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“There’s a lot of people that have great ideas and dreams and whatnot, but unless you’re willing to work really, really hard and work for what you want, it’s never going to happen.”


—Kris Jenner




AUTHORS’ NOTE


Dirty Sexy Money: The Unauthorized Biography of Kris Jenner is the definitive account of how a Beverly Hills socialite with little formal education built herself a global empire.


This tell-all tome unravels the family’s meteoric rise to fame and the dark secrets they’ve struggled to hide . . . until now. Together, we have delved behind the headlines and social media hype to tell the true story of Kris’s life—rather than the rosy picture she likes to paint.


Dirty Sexy Money is an unflinching look at Kris’s triumphs and losses, her crises and celebrations, her famous friendships and family conflicts. It examines in unprecedented detail Kris’s troubled two decades with Bruce Jenner and the end of their marriage as Bruce transitioned to Caitlyn; it exposes the truth about her current affair with a much younger man . . . and it reveals what she really thinks of her daughter’s very public marriage to Kanye West.


Inside are a wealth of previously untold stories, including intimate details of how Kim’s sex tape jump-started her career and the true story of how Kris sold her long-running television reality series—as well as shocking, never-before-heard revelations about her friendships with O. J. Simpson and his murdered wife Nicole.


To gain access to the most private aspects of Kris’s life, we conducted extensive interviews with multiple first-person sources closest to Kris, including family members, business associates, and other intimates—some of whom are speaking on the record for the first time. In some instances, we have employed the technique of recreated dialogue.


The result is a dramatic narrative account of Kris’s real story as you’ve never heard it before . . . in all its dirty, sexy glory.




INTRODUCTION


It’s the greatest paradox when it comes to the Kardashians, one of the world’s most scandalous dynasties: Just how low—and how high—can this family go?


For Kris Jenner and her controversial Kardashian-Jenner clan, it seems there is no end in sight. From sanctioning incestuous comments on the family’s sixteen-season flagship reality series Keeping Up With the Kardashians, to Kris being publicly outed as a “little whore” by her own daughter, Kourtney, the high-profile “momager” has said and done nearly everything to make her family millions and even billions—including allegedly selling her second eldest daughter Kim’s sex tape. In fact, the sixty-five-year-old matriarch has been suspected of having been the driving force behind the February 2007 public release of Kim’s X-rated home video, filmed three years earlier when Kim was twenty-three.


While Kris continues to profess her innocence, there’s little room for doubt that “Kris was there every step of the way as a middleman was brought in to market it to an adult entertainment company,” an insider claimed. “I saw Kris Jenner’s signature on the contract.”


Inspired by Kim’s close pal and fellow Hollywood socialite Paris Hilton, who earned a whirlwind of publicity when her sex tape 1 Night in Paris was released shortly before the debut of Paris’s reality series The Simple Life, Kris reportedly sold the rights to Kim’s sex tape to Vivid Entertainment for a reputed half-million dollars. The salacious footage was titled Kim Kardashian Superstar and put Kim’s face—and other body parts—on the world stage.


At the time of the video’s release, Kim called it “humiliating” and added, “I feel very betrayed, but I’m not pointing any fingers.” It has always been assumed she was referring to her on-screen partner as the driving force behind the sale.


The Kardashians initially refuted the “disgusting and disturbing” claim that Kris sold her daughter out. Kim then sued Vivid for violating her right to privacy, which raised questions as to whether Kim actually knew that the tape was being released, whether the lawsuit itself was part of a grand publicity scheme by Kris, or whether someone other than Kris was responsible for selling Kim’s video. However, Kim dropped the lawsuit in April 2007 and agreed to a lump-sum financial settlement with Vivid. “We’ve always known we had the legal right to distribute this video,” a Vivid executive said at the time. “We’ve always wanted to work something out with Kim so she could share in the profits.”


The Kardashians eventually conceded that Kim’s sex tape was the invaluable asset that introduced their family to the world. Kris slyly stated, “We wouldn’t be the Kardashians if we censored ourselves. The camera loves drama!” Nudity and sex, to the Kardashian-Jenner clan, are commodities to be revered, not reviled. It has nothing to do with morals or values in their eyes. Their perception is not every person’s cup of reality.


Having groomed her two youngest daughters—twenty-three-year-old Kendall and twenty-one-year-old Kylie—for the global spotlight, it seems there will be no shortage of ways for Kris to keep herself in the news in the future—and rake in the dough by exposing her family to public scrutiny.


To those who know her best, Kris’s never-ending drive to embellish the family name is based not on stability and happiness, but on a never-enough attitude and an unquenchable thirst for publicity. Whether the TV drama is real or totally manufactured—as most people believe—it’s clear that Kris has been pulling the strings behind the scenes, giving her stamp of approval as her family’s antics seem to continually sink deeper into her pile of dirty sexy money. But the sex tape is not the beginning of the Kardashian-Jenner empire. She did not just fall into a vat of luck. The role of a ruthless business entrepreneur was one she had been preparing for all of her life.




PROLOGUE


On April 19, 2017, the Manhattan sky was lit up by Harper’s BAZAAR and Tiffany & Co. in honor of the magazine’s 150th anniversary. Projected on the Empire State Building was a larger-than-life display that covered forty-two of the building’s 102-story frontage and memorialized fifteen decades of the most celebrated images from BAZAAR’s archives.


As the cover girl for the commemorative issue, supermodel Kendall Jenner—daughter of Kris and Caitlyn Jenner—was the star of this prestigious anniversary celebration being held at the Rainbow Room atop Rockefeller Center. It was her third time on a BAZAAR cover in the past three years. The other stars attending the elegant soiree included Christie Brinkley, Demi Moore, Iman, and Tory Burch, all of whom gravitated toward the stacks of copies of the magazine. It was sure to be a collector’s item. Twenty-one-year-old Kendall looked every bit the composed and confident icon in her thigh-high slit Redemption gown, which had a barely-there, plunging neckline. Her long dark brown hair was pulled back. Pearl drop earrings gave Kendall’s sexy evening wear a classic look.


Mother-of-the-model Kris was dressed Upper East Side New York in a floor-length black wool coat and black, high-waisted tuxedo pants. As Kendall’s “co-star,” Kris was welcome on the press line, where she posed for photographers alongside her daughter. No matter how long the day, or how tired Kris Jenner felt, she never bailed on a photo op. Even after almost ten years of constant media attention, Kris thoroughly looked forward to walking the VIP carpets as the star and mastermind of the hit reality series Keeping Up With the Kardashians.


Kris took a seat on a couch as the lights dimmed while the guest-of-honor made her way over to the nearby wall where she pulled on a lever that controlled the lighting for the Harper’s BAZAAR exhibit. Kendall rushed over to sit next to her mom. Kris reached for Kendall’s hand and squeezed it tightly as they looked out the floor-to-ceiling windows across the city’s skyline to behold Kendall’s gigantic image lighting up the side of the Empire State Building. Kris’s jaw almost dropped at the sight.


Against the black backdrop of skyscrapers, the red dress Kris suggested Kendall wear just popped. Here Kris was, watching her kid featured alongside Kris’s own movie star favorites, Elizabeth Taylor and Audrey Hepburn, as well as supermodels Kate Moss and pop icons Beyoncé and Lady Gaga. As the cell phones came out of evening bags and coat pockets around the room, the guests would find no weather obstacles to get in the way of capturing the perfect shot. It was a crystal clear, beautiful spring night. Of course, the queens of social media, Kris and Kendall, wasted no time posting their pictures to their individual Snapchat accounts.


Kris’s gushing caption read, “The moment when I looked out across the city and saw my daughter’s image on the Empire State Building . . . so breathtaking. I am so proud of you!”


Kendall’s dad was nowhere in sight as Kris made sure to shout out to Harper’s “for having Kendall on 3 different covers for this special month!” She also thanked Tiffany & Co. for the undoubtedly swell swag she would find when she opened the gift bag. Kris deserved a present. It had been a trying day in the media for her, thanks to her ex-husband, who skipped out on what had to be the most memorable night of Kendall’s life. While disappointed for Kendall, Kris couldn’t help but be relieved that Caitlyn wasn’t there.


During their twenty-three-year marriage, Caitlyn was always a supportive dad to her two children with Kris, and her four Kardashian children, but on this night, she was a no-show. Instead of playing the proud papa and posting Kendall’s snapshot onto her social media pages, Caitlyn was at home in Malibu, working her own angles on the West Coast. She tweeted with wild enthusiasm, reminding her fans and friends to tune in the next night to PrimeTime Live on ABC. Caitlyn was excited about her big hit as part of her publicity tour for her memoir, The Secrets of My Life. There was a history with the network. Caitlyn had shared her lifelong desire to become a woman with Diane Sawyer’s worldwide audience in 2015. The two had even become frequent phone pals. Caitlyn was counting on big book sales from the upcoming Sawyer interview. Since it had been pre-taped, there was no need for Caitlyn to be at the studio, so she could have easily flown her private plane into New York to share in her child’s special night.


The Kardashian and Jenner children had endured Caitlyn’s shameless self-promotion all week long, which included Caitlyn’s incessant chatter alerting news media to share with the world that she no longer had a penis. Earlier in the day, Caitlyn’s news bulletin sniped her ex-wife, as Caitlyn confessed she found sex with Kris “uncomfortable.”


The weekly trailer for the upcoming episode of Keeping Up With the Kardashians showed a pissed off Kris telling her kids she was “done” with her ex-spouse after reading Caitlyn’s autobiography, which she basically considered a work of fiction. “I’ve never been so angry and disappointed in somebody in my whole life,” Kris confessed to the cameras.


The episode had been shot months prior to Caitlyn’s book tour, but for those less savvy about the TV production schedule, it looked as if Kris was instantly responding to Caitlyn’s remarks about their sex life.


While Caitlyn’s autobiography was not fiction, it certainly had some credibility issues when held up to stories she told about Kris in her 1999 memoir, Finding the Champion Within. Throughout that book, Jenner (then Bruce) painted an entirely different portrait of intimacy with Kris, as he described his feelings for her during their whirlwind courtship in 1990. “There was incredible chemistry between us, that perfect union that’s like two bodies of water merging and becoming one. We were soul mates, each filling up the empty spaces in the other.” They had been married almost ten years by this point and Jenner still seemed smitten with Kris.


When Kris returned to her hotel room after the Harper’s party, she could not crawl between the luxury sheets on the bed in her hotel room fast enough. She was dead on her feet, drained from the events of the bittersweet day. Yet, as tired as she was, she couldn’t help but think back and say a prayer of gratitude to God about how blessed she was to have such a beautiful, darling daughter as Kendall. So much grace and style.


It was Caitlyn’s loss. She missed the memory of a lifetime.


It was well after midnight as Kris began drifting off to sleep. Suddenly her mind flashed to April 22, her wedding anniversary, just a few days away. She mused over whether Caitlyn would remember this would have been their twenty-sixth year of marriage. Caitlyn would be sore finding out she forgot their anniversary, for it would be a missed opportunity for additional press coverage. Kris chuckled at the ironies.




CHAPTER ONE


THE FIRST MOMAGERS


Mother Nurtures


Many people—most people—marginalize Kris Jenner’s thirteen-year stronghold on pop culture and television as a “phenomenon.” Her financial domination as the matriarch of one of the richest families in Hollywood is commonly discounted. It’s skewed as the fruits of an overly ambitious, shameless fame whore who greedily built an empire on her daughters’ backs. Even if these theories and opinions are accurate, it is unlikely that the television superstar and international businesswoman could have maintained and increased her personal and family’s wealth exponentially. In addition, the fact that Kris has sustained personal closeness with all six of her children after making them multimillionaires (and some billionaires) denotes an unparalleled family dynasty.


As the heiress apparent to a dynasty, Kris is neither a freak of nature nor a fluke. But the Kristen Houghton-Kardashian-Jenner brand didn’t just happen all by itself. Kris’s “no holds barred” approach to family and fame has its roots in two extraordinary country girls from Arkansas: her mother, Mary Jo, and her maternal grandmother, Lou Ethel. Their achievements, values, and philosophies are stitched into the fabric of Kris’s empire. Her birthright stems from these two entrepreneurial women, who cultivated Kris’s work discipline, business acumen, and perfectionism. They passed their appreciation of beauty, fashion, and design down to Kris. She was groomed in the importance of keeping up with traditions as an essential component of bonding a family. Kris learned the value of surrounding herself with like-minded and accomplished role models. Supreme self-confidence and resilience are perhaps Kris Jenner’s greatest assets, and she comes by them honestly as a descendant of these formidable women.


To fully understand Kris’s rise to her enviable pinnacle of fortune and fame, it is crucial to understand her original influencers.


Lou Ethel Campbell was born on October 20, 1913, in Hope, Arkansas. As was typical for the times, Lou married young. She gave birth to one child, daughter Mary Jo Campbell, on July 26, 1934. Kris knew her grandmother to be “strong-willed and stubborn.” When Lou’s husband cheated on her with another woman, she did the unthinkable for a small-town girl in Arkansas—she picked up and moved, without any help or support, to Southern California. Since she was good with numbers, she found work as an accountant on a naval base in San Diego, where she met a quiet, handsome man named Jim Fairbanks.


Fairbanks was five years younger than Lou. He was immediately smitten with the spunky gal from Arkansas. The two married and settled in La Mesa, a small city outside San Diego.


Lou Ethel Fairbanks made a lovely home for Jim. He earned a good income at San Diego Glass and Paint. Every payday he handed his check to his wife, who managed the family finances. She was careful with their coins, but by no means stingy. Her blonde hair was coiffed to perfection and she wore the essential shades of foundation and blush to complement her fair skin tone and green eyes. Lou had a flair for fashion. She chose timeless, practical pieces as opposed to trendy garments, which would soon go out of style. Kris later recalled her grandmother’s attention to detail: “She always wore beautiful slacks with a matching blazer and the perfect blouse and shoes. Fashion and grooming were very important to her. Even if we were going to Disneyland, she made sure to take us shopping a few days beforehand to buy us new outfits for the outing.”


Kris said if she or her younger sister Karen had a friend along with them, her grandmother bought the child a new outfit as well. The present-day Kardashian-Jenner tribe’s opulent gift-giving and penchant for grand celebrations of birthdays, anniversaries, and holidays such as Christmas, Thanksgiving, and even their over-the-top Halloween observances were established by Lou Ethel. “We celebrated everything endlessly,” Kris said.


Lou Ethel exhibited equal excitement and enthusiasm for milestones in each family member’s life, no matter how minor the accomplishment. There was no defeat in failures, only lessons learned. The matriarchal mantra of “dream big and never give up” and the words of her stepfather helped Kris define her own code: “If somebody tells you no, you’re talking to the wrong person.”


In the 1940s, Lou Ethel Fairbanks knew that if her daughter Mary Jo wanted to catch the perfect “Mr. Right,” she would have to cultivate a certain class to evoke images of glamorous movie stars like Grace Kelly and Audrey Hepburn. Mary Jo was every bit as fetching as her mother, only with darker hair. They shared the same slender build, and Mary Jo enjoyed wearing the latest styles of dress suitable for conveying the image of a proper young lady. Lou Ethel enrolled Mary Jo in Fashionality, a charm school in a nearby community. Public schools were adequate for learning to read, write, and do arithmetic, but an education in class and style was something sorely missing from an educational institution’s curriculum. Mary Jo learned about fashion, travel, beauty, grooming, and etiquette, and at the center of all of this knowledge was good posture. One charm school alumna explained, “Spines were to be thought of as a string of pearls that ladies were to keep pulled straight but not taut.”


Mary Jo was only fifteen at the time, and it seemed she had a bright and promising career ahead of her as a fashion model or actress. But she would not be able to access those fantasies for a few more years because she was still three years away from graduation. Upon graduating from high school, before she was able to chase her dreams in Los Angeles, New York City, London, Paris, or Milan, Mary Jo fell in love with a young man four years her senior, Robert Clee Toovey, a regular guy who appreciated her as the finest thing in life. They wed in San Diego on September 21, 1952. Unfortunately, their union was brief, and they divorced a mere two months later.


Cut from Different Cloth


Not long after the ink was dry on the divorce papers, the dashing young executive Mary Jo had envisioned appeared on the scene to woo her. Robert True Houghton—Bob, as he was called—was an aircraft engineer at Convair, an airline manufacturing company in San Diego that had been a principal producer of military aircraft during World War II.


Bob was charming and intelligent, and he earned an excellent income. He was tall, dark-eyed, handsome, clean-cut, and suave. In high school, he had competed in track meets and was a member of the Lettermen’s Club and prom committee. He was an enthusiastic outdoorsman who enjoyed fishing and hunting.


Mary Jo married Bob in a small private ceremony. Soon after, they welcomed Kristen “Kris” Mary Houghton into the world at Scripps Hospital in San Diego on November 5, 1955. Four years later, they had another daughter, Karen Lee.


“We were spoiled with love, not money,” Karen recalled of her humble upbringing.


Born of British, Scottish, Irish, German, and Dutch descent, the Houghton girls inherited both parents’ striking looks. But the sisters’ similarities ended there. Kris had raven black hair, while Karen’s was light brown. From an early age, Kris proved to be the more outgoing of the two.


Perhaps Kris had a sense she had more to prove than her sibling. “The whole world knows Kris is vain,” Karen admitted, claiming that her sister’s lifelong body insecurities and love of plastic surgery stemmed from her being “kind of chubby when she was little.”


Their passions were also dissimilar. “She came out of the womb saying, ‘Where’s my Ferrari?’” Karen said. “It’s called wanting power. It’s Gucci purses, Bentleys, all the things I don’t care about that she does.”


Despite their differences, the girls were extremely close growing up. Mary Jo made a beautiful home for them in Point Loma, an upscale seaside community in San Diego County where many of Robert’s colleagues resided. Robert was proud of Mary Jo’s love for interior design and he took pride in showing off all that his wife had done to make their grand white home his castle. Guests were so impressed with the Houghtons’ home that it was dubbed the “White Palace.”


When the young Mr. and Mrs. Houghton walked into a room, heads turned to take a second look at the well-heeled couple. “My mom was drop-dead gorgeous and my dad looked just like Elvis,” Karen recalled. “They had class and they always dressed to kill.”


From the outside, the Houghtons enjoyed a life of privilege. Mary Jo was a stunning and attentive wife of a successful husband. But even with all that going for them, Bob was hard pressed, years later, to explain what went wrong between him and Mary Jo. He would scratch his head in bewilderment over why they fought so much when they had been so much in love.


He never said a bad word about his wife, shrugging their incompatibility off as two people who were just too young. It’s doubtful Mary Jo understood then why her husband had such terrible outbursts when they were alone. Ultimately, he was an undiagnosed alcoholic who continued down a path of drunken self-destruction until it killed him. In the end, it robbed him of the joys of being a father, giving away his daughters in marriage, and becoming a grandfather to their children. The marriage ended in divorce.


Mary Jo Goes to Town


Mary Jo was devastated over her marriage ending, but she was miserable and the children were being negatively affected. Karen said years later her father was abusive, though that is all she ever said about the matter.


Kris was only seven years old when her parents moved forward with their divorce in 1963. Kris fantasized that her parents would one day get back together. Despite Bob not being there to tuck his children in and read a bedtime story, or to wake them up in the morning, he continued to have a consistent presence in their lives for the remainder of the year. Yet Kris could not shake the idea that she was somehow responsible for her dad leaving them.


With two young daughters to raise, Mary Jo moved closer to her parents, who lived in the neighboring city of Clairemont. She started working in the family store, Candelabra. Lou Ethel had taken her passion for candles and turned it into a business. She had started making them in her home’s garage, but became so successful she leased a retail space in the trendy oceanfront community of La Jolla. Lou Ethel thought of Candelabra as the family business. Several years later, Mary Jo opened a shop of her own a few streets over from her mother’s.


Kris has vivid and fond memories of visiting Candelabra, and at age ten she started helping out at her grandma’s store. In her 2011 autobiography Kris Jenner . . . And All Things Kardashian, Kris noted that Lou Ethel taught her “the value of hard work.” She recalled that her favorite candle was also the most popular one with customers, the fittingly named Gloomchasers. Whenever the vivacious little girl found herself having a case of the blues over her broken home life, she would escape into the scents and magic properties she believed the candles possessed. However, Kris never fully eradicated the insecurities she faced as a result of her parents’ divorce, which greatly influenced her need for attention, control, and financial security.


Cancer Scare Scars Kris


As the Houghtons settled into their “new normal” lives, Kris faced a shocking health crisis. She was rushed into surgery to remove a potentially cancerous tumor in her left knee. She had banged her shin against a wall and the swelling and pain was enough for her to require X-rays. This was Kris’s first lesson in learning that no matter how bad things get, they can always get worse. She had only just discovered the meaning of the grown-up word divorce when she was faced with a new scary addition to her vocabulary: amputate. Her worried mom and dad set aside any lingering negative feelings from their divorce. Everyone had to face the unthinkable—that in order to save her life she might lose her leg all the way up to the hip.


Privately, Mary Jo contemplated how Kris would deal with the catastrophic consequences of having only one leg. Up until that point, Mary Jo had taken comfort in how Kris’s exquisite beauty would take her anywhere she wanted to go in life. While she knew looks were not everything, being a pretty woman certainly had its rewards and made life a whole lot easier in a male-dominated world. Mary Jo wept at the thought of her baby girl’s potentially dire forecast.


Several hours later, Kris’s surgeon exited the operating room doors. Mary Lou and her family stood grasping each other as they waited for his report. The doctor looked at Mary Jo and Bob and announced, “I’m pleased the surgery was a success, but—”


“But what?!” Lou Ethel blurted, cutting the doctor off in mid-sentence.


“But,” he continued, “Kris will need to stay a few extra days to ensure her body doesn’t develop an infection.”


He looked as relieved as Mary Jo when he announced: “There was no need to amputate. Your daughter will make a full recovery.”


Cries of gratitude filled the room that night, and for many nights thereafter. Mary Jo and Bob were at the hospital day and night during Kris’s stay. They couldn’t stop kissing, cuddling, and squeezing her as if they would never let her go. Kris’s mom and dad filled her room with presents. Her mom gave her a stuffed monkey, which Kris christened “Anabelle,” and Bob treated her to a transistor radio in a black case. Karen gave her sister a crayon stick-figure drawing, showing the two of them in front of a big house.


It was the last time her family would be together and dote on her. Kris saved these gifts all the way up to her own motherhood.


Drawing on her strength to overcome adversity, Lou Ethel instilled a confidence and fearlessness in young Kris at a critical time in her growth and development. Kris took the scars of the emotional displacement of her parents’ divorce with her into adulthood, but she triumphed in spite of them and refused to let “product of a broken home” be more than a chapter in her history. In many ways these residual insecurities fueled her ambitions. Were it not for her grandmother’s guidance, and bearing witness to Lou Ethel’s strength, determination, and the importance she assigned to putting family first, Kris’s story might be an entirely different one today. Lou Ethel’s life choices inspired Kris to refuse to let her circumstances define her.


Keeping Up with Lou Ethel


As a single mother of two young girls in the sixties, Mary Jo had to go to work full time. The only downside was that she couldn’t be there for Kris and Karen as much as she had been when she was a 24/7 homemaker. She also couldn’t afford a live-in nanny. Mary Jo and Lou Ethel’s houses were only a couple of blocks from Longfellow Elementary, so Kris could walk home from school every day. The grandparents were thrilled to step in and have a more active role in the Houghton girls’ lives, and they did their absolute best to ensure stability and make life enjoyable. Jim built an adorable playhouse for Kris and Karen in the front yard of their new home, and Kris was enrolled in a Girl Scout Brownie troop. Their life was starting to shape up.


No matter how tired she was from working all week, Mary Jo found time create special outings on the weekends for her girls, such as picnics on the beach. Mary Jo’s friends would join her for an ocean view lunch. Kris recalled the thrill of riding in the backseat with the top down in her mom’s 1956 T-Bird convertible.


“She did so many fun things on the weekend with us, and it was clear we were going to persevere,” Karen remembered.


Lou Ethel bought her granddaughters two toy poodles, Toulouse and Bridgette, but Mary Jo insisted they stay with her mother, as she had little time to care for them with her work schedule. Kris and Karen never wanted to miss watching Lou Ethel bathe the puppies and trim their nails. They looked for any opportunity to wedge their way into helping with the grooming process. She made life fun for the girls.


Domestic disciplines were stressed. From an early age Kris was taught the value of nesting and the importance of keeping up a beautiful home and maintaining order and cleanliness. She and Karen had lovely clothes and shoes and a plethora of toys, but they were not spoiled. They learned how to care for their personal items and to pick up after themselves. They were taught how to put away their things neatly and efficiently. Everything had its place and was arranged just so. There was no clutter. They hung up their clothes, and immediately after eating they took their dishes to the sink and washed them.


Kris listened and nodded in agreement as Lou Ethel would say, “Clean the sink and polish it.” Kris and Karen followed their grandmother around the house learning the discipline of daily chores. Beds were made, floors were swept, and carpets and rugs were vacuumed. Every inch of the Houghton and Fairbanks homes was dust free. Mary Jo was known to dust in a bikini and an apron. Mirrors and windows adorned with lovely drapes were gleaming and streak free. Their homes had the prettiest lawns. Kris and Karen would sit on their knees and watch their grandmother tend to her rosebushes out front and hold the baskets for Mary Jo’s bounty of avocados she plucked from the tree next to the birdbath in her backyard.


Kris never minded rolling up her sleeves to work alongside her grandmother. It was more important to Kris to bask in the five-star smile of her grandmother’s approval than to get straight A’s on her report card from school. She was too young to know then that these moments with her grandmother were bonding them, not only as blood relatives, but as females. She loved the satisfaction of completing each task. Nesting practices provided Kris with a sense of peace and serenity that replaced the churning anxiety in her stomach. All of these life lessons were steps toward her life’s purpose. Her young imagination conceived how she would one day have children and teach them everything Lou Ethel had taught her. They, too, would learn how to control and manipulate their environment to appear perfect at all times.


When Harry Met Mary Jo


Mary Jo was consistently employed but moved around in the job market. She was always on the lookout for a position that paid better and had potential for advancement. Catering to a large number of male customers also became an important factor in her job searches. Despite two failed marriages, Mary Jo was still very young and she knew she would marry again. She wanted to be prepared should Mr. Right come along.


Working under her mother’s maiden name after her divorces, Mary Jo Campbell found a good fit as a salesclerk in the pro shop on a golf course at the La Costa Country Club, where there were plenty of successful and polished men. Kris recalled that her mother was just as fashion conscious as her grandmother: “She went to work every day dressed like Jacqueline Kennedy. She was the mom doing the housework and making dinner, but at the same time she was wearing these gorgeous dresses cinched at the waist. . . . She always looked like she had on some fabulous Chanel ensemble—and her hair was perfect.”


Many guys wanted to take her out, but Mary Jo dated few. And then along came Harry Shannon. Dapper and debonair with wavy, sandy hair, Harry was charming and dressed with elegant sophistication. He resembled the Austrian-born Hollywood film idol of the 1930s and ’40s, Paul Henreid. Harry’s smile radiated from his full lips set against a backdrop of olive skin. Once he laid his cool blue eyes on the stunning Mary Jo, he was convinced that she was the girl for him. Mary Jo did not play “hard to get” for long. Almost immediately, she fell madly in love with Harry. He had the talk and Mary Jo had the charm school walk. Both were gregarious and fun-loving. She had not felt this excited about any man since she met Robert Houghton.


Harry Shannon was a colorful character with a lively past. Other than listing his credits as a “businessman” and “yacht” broker, very little has been reported in biographical information pertaining to Kris. This is surprising since he came into her life when she was a preteen and remained a constant presence in her life until his death when Kris was forty-eight.


With her biological dad now moving all over the country searching for work, and his inconsistent calls and letters making it impossible to nurture and maintain a relationship with him, Kris found Harry to be reliable in word and deed during her formative years. Harry became Kris’s go-to guy for fatherly love and emotional and financial security, as well as advice that extended beyond her childhood. As a shrewd entrepreneur, Harry was her first male role model in the art of deal-making.


Like Mary Jo, Harry had been married twice. Both times he married strong women who were heiresses to magnificent fortunes. Named after his father, Harry was born on April 28, 1926, in San Diego, California. He was the youngest of his mother May’s three children. His father died when Harry was a young boy. Harry excelled in school and was popular. He was voted senior class president of Point Loma High School. After graduation he joined the military, where he served in the Navy during World War II.


Harry was an asset to all of his employers, but he was also a wandering soul in his youth. He loved liquor. During a stint in the Texas Panhandle, he fell in love with a wealthy and attractive young divorcee, Dixie Lee Hedgecoke, who was the second-generation owner of the multi-thousand-acre Hedgecoke Ranch. Other investments on her father’s side of the family included oilfields and mercantile stores. Due to her family’s financial and social standing in the community, Dixie Lee was a prominent Texas socialite in Amarillo. By the time she met Harry, Dixie Lee was twenty-five, with two failed marriages and two children. Harry adopted the kids after he and Dixie Lee married in the spring of 1950. The following year, the couple had a daughter.


Harry not only helped Dixie Lee raise her kids but assisted in overseeing her ranch and a major shopping center.


Harry and Dixie Lee’s marriage lasted less than a decade. After their divorce, Harry moved back to the San Diego area. There, he won the heart of Carol Smith, the only daughter of banking tycoon C. Arnholt Smith, who was known as “Mr. San Diego.” In addition to the largest bank in the city, the self-made millionaire owned hotels, an airline, silver mines, seafood canneries, a fleet of yellow cabs, and the San Diego Padres baseball team. Carol’s stepmother, Maria Helen Alavarez, was the first female CEO in television and a millionaire in her own right. Carol and Harry married on September 18, 1959. Carol had a son from a prior marriage. As before, Harry adopted his wife’s child. Harry and Carol also became parents to their own son, Stephen. Harry was primed to become his father-in-law’s right-hand man and Smith thought highly of his talents, but he didn’t care much for his son-in-law’s excessive drinking.


“Harry would come blazing up to the valet stand in a white Mercedes, with tags that read ‘San Diego Open,’” remembered a bellman at the La Costa Resort and Spa, where Harry’s father-in-law was one of the financial investors. “Harry was often sloshed out of his mind when he stayed here and would get belligerent and mouth off. He got into a pretty gnarly fight with one of our guys once. The cops were called after the man decked Harry, but it was all settled without anybody going to jail.”


Harry’s drunkenness contributed to the demise of their marriage. After their divorce, Harry frequently resided at La Costa, where he continued to network with the heavy hitters and business connections.


In the mid-1960s, La Costa was the new luxury playground for the super-rich. Las Vegas and Chicago mobsters allegedly pumped teamsters’ pensions into building the luxury hot spot, located less than a half hour from the ponies racing at the Del Mar Thoroughbred Club. The property provided ultra-privacy in a restricted neighborhood of mostly undeveloped land in Carlsbad, just north of San Diego. It was a breathtakingly beautiful resort that catered to jetsetters. It offered world-class lodging, entertainment and cuisine, sparkling swimming pools, therapeutic mineral waters, tennis courts, and horseback riding. Nestled in the beautiful coastal foothills, it was a picturesque setting for the eighteen-hole golf course, which hosted the famous golfers on the professional circuit. The Rat Pack and other Hollywood movie stars flocked to La Costa for the action, as sun-drenched San Diego was the fastest-growing city in the country.


Mary Jo had chosen the perfect place to work. La Costa was a gorgeous environment and the clientele was stimulating, especially since it was chock full of eye candy with handsome and wealthy men. Outside of country clubs, meeting a proper beau from the upper echelons of society in those days meant attending parties in private homes or going out to nightclubs with girlfriends. Mary Jo rarely spent entire evenings away from Kris and Karen. When she visited with girlfriends, she preferred outings that were suitable for bringing her girls along, like picnics or seeing the latest movies at the local cinema.


Top-notch Las Vegas headliners performed at La Costa, so Mary Jo could stop in at the restaurant bar and watch a superstar like Frank Sinatra perform. She could enjoy a cocktail as she caught a set of songs from one of her favorite music artists, and still make it home in time to read her kids a bedtime story. Since she was an employee of the resort, she was on a first-name basis with the staff, so she felt comfortable sitting at the bar without a chaperone. It was a more conservative time, when any woman on her own in a drinking establishment could be perceived as a lush, or a floozy, or a gold digger. In addition, Mary Jo was a stunning woman who wore exquisite clothes, so she was even more likely to attract attention and unwelcome advances from men. She could always count on the guys behind the bar to fend off the wolves, and hotel security saw her safely to her car.


La Costa employee Rudy Hutagalung has undoubtedly seen a million faces since his first day of work in 1965, yet he instantly recalled Mary Jo and her distinctive style. “She was a real lady,” he said. “I saw her a couple of times having a drink with a well-to-do guy before she got with Harry Shannon. If memory serves me, I saw Tony Bennett sitting with her a couple of times. She was a real beauty.”


Harry was a high roller, always carrying a wad of $100 bills, which were tucked away in a money clip in his pocket. He was generous to a fault, almost to the point of being a little too flashy for Mary Jo’s more conservative tastes. He blew cash on caviar, champagne, and pricey steak and lobster dinners at fancy restaurants. If Mary Jo thought he was a little too much, he could justify his spending on cocktails and parties as business expenses he wrote off as entertainment. As a yacht broker, it was the required shtick to court his high-end prospective clients.


Even as a child, Kris was impressed with Harry’s panache. “He walked around in fabulous white linen slacks, jackets, and fabulous loafers,” she remembered. “He was the coolest, most beautiful dresser. He always looked like a Ralph Lauren ad.”


He introduced Mary Jo to an exciting set of new couples who became their friends. He was a salesman’s salesman, even occasionally seducing Lou and Jim to join them when he and Mary Jo hosted parties. He won them over as they saw how he treated their daughter and the splendid way he cared for Kris and Karen. Harry Shannon knew how to make any female, no matter how old or young, feel special. When he walked in the door of Mary Jo’s house, he often pulled a bouquet of flowers out from behind his back for Mary Jo, as well as thoughtful little gifts for Kris and Karen. He could make all three of his Houghton girls scream with laughter with his funny stories. He was the ultimate raconteur. He was an accomplished sailor and taught Mary Jo how to sail during their frequent weekend adventures. Mary Jo wanted to spend the rest of her life with him, as she knew they would make great partners.


Mary Jo appreciated Harry’s luxury lifestyle, and she certainly enjoyed the attentions of this magical man. They were compatible on all levels. She loved being intimate with him emotionally and physically. But he simply drank too much, and she suspected he, like her ex-husband Bob, was an alcoholic. She would have given anything to be wrong, but her instincts had never let her down before. She inherited a spirit of discernment from Lou Ethel. Still, Mary Jo went through a small period of confusion, because Harry’s behavior when he was drunk was the polar opposite of her ex-husband Bob’s. Whereas Bob was angry, verbally abusive, and resentful, Harry was a happy drunk—the sloppy but affectionate kind. It took her a while to be sure. Once she was certain, she began distancing herself from him and limited his visits around Kris and Karen.


Of course, the girls noticed—everyone did, including Harry. He would sober up long enough to give Mary Jo hope that he could limit his drinks to one or two, but Harry could not drink like a normal person. He was an alcoholic. One drink wasn’t enough and two were too many. She would date him, and they would be almost back to the way things were, but she would ultimately break up with him again when his demons showed up. The situation with Harry was getting worse.


Harry was crazy about Mary Jo, and he knew he risked losing her if he didn’t quit drinking, but the addiction owned him. He thought he could handle it until his drunkenness resulted in him crossing a line with Mary Jo. One night Mary Jo and the girls were awakened by a loud banging on the front door. It was a drunk and belligerent Harry.


“Mary Jo! Open this door! Let me in!” he screamed.


Kris, who was twelve at the time, described how she and her eight-year-old sister peeked through the curtains of the window by the door to see Harry swaying and stumbling, yelling at the top of his lungs.


Mary Jo was furious. She screamed back at him through the door. “Go home, Harry, and come back when you sober up! You’re in no shape to be here.”


Harry was unfazed and continued acting like a fool. “Let me in!” he screamed, but Mary Jo just ignored him, hoping he would go away before the neighbors called the police.


She calmly took the girls to her bedroom, where she closed the door and locked them in for safety. She put them in her bed and held them as they shook from fear. She rocked them back and forth in her arms.


As the banging got louder, the Houghton girls grew more alarmed. Mary Jo remained calm for them.


Harry eventually left. It was difficult for anyone to get back to sleep, so Mary Jo had a family meeting right there in her bed. She turned her bedside table lamp on and promised they would never have to be subjected to such a terrifying ordeal. Harry was out of her life for good . . . or so they thought.


The next morning Harry was frantically ringing Mary Jo. She didn’t answer the phone, and he didn’t come to her home. Finally, after a few days of incessant phone calls, Mary Jo talked to him. She told him she never wanted to see him again. She would not put up with his drunken behavior, and she certainly was not going to continue to expose her daughters to this kind of melodrama.


Harry did what all drunks do when they’re dealing with the damage they’ve caused under the influence of alcohol. He promised Mary Jo he would never drink again. He begged her to forgive him. He declared his love for her and the girls and asked her to marry him.


“Show me. Don’t tell me,” she declared. “Quit drinking and we’ll get married.”


Harry never had another drink for the rest of his life. He soon proved to Mary Jo’s satisfaction that he was sincere about staying sober. He promised to always be a good provider, both as a husband and as a stepfather. Harry and Mary Jo wed in a private ceremony in Puerto Vallarta in June 1968, with only a few friends as witnesses. None of his biological or adopted children from his previous marriages were in attendance. Even Kris and Karen stayed behind at their grandparents’ house.


It had been five years since Kris and Karen had a father figure living in their home. They were eager for their mom and new stepdad to return from Mexico so they could be a real family.


Welcome to Tuna Town


When he and his new bride came back from Puerto Vallarta, Harry was on fire. Full of vitality and drive. He was eager to provide a brilliant income for his new family. He had been successful flipping everything from luxury yachts to used cars, and the profits from those sales would more than cover their overhead, but Harry dreamed bigger. He was grateful for a second chance with a good woman.


One day, not long after their wedding, Harry excitedly told the girls they were moving to Oxnard, California, to operate a new business harvesting abalone. Harry had hit on the idea as a result of his ex-father-in-law’s lucrative tuna fleet canneries and ownership in fishing bait vessels in San Diego. Thanks to C. Arnholt Smith, it was the city’s third largest industry. Japan’s dominance of the tuna industry was cutting into America’s sales, and there was a shortage of fresh tuna in the waters around Southern California. Smith became a major player after purchasing freezing plants in Peru and freighter ships built for the purpose of carrying frozen tuna to the port of San Diego, where they were delivered to his processing plants. Harry knew the next part of his plan was to distribute the product directly to grocery stores. He wanted in on that action, but Smith would not have taken kindly to Harry attempting to lay claim to a portion of his industry in the San Diego area. Harry found a business partner who understood the trade and secured the money to invest in the Abalone Processing Plant in Oxnard. At 155 miles from San Diego, Harry felt the plant was far enough from Smith’s stronghold.


By this time, Kris was in junior high and was distressed at leaving her hometown of San Diego. She felt her mother was unapproachable about the move. Mary Jo and Harry were united in thinking that the tuna industry was their family’s future. They agreed to move to Oxnard, the land of strawberries and lima beans. Kris said they went from a house in San Diego to an apartment in Oxnard. To her, the thought of fishermen harvesting slimy snails was dreary and not at all glamorous. According to Kris, as soon as the fishing boats came back, Harry had people “pounding and preparing the abalone for sale.”


When Kris and her family dined out at local restaurants, they were expected to eat burgers made from abalone.


“The whole move was just a big hot mess,” Kris later proclaimed. “I hated abalone.”


“I could have said, ‘Oh, I’m getting the next train to La Jolla,’” Kris later explained. “I guess I could have lived with my grandmother. But that was my mother’s first year of marriage, and I was part of a family unit. Still, all I could think about was getting out.”


This miserable feeling of being helpless over her fate instilled a need for control and independence that would become a distinctive trademark in how she lived her adult life, both personally and professionally.


After three months of hell, Kris learned they were moving back to San Diego. Harry’s partner had bankrupted the company when he took off with all the cash, approximately $15,000. They were back in Clairemont in no time and moved into a house directly across the street from Lou Ethel, just in time for Kris and Karen to go back to their schools.


For Kris, life was grand again, but Mary Jo and Harry were devastated. Harry had lost every dime he had rustled up. And the cracks of Mary Jo’s perfect man began to show. Some of their family troubles might have been avoided if Harry had sought help for his alcoholism instead of stopping cold turkey and jumping into a new business venture. He and Mary Jo were unaware of the pitfalls of doing too much in early sobriety. It’s suggested in alcoholic support groups that major changes—which include new romantic relationships, changes of employment, and moves—are to be avoided for the first year to give the brain time to heal and avoid additional stressors that might lead to a relapse. Newly sober, Harry Shannon had done all three.


To his credit, Harry did not pick up the bottle despite the chaos swirling around him. He just kept busy. He was lucky to have such versatile talents. Harry went to work for his brother Jim, who owned a car dealership. He also bought into the Ugly Duckling Rent-A-Car franchise. Mary Jo joined him in that venture. The pair also operated an antenna installation company. Harry did most of the installations until they could afford to hire help. Then he learned car striping and sold his services to car dealerships all over the county. Kris was fascinated with Harry’s business moxie, and all of his wheeling and dealing had a major impact on her. Once again, she learned from another adult that all she needed to succeed and have whatever she wanted was the willingness to work hard and turn adversity into an opportunity.


Kris credits Harry for giving her many lessons about life.


Almost fifty years later, Stephanie Shepherd, an executive assistant to the Kardashians, has witnessed Kris’s powerful tenacity and persistence. “If someone tells her no, she has no problem standing her ground and saying, ‘We’re not accepting that, get someone on the phone and make it happen,’” Stephanie said. “That woman can literally get on the phone and change the world.”




CHAPTER TWO


KRIS TEES OFF


Going for the Green


The first celebrities Kris Houghton met were sports stars. Harry and his brother, Jim, frequently played golf together. They were members of the swanky country clubs in the resort beach communities around San Diego that catered to the professional golfers. Mary Jo shared Harry’s enthusiasm for golf, so they spent a lot of their time traveling the golfing circuit. Jim ran a golf tournament at Torrey Pines Golf Course. Harry and Mary Jo ran the scoreboard.


During her teenage years, Kris would have lunches and dinners at the La Costa Country Club with Harry and Mary Jo. Kris absorbed the sophistication of the country clubs. Wealth and social status were intoxicating to her. She observed how the socialite wives of these rich men dressed and behaved. She studied every detail of club life, analyzing the many courses of fine cuisine and how meals were presented. While she was too young to drink alcohol, she pored over the wine list and noted how patrons sniffed the glasses of the elegant brandies they imbibed. It was an education she found much more interesting and exciting than her high school courses. Socially, her status as a cheerleader at Clairemont High ensured she was popular, but she wasn’t interested in silly teenage chatter. She was mature beyond her years. She always felt comfortable with adults. Mary Jo and Lou Ethel always treated her like a peer.


Kris soaked up adult conversations at her mom’s table. She tuned into the talk between the women in the powder rooms. Kris eavesdropped as she checked her hair in the mirror and reapplied her lip gloss. She listened to how they gossiped about other women, how they talked about their husbands while they primped and preened. She made mental notes of how they wore their hair and the shades of their makeup as they patted powder and blush on their faces. She would compliment them on their clothes or hair as she asked them to reveal the shades of their lipsticks and nail polishes.


And, of course, Kris was aware of the men, and they couldn’t help but notice her. Most of the men were much older than Kris, and they were married. It did wonders for her self-confidence whenever these successful men glanced her way and let her know by how they looked at her that they found her attractive and desirable. When Kris caught a guy checking her out, it gave her a high like a drug. She was not only a stunning brunette, but also charming and fun. Her smile was warming, and she knew how to use her mouth muscles to evoke expressions for dramatic affect: starting at the halfway mark, turning up the corners slowly until she reached a full smile, while her big kohl-rimmed eyes twinkled in delight and amusement. She instinctively knew men loved being heard. She could tilt her head in a certain way and nod in agreement. Men felt she heard and understood them.


Most of the men spoke to her with motives for a quick thrill. Almost always, the conversational interludes were merely a fast flirtation with a pretty young thing while their wife wasn’t looking. It became an experiment of sorts for Kris to see how long she could maintain their initial advances. She found men took a real interest in her because she feigned such genuine interest in them. It was all research for learning how men operate. It was an education for Kris to discover that wealth and prestige could be easily obtained.


Many of the guys at the golf clubs were senior citizens, but there were a few who were only a decade older than Kris, some of whom she fancied, especially the superstars of the pro golf set. She was meeting some of these men through her friend Debbie Mungle’s mother, who managed professional golfer Phil Rodgers. The superstar had garnered a best-of-the-best reputation in the 1960s. Kris had heard Harry animatedly recount Rodgers’s five PGA tournament wins. She also had heard stories about Rodgers’s competitors Jack Nicklaus and Arnold Palmer. The men were known as the “Big Three.”


In 1973, as an early high school graduation present, Debbie’s mother treated the girls to a trip to Honolulu to watch the Hawaiian Open golf tournament. Rodgers was playing that weekend and seventeen-year-old Kris was thrilled with the invite.


Because Kris had already accompanied Debbie and her mom to several of Rodgers’s tournaments, Mary Jo let her teenage daughter go on the trip. But she was well aware that Hawaii was a whole different ball game. She knew the high schooler would be seen as a tantalizing young woman.


Excited by the adventure, Kris spent days assembling the perfect wardrobe for visiting the tropical paradise. She was sure she had come up with the right clothes, shoes, hats, and bags to look the part and create the desirable image she wanted to convey. She was equally confident that she had saved enough money working her part-time jobs to invest in sorely needed spring accessories to freshen up her closet picks for Hawaii.


Donuts before Diamonds


Kris never complained about the 5:00 a.m. call time for her shift at the neighborhood donut shop. Like a ray of sunshine before the morning light, she was wide awake and smiling brightly for her regular customers.


After a few hours of donut duty, which included scraping glaze off the shop floor, Kris changed into her school clothes and crossed the street to catch the bus for Clairemont High. After school, Kris walked to Candelabra for her other part-time job, gift wrapping and stocking the display table. Kris needed no direction. She prided herself on being a self-starter. She learned by living with her mom and grandma that there was always some task that required attention. Kris cleaned the entire back room and organized what was already organized in the little area assigned to gift wrapping. She practiced making gift bows from the jewel-toned ribbons.


Lou Ethel was impressed with how Kris instantly saw what needed to be done and did it. When she was promoted to gift wrapper, she continued to clean despite her elevated position with the family business. The two businesses—donuts at dawn and candles at sunset—couldn’t have been more different, but Kris enjoyed the variety and the satisfaction of doing two jobs well.


Kris was always comfortable with working hard. In her home, she saw the rewards that came from crafting a plan and implementing her ideas. She witnessed her mom, stepdad, and grandparents making businesses out of whatever they chose. They were all doers. It was the path to the luxurious lifestyle she craved.


On Fridays, Kris had a third job. Her mother had assigned Kris and her sister weekly chores. Kris hummed Disney tunes while she raked and fluffed the red shag carpeting in the living room. She always completed her household assignments to Mary’s Jo’s satisfaction. Despite her heavy workload, Kris always found time to grab the keys to the shiny red Mazda RX-2 that Harry had given her for her sixteenth birthday and go to the movies or for a drive with friends.
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