you and look you straight in the eye. If you break off eye contact with him, he will respect that.” “And that’s exactly what happened,” she recalled. “I deliberately broke eye contact, and that was the end of that.”

			Marilyn was working diligently with vocal coach Hal Schaefer, and they became close. Very close. Schaefer, a year older than Marilyn, was a native of Queens, New York, and was a gifted jazz pianist and arranger. Like Jack Cole, he believed in Marilyn’s talent, and she had total confidence in him.

			Schaefer was the only person that she accommodated when it came to being late. At one point he informed her that if she didn’t get to their sessions on time, he would stop coaching her. She was punctual from then on.

			She had a weakness for men with musical talent, and one had come close to breaking her heart. Early on, she’d fallen in love with studio musician-bandleader-vocal coach Frederick Maxwell “Fred” Karger. He was ten years older and the father of a young daughter.

			Marilyn tried everything in her considerable arsenal to become Mrs. Karger, but her efforts failed. When she learned that he’d married actress Jane Wyman (who was Karger’s age and had recently divorced actor-husband Ronald Reagan), “she did the only bitchy thing I ever saw her do,” remembered columnist Sidney Skolsky.

			He was having dinner with Monroe one night at Chasen’s, the posh Beverly Hills restaurant. There was an event taking place in the private party room. “What’s going on?” Skolsky asked the maître d’. They were told that the Jane Wyman and Fred Karger wedding party was in the room. “Marilyn said she had to go inside and congratulate Fred,” recalled Skolsky. “She knew this would burn up Jane Wyman. She boldly crashed the reception and congratulated Fred. As Marilyn and Jane were pretending that 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.”

			Hal Schaefer coordinated Marilyn’s recording sessions for the songs she sang in River of No Return (in which she played a saloon singer). One of the songs, “I’m Gonna File My Claim,” was released by RCA as a single and sold seventy-five thousand copies.
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			While intrusions into their private lives were nothing new to Frank or Marilyn, nothing in DiMaggio’s illustrious career had remotely prepared “Joltin’ Joe” for the kind of nonstop, anything-goes attention that he and Marilyn attracted and which he had no way of controlling. Accustomed to the spotlight, and despite his feelings for her, it was obvious to observers that he was resentful.

			“You instinctively knew he wasn’t going to talk to the press about anything personal,” recalled Hal Boyle, a highly respected veteran Associated Press reporter. He met DiMaggio at an event in New York. “He reminded me of a military man,” recalled Boyle. “Friendly but reserved, very proper, looked you straight in the eye. Had a great smile. When I asked him about Monroe, he froze. ‘No comment,’ he said. And that was that.”

			An approach that Frank would never embrace. But DiMaggio’s strategy remained constant: don’t react, they’ll have nothing to write about. Marilyn, on the other hand, glowed when a reporter or a camera came into view. And there was no question she might be asked that she wasn’t able to put a positive spin on.

			In the meantime, the ex–Mrs. DiMaggio was furious at her former husband on learning that he was taking along their son, eleven-year-old Joe Jr., when out to dinner with Marilyn.

			Interesting how Frank’s ex-wife took a far different approach when it came to dealing with her volatile ex-husband’s peccadilloes. The Sinatra children were faced with a dilemma shared by millions of other families: two parents who loved them and cared about them, but one parent was neither willing nor able to sacrifice his own ego, desires, and ambitions “for the sake of the kids.”

			In Nancy Sr.’s case, her strength of character, quiet dignity, and strong motherly instincts carried the day. Hardly an easy challenge to put up with Frank yet not alienate him from his children. Somehow, she managed it brilliantly. To his credit, Frank knew it and appreciated it.

			She had wisely permitted him to introduce his children to stepmother Ava, whom she privately regarded as “a bitch.”

			However, Ava, a resourceful North Carolina girl from modest circumstances, knew how to relate to the Sinatra children (just as Marilyn was in her element when it came to relating to children). Ava actually taught the Sinatra girls how to sew. And they liked her; her soft, southern drawl and beautiful smile could charm the proverbial birds out of the trees.
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			Marilyn and Frank’s proposed movie, Pink Tights, was in trouble. As far as Joe was concerned, Marilyn making a movie with his buddy Frank was a downright lousy idea. There would be love scenes, long days and nights, building into weeks, of intimate contact. How many Hollywood love affairs, and marriages, had been wrecked by two actors finding true love with each other while starring together in a movie?

			Furthermore, there would be a legitimate musical connection between Frank and Marilyn. She took her singing seriously—several years ago she’d auditioned to be the singer in Benny Goodman’s band—and who better than Sinatra to coach her with tricks of the trade that years of experience had taught him. For Joe, just the thought of Marilyn spending hours in a recording studio with Frank…

			She shared no such common ground with Joe—she could hardly go out on a ball field and pitch a few fastballs to him. DiMaggio’s wasn’t a career she could share.

			When finally given the Pink Tights script, Marilyn went on the warpath. Sinatra or no Sinatra, Pink Tights was guaranteed not to further her career. It was old-fashioned and predictable. Her goal was to be taken seriously. Gain respect. Be wonderful.

			Frank, however, liked the script. “Sure, let’s go with it,” he told his team.
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			Joe was a tough businessman; his restaurant interests were thriving. He advised Marilyn on how to deal with Fox: walk the hell away. The studio could screw itself—they needed her, just like the Yankees had needed Joe. Unbelievable as it may seem, what Joe really wanted was for her to abandon her career or, at the very least, tone it down.

			Robert Solotaire, a trusted confidante, tried to reason with him—after all, how could Joe expect, why would he expect Marilyn to turn her back on her success?

			DiMaggio was oblivious.

			When Joe called to her attention the fact that Frank’s salary for Pink Tights would be $5,000 a week while she was earning $1,500, her mind was made up. With Joe’s encouragement and support, she notified her agents to inform the studio she was not going to do the picture. The possibility of going on suspension would be a nerve-racking experience. She’d worked like the devil to get where she was and had always followed orders. But her mind was made up.

			This was war.

			She subsequently received an official letter from Frank H. Ferguson, Fox’s chief legal counsel, instructing her to report to the studio “for the purpose of rendering your services in connection with [preparations for Pink Tights]…”

			Her agents’ reply: “We haven’t been able to get in touch with Miss Monroe.”

			She fled to San Francisco to be with Joe for Christmas. While there, he suggested once again a solution to all her woes: “Marry me!” She’d been deliberating on what to do for quite a while. In the bedroom, all was sublime, no problems in that department.
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