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For my family.


––Peter Evans





Prologue


Her phone calls in the middle of the night had fallen into a habit. I picked up the receiver on the first ring, an old newspaperman’s trick.


“Did I wake you, honey?” she asked softly, without preamble.


“It’s 3 A.M.,” I said, checking my watch. “Of course you didn’t wake me.”


“It’s me,” she said.


“I know it’s you, Ava.” No one else in the world sounded like Ava Gardner. Nobody I knew anyway. There was always a sense of weariness, a hint of a recent bender in her voice, even when it wasn’t three o’clock in the morning, even when she was stone-cold sober.


“You said I could always call, no matter what time it was,” she reminded me. “Were you sleeping, honey?”


“Just dozing,” I lied. She sounded low. “Can’t you sleep?”


“I miss Frank,” she said after a small silence. “He was a bastard. But Jesus I miss him.”


“Was? Is he dead?”


“Not as far as I know, honey.”


Sinatra would outlive her, she said. “Bastards are always the best survivors.”


We talked for a long time, as we always did when she called me in the night. We talked about the films she had made, her mistakes and missed opportunities, one of which, she said, was turning down the role of Mrs. Robinson in The Graduate. We talked about bullfighters; John Huston, whom she adored; restaurants; her favorite dogs; her lovers. She told me about the days when she swam like a champion, played tennis, and could dance all night. She talked about the lousy prices secondhand dealers were offering for her dresses and couture gowns. “I could hoist the price if I put my name to them, but that’d be telling the world Ava Gardner’s hanging on in there by the skin of her teeth,” she said.


“You can sum up my life in a sentence, honey: She made movies, she made out, and she made a fucking mess of her life. But she never made jam,” she said.


She could make me laugh even when she woke me up at three o’clock in the morning. She could make me laugh even when I would have liked to throttle her.


She had pulmonary emphysema, or feared she had, the lung disease that had recently carried off John Huston, and I knew that she was afraid of dying painfully and slowly as he had. So much of her life had been caught up with his. “Huston had all the courage in the world. I told him he should just put a gun to his head—he loved playing with fucking guns—and pull the trigger when the pain got too much. But the stubborn bastard wanted to die game. He always had a cruel streak in him even when the cruelty was directed at himself,” she said.


I heard the clink of a bottle against a glass.


“You know this thing called Exit, baby?” she asked, after a long silence.


I said I had but she ignored me.


“They help you switch off the lights when you’ve had enough,” she said. “There was an old lady, Mrs. Chapman, a neighbor of mine. She’d had a stroke and didn’t like it one bit. She belonged to Exit. I’d go up and sit and listen to her once in a while. She was a classy old broad, full of piss and vinegar. She must have been quite pretty once, too. She said that when you get to the point you can’t take it any longer, these people help you close your account, and make sure you do it right first time—they give you pills, a bottle of brandy, or Scotch, if that’s your poison.”


I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say. Her mind was always full of surprising twists and turns but this was the first time she had told me that she wanted to kill herself. Not straight out like that anyway. No matter how smart you think you are, there are times when you don’t know what to say, because there is nothing wise or comforting you can say.


“Ava, I hope you don’t mean that,” I said.


“I’m getting close to that point, honey. I’m so fucking tired of being Ava Gardner,” she said.


There was pain in her voice. I still wanted to say something reassuring but I knew it would be a lie and she would spot it at once. I said nothing.


“When I don’t want to be around anymore, I don’t want any retakes. I don’t want to recover next day and find myself the lead story on the six o’clock news. I’d like to do it in one take,” she said. It was, she said, and began to laugh, something she had never managed in her whole movie career. “I never missed my mark but I didn’t always manage a scene in one take either. It would be nice to finally break the habit of a lifetime,” she said.


When the time came, she said, would I take her to the people at Exit? “I’m not afraid of dying, baby. I just want you to hold my hand, I want you to be there when I go, that’s all,” she said. “Will you do that for me, when the time comes, baby? Will you promise to be there for me, honey?”


“I won’t help you die, Ava. I can’t do that,” I said. I knew she scorned cowardice as much as she despised disloyalty, and she made me feel guilty on both counts. I almost told her that I was a Catholic, but caught myself in time. “I’m sorry, Ava.”


“I thought you were my friend,” she said.


“I am, Ava,” I said.


“I thought you loved me,” she said.


“I do, Ava,” I said.


“Obviously you don’t love me enough. You don’t understand friendship at all. If you loved me, if you were my friend, you’d help me die when I want to go. Fahcrissake, honey, my body’s failing every which way, you know that. I’m falling apart here. And you refuse to help me the one way you can. You don’t love me at all, baby.”


She said that she wanted to go to sleep now. “Shit, I’m going to have a peach of a head in the morning, I know that,” she said, perhaps to let me know she was angry at herself, too.


I told her that I loved her, whatever she thought.


“The thing is, honey, I’d have helped you. If you came to me and asked, I’d have done it for you, baby,” she said, and put the phone down.


I went to my study and wrote down everything she had said, as I always did. I knew that she was always at her most honest at that hour.
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In the first week of January 1988, Ava Gardner asked me to ghost her memoirs. Since I had never met Ava Gardner, the call, late on a Sunday evening, was clearly a hoax. “Sounds great, Ava,” I played along. “Does Frank approve? I don’t want to upset Frank.” There was a small silence, then a brief husky laugh.


“Fuck Frank,” she said with a faint but still unmistakably Southern drawl.


“Are you interested or not, honey?” she said.


Only Ava Gardner could have made the ultimatum sound both threatening and so full of promise. She had been called “the most irresistible woman in Hollywood,” and “the world’s most beautiful animal.” Such encomiums were typical of the hype that was de rigueur in the Hollywood marketing machine of the 1940s and ’50s, but they were not inappropriate. Ava Gardner’s whole life had been defined by her beauty and the many and various lovers it ensnared—and she famously devoured. In another age, in another world, she would have been a grande horizontale. She had seduced, been seduced by, married to and divorced from, lived with and walked out on, some of the most famous names of the twentieth century. She had toyboys before Cher had toys, although it was unlikely that any of them remained boys for very long in her company. “Are you interested or not, honey?”


I should have said no right there. I wasn’t a ghostwriter. I was working fifteen hours a day to finish my third novel; an interesting biography was on the stocks; I really didn’t need this kind of distraction. But this was Ava Gardner calling me. Only a fool would say he wasn’t interested. Or not be tempted. Although we had several mutual friends, the closest we ever got was the twenty minutes between my departure from, and her arrival in, Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, during the filming of Tennessee Williams’s The Night of the Iguana in 1963. Richard Burton, who was playing the unfrocked minister T. Lawrence Shannon opposite Gardner’s man-hungry Maxine Faulk, told me that I should stay on a couple of days and meet her. “She’s not a movie star; she’s a legend. She’ll either love you or hate you. Either way, you won’t forget her,” he said. But I had to go.


Twenty-five years later, I still hadn’t met her, and had no idea why she had asked me to ghost her story.


“It’s okay, I checked you out, honey,” she said, anticipating, but not answering, my unasked question. She gave me her London telephone number. “Call me tomorrow evening, after six, not before. I come awake after six,” she said. She apologized for the late hour, said good night, and replaced the receiver. I made a note of the conversation, and the time: it was 11:35 P.M.


The following morning, before I called my friend and agent, Ed Victor, I read everything about her I could lay my hands on. “Ava Gardner has seldom been accused of acting,” wrote the film historian David Shipman in 1972. “She is of what might be termed the genus Venus, stars that are so beautiful that they needn’t bother to act. It’s enough if they just stand around being desirable.” But even after she had acquired a reputation as a neurotic drinker, with a pathological urge to self-destruct, her sensuality continued to animate nearly every part she played. Her taste for matadors, millionaires, and wholly inappropriate men had become notorious. She believed that sexual freedom was a woman’s prerogative. Her affairs had brought her final husband, Frank Sinatra, to the brink of suicide, taken her lover Howard Hughes beyond the edge of madness, and provoked George C. Scott to bouts of near-homicidal rage.


She undoubtedly had a life worth writing about, and of course I was interested. Nevertheless, I knew that a couple of years earlier she’d had a stroke and hadn’t worked since. The question was: how much of her tumultuous life would she be able to remember—or prepared to own up to, even if she remembered plenty? But by the laws of the game that publishers play, Ava Gardner was still a catch. It was not every day that a Hollywood legend offered to tell a story that was so full of history, scandal, and secrets.


I called Jack Cardiff, a friend of mine. He was one of the finest cinematographers in the world. He had photographed Ava in Pandora and the Flying Dutchman and The Barefoot Contessa. They had known each other for forty years and were Knightsbridge neighbors. I explained the situation.


“She’s always sworn that she’d never write a biography. How the hell did you get her to change her mind?” he asked, with incredulity in his voice.


“I didn’t get her to change her mind. I didn’t get her to do anything. And I haven’t agreed to write it yet,” I said.


“Don’t kid yourself, pal. If Ava Gardner wants you to write her book, you’ll write it,” he said.


I said that it could be a very short book, indeed, if the stroke had loused up her memory.


“She might occasionally forget where she put her car keys, but she’ll remember what she needs to remember,” he said. “But let me give you a word of advice. Nobody becomes a movie star by putting all their cards on the table—and there’ll be plenty she’ll want to forget. She’d be mad not to keep the lid on some of the things that have happened in her life. She’ll give you plenty of problems, with Ava there are always problems, but sure as hell amnesia won’t be one of them.”


The timing of the book was a more immediate problem. The late hour of her phone call on Sunday evening might have given her offer a greater sense of urgency. I definitely had the feeling that she wasn’t prepared to be kept waiting. A sexagenarian, in poor health, she had lived extravagantly, drunk to excess. It was unlikely that she had much of an income coming in from her old movies. It was rumored that Frank Sinatra, thirty-one years after their divorce, still picked up her medical bills, and maybe other bills, too. Even so she was probably still feeling the pinch.


I told Ed Victor what had happened, and about my talk with Cardiff. I’d still like to give it a shot, I said, but I didn’t think I’d be able to stall her until I’d finished my novel.


He agreed. “But it would be a pity to let her go. She’s got one of the greatest untold stories in movies. Her very name epitomizes Hollywood in its heyday,” he said. “I think we should do whatever we have to do to move it on, don’t you?”


To further complicate things, the heroine of my novel Theodora was a movie star of the same vintage as Ava. He advised me not to mention this to Ava. “Actresses are never comfortable knowing they have a rival, even if she’s only a character in a book,” he said. He proposed that I work with Ava in the evenings, and continue to write Theodora during the day—“or whichever way round she wants to play it, but it sounds as if she might be at her best after dark,” he said cheerfully.


I CALLED AVA THAT evening, after six as she had suggested, and, as Jack Cardiff had prophesied, I got my first surprise.


“I have to tell you, I have a problem with this book idea, honey. I’m in two minds about the whole goddamn thing.”


The sense of accusation in her voice, the implication that the book had been my idea, stunned me. Before I could remind her that she had approached me, she explained that she had remembered a conversation with John Huston when he was writing his autobiography, An Open Book. Her favorite director, Huston had cowritten The Killers, the movie that, in 1946, rescued her career after a dozen forgettable B movies (Hitler’s Madman, Ghosts on the Loose, Maisie Goes to Reno) and set her on the path to stardom.


“I loved John. God, I miss him. He had a great life. He lived like a king, even when he didn’t have a pot to piss in. His entire life was a crap shoot. He even loved foxhunting, fahcrissake! I hope to Christ there are hounds and foxes wherever the old bastard is now.”


The problem was she had recalled that Huston once told her that writing his book was like living his life all over again.


“Second helpings was perfect for John. He even got a kick out of remembering the bundles he’d dropped at Santa Anita, the poor bloody elephants and tigers he’d shot in India—reliving all that stuff, the drunken brawls—was no end of fun for Huston. But do I want to go through the crap and mayhem of my life a second time just for a book, honey? The first time, you have no choice. Lana Turner says that life is what happens to you while the crow’s-feet are fucking up your looks. Lana has a name and a story for every goddamn wrinkle in her face. I’m not saying my own looks don’t give the game away. Nothing I can do about that anymore. A nip and tuck ain’t gonna do it. The thing is: do I have to put myself through the mangle again?”


It sounded like something she had thought about a lot. I was only disappointed that she hadn’t thought about it a lot before she involved me. Nevertheless, it was an extraordinary tirade: cynical and anguished as well as sad and funny. It made me want to write her book more than ever. I had no idea whether it was a game she was playing to test me. All actresses liked to be cajoled and wooed a little, of course; I remembered what John Huston had said when she was having misgivings about playing the role of Maxine in The Night of the Iguana: “I knew damned well that she was going to do it; she did, too—she just wanted to be courted.”


If that was what she was doing now, I decided to play along. I told her that I understood her anxieties; her apprehension was normal. “I don’t blame you, Miss Gardner,” I said. “If you don’t want to do it, don’t do it. Writing about yourself must be like looking at your reflection in a mirror when you’re nursing a God Almighty hangover.”


To my surprise, she burst out laughing.


“Well, let’s not beat about the bush, honey,” she said. Her laugh became a racking cough. When she stopped there was a long silence. I heard a lighter click a couple of times, followed by a deep intake of breath as she drew reflectively on a cigarette. “How long would it take to write this stuff, honey?” she asked. I said that it would depend on many things—how long the interviews took, how good her memory was, how well we got on together.


“I’m told we’d get along fine, but who the hell knows? You’ve been a journalist; I hate journalists. I don’t trust them,” she said. “But Dirk Bogarde says you’re okay. So does Michael Winner. Dirk said you deal from a clean deck, and you’re not a faggot. Don’t get me wrong. I get on fine with fags, I just prefer dealing with guys who aren’t. Dirk reckons you’d break your ass to get the book right. That’s what I need—a guy who’ll break his ass to please me.”


As she became more relaxed, her uncertainty about doing the book seemed to lessen. I asked whether she had read anything of mine. She said that she had read one of my novels and Ari, my biography of Aristotle Onassis. She had known Onassis, and been a guest on his yacht Christina. She said that my book was “on the money, but the horny little fuck had other attractions beside the dough.”


What are they? I asked. I was genuinely curious.


“If he hadn’t had a dollar he could have snapped a lady’s garter anytime he liked. I understand what Jackie Kennedy saw in him besides the fortune. She never fell for him, like Maria Callas. He was a primitive with a yacht. Mrs. Kennedy would have appreciated that. A primitive with a yacht,” she repeated. “For some ladies that’s an irresistible combination.


“Did Ari ever tell you his views on Aristophanes’ Lysistrata—about the morality of broads who bargain with their pussies? He might have said ‘cunts’ I can’t remember. He probably said ‘cunts.’ He was always trying to shock me. It became a game between us. I tried to shock him, he tried to shock me. I don’t think he ever shocked me, although I think I managed to surprise him once or twice,” she said with evident satisfaction.


We talked for a while about Onassis, whom she clearly liked. “I never slept with him, although it was tempting, it would have been interesting. Are you taping this?” she suddenly asked sharply, with suspicion in her voice. “This is between the two of us, right?”


“Of course,” I said.


“I’ll tell you when the meter starts,” she said.


I assured her again that I wasn’t taping her, which was true; however, I was making plenty of notes. To change the subject, I told her that her first husband, Mickey Rooney, was coming to London shortly in his nostalgic Broadway success, Sugar Babies.


“Mickey, the smallest husband I ever had, and the biggest mistake I ever made—well, that year it was. Pearl Harbor in December [1941], spliced to Mickey in January [1942]. It was the start of the goddamnedest, unhappiest, most miserable time I’d ever had. He wasn’t an easy man to live with, God knows. It was really a fucked-up marriage from day one. I was nineteen years old. Jesus! I was just a kid! A baby!”


She talked about her days with Rooney, losing her virginity to him on their wedding night, when he was the biggest star on the MGM lot, and she was a starlet. “But I do owe Mickey one thing: he taught me how much I enjoyed sex—in bed, I’ve always known I was on safe ground.”


I said that was very funny.


“If I get into this stuff, oh, honey, have you got something coming.”


There was a long pause in which I could sense her making up her mind. Finally, she said: “Well, okay, if this book is going to happen, honey, I guess I’d better see you up close and personal. I trust Bogarde, but I’m a gal who likes to buy her own drinks.”


When shall we meet? I asked her.


“I’ll call you,” she said.


“DON’T THANK ME. SHE will eat you alive; you know that, don’t you? I haven’t the faintest idea whether I’ve done either of you any favors putting you together. Maybe it’s a book she should never write, maybe she should remain an enigma,” Dirk Bogarde told me over lunch at La Famiglia, a favorite Tuscan restaurant in Chelsea. I’d known him a long time; when I was starting out in journalism and he was a Rank contract player going nowhere, I ghosted an article for him in Films and Filming, a now defunct movie magazine. Although he could be caustic and touchy—bitchy even—I enjoyed his company and wicked humor, and could take his ribbing in my stride. Now in his late sixties, he had been a handsome and popular leading man in British films in the 1950s and early ’60s. His performance as a working-class manservant who seduces and corrupts his aristocratic master in Joseph Losey’s The Servant launched him as an international star. His reputation grew rapidly in such films as Luchino Visconti’s The Damned, and Death in Venice, in which he played the dying Mahler character; and as a masochistic concentration camp doctor in Liliana Cavani’s The Night Porter. Then a film by Rainer Werner Fassbinder, for which he had high hopes, turned out badly and he stopped working for twelve years. When we met for lunch, he had semiretired from acting and was writing novels, literary criticism, essays, obituaries, and fragments of autobiography for the London Daily Telegraph.


He said, “Before you start with Madam, old chum, a piece of advice: remember that she is essential to the Hollywood myth about itself. You tamper with that at your peril. She is very dear and adorable. I am devoted to her. She can also be outrageous—Dom Perignon at 5 A.M. in Makeup: ‘The only way to make filming fun,’ she used to say—but she is terribly conflicted about herself, especially about her fame. Most well-known actors are, but she especially, pathologically so. She may never make another movie, that stroke has buggered up her career for good, I imagine, but if she lives to be a hundred she will never go into oblivion, she will never be forgotten. She will try to spin you the expurgated version of her life. She will often be evasive and capricious and sometimes bloody tiresome—the obstacles and diversions she will throw at your feet!—but you must persevere if you wish to get to the truth. Trust me, the truth is something else. You must already have heard that she’s more fun when she’s had a tipple or two. But when she’s had more than a tipple or two, watch out! She can be rough, and bloody unpredictable. But always show her respect, yet not too much reverence. She’s smart, she’ll know the difference. And she will eat you alive.”


When we said goodbye, he repeated with a bleak smile as he got into the cab in the King’s Road: “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, chum: she will eat you alive!”


With slightly more trepidation, I continued to wait for her call.
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It’s true then what they say: the world is so full of madmen that one need not seek them in a madhouse,” Peter Viertel greeted me when I arrived in Marbella, on the Spanish Costa del Sol, where he lived with his second wife, the English actress Deborah Kerr. Although they had come to meet me at the airport, I could see he was not happy that I had ignored his advice not to accept Ava’s offer. “Don’t even think about it, if you value your sanity; she was a ballbreaker then, and she’ll still be a ballbreaker. But she’s also beautiful and smart, and you’re going to go ahead with her book whatever I say,” he’d said when I called him from London to seek his advice on how to handle her.


Viertel had known Ava since 1946, when she was an MGM starlet and married to her second husband and Viertel’s friend, the virtuoso clarinetist Artie Shaw. Each morning, Viertel had swum with Ava in the pool of the Shaws’ Beverly Hills house while Artie, who had literary ambitions, discussed books and writing with Viertel’s first wife, Virginia—known as “Jigee”—the former wife of novelist Budd Schulberg and onetime story editor for Sam Goldwyn. In 1956, Viertel was asked to write the screenplay for Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises, in which Ava was to play the aristocratic Lady Brett Ashley.


I knew that they had been close—“men are inclined to fall in love with Ava at sight,” he admitted—although he denied they had been lovers. A disclaimer, if not said out of modesty and guile, uttered for the comfort of his wife, who sat next to him as we lunched at the Marbella Club.


The son of Berthold and Salka Viertel—she was Greta Garbo’s friend and wrote several of her notable films of the 1930s—Peter had grown up in Hollywood and knew everybody. Over lunch he told lively anecdotes about Humphrey Bogart, Hemingway, John Huston, Orson Welles, as well as his parents’ famous friends in the Los Angeles refugee community, including Bertolt Brecht and Thomas Mann, whom he had known as a child.


“Anyway, you want me to tell you about Ava,” he continued seamlessly as the coffee was poured. “Let me tell you something: nobody handles Ava Gardner. Artie Shaw was a smart guy, a regular polymath—as well as a male chauvinist shit of the first order—and he couldn’t handle her, and neither could Luis Miguel Dominguín, one of the bravest bullfighters in Spain.” He looked at me pointedly, as if waiting for me to say something.


“What about Sinatra?” I said.


He shook his head. “Sinatra, the poor bastard, never stood a chance, and he loved her probably most of all. He was too possessive of her; that was the problem, or one of the problems—no one is ever going to possess Ava.” He shrugged; he clearly didn’t want to get involved in her marital problems. “Let’s just say she’s a complicated woman, courageous, difficult . . . well, you’ll find out. She’ll promise you anything. She’ll be nice as huckleberry pie—until the day you get down to work. She’ll take it as a personal affront if she can’t seduce you, by the way—and if she does succeed, you’ll have the time of your life. But you won’t have the book you could have had, or Ava deserves.”


I expressed my doubt that she would still be sexually active. “Don’t forget she’s had a stroke,” I said, lamely.


“That won’t have stopped her,” he said, sounding very sure of himself. “The trouble will begin when you show her pages. She will hate them. She loathed my screenplay [The Sun Also Rises]. She sent it to Hemingway for his opinion, for Christ’s sake. No author likes what a screenwriter does to his book. Fortunately, Papa went easy on me. Hollywood had screwed up every one of his books; he was getting used to it, he said. Anyway, he was my friend.


“But even so, what Ava did was unforgivable, and unkind. But she craves second opinions. A second opinion is always Ava’s first weapon of choice. You’ll have to fight her all the way, and I warn you now she’s a money player. She knows what is good for Ava, or thinks she does, but that won’t necessarily be good for you or your book. No matter what she promised to get you on board, when it comes to the point, Ava isn’t going to condone a truly honest biography. Her language, using all the four-letter words, the booze, the scandals, the lovers she’s had—okay, plenty of actresses put out, but few have been as eager or as beautiful as Ava Gardner. I’m telling you, I know her, and she’s not going to admit to one tenth of that stuff.


“If only she would tell the truth about herself—or allow it to be told—my God, what a book that would be! But it’s not going to happen, and that’s a pity because everything she has ever done in her life, all that she has achieved, has been done and achieved on her own terms. I still love her, in spite of a couple of things she shouldn’t have done to me, and to others. She is still the proudest, the most liberated, the most uninhibited woman I know,” he said.


Deborah Kerr, who starred with Ava in The Night of the Iguana, and had been listening politely to her husband’s stories, chipped in with a wan smile: “I think what Pete is trying to tell you is that Ava’s a man-eater.”


I RETURNED TO LONDON that evening feeling none the wiser about how to deal with Ava, whom I still hadn’t met. She had canceled a couple of appointments, but we had talked on the telephone nearly every evening and despite her procrastination she talked eagerly about the book, throwing in ideas and opinions and some wonderful throwaway lines.


Eleven days after her first phone call, Ava invited me to her apartment, spaciously spread across the first floor of two converted fin de siècle mansions in Ennismore Gardens, Knightsbridge. There were four bells on a brass plate screwed to the red-brick wall by the front door, with names written on cards fixed in small plastic slots by each bell. Her bell had the name Baker. “It’s my mother’s maiden name. I live like a goddamn spy,” she’d told me earlier.


I rang the entry phone and gave my name; the lock was released and I was told to go to the first floor, where her housekeeper, Carmen Vargas, met me and led the way to the drawing room. But before we reached it, Ava appeared in the hall wearing nothing but an angry scowl and a bath towel. “I loathe it when people spread bedtime stories about me.” She explained her bad temper and the reason why she had been delayed getting dressed for our meeting. (Later, when we had gotten to know each other a whole lot better, she admitted that she also wanted to see how I would react to her state of dishabille; she never to her dying day lost her pride in her sexuality.)


“I was in the tub when a girlfriend called from L.A. She said that Marlon Brando told her he’d slept with me; he reckoned we’d had a little thing going in Rome. That’s a goddamn lie, honey,” she said. She had called Brando on it right away. “I told him that if he really believed that I’d ever jumped into the feathers with him, his brain had gone soft. He apologized. He said that his brain wasn’t the only part of his anatomy that had gone soft lately. He said, ‘Ithn’t that punithment enouth, baby?’ ” she lisped, mocking Brando’s speech impediment. “That’s a funny line, isn’t it? How can you stay pissed with a guy who comes up with a line like that?”


As I followed her into the drawing room, she pulled the bath towel more tightly around her; she was clearly wearing no underwear.


She held out her hand. “Mr. Evans, good evening,” she said politely, as if remembering her manners. “May I call you Peter?” she asked, holding on to my hand and searching my face, slowly and quite openly.


“Of course,” I said.


“Call me Ava,” she said, releasing my hand with a nod of acceptance. “I must put some clothes on,” she said. When she returned she was wearing a gray tight-fitting jersey track suit and horn-rimmed eyeglasses.


“I don’t know about Jimmy Dean, Ingrid Bergman, Larry Olivier, Jackie O, and the rest of the names Marlon’s supposed to have carved on his bedpost, but my name’s definitely not one of them, honey,” she said, casually picking up the conversation where she’d left it. She was calmer now that she had finished dressing. “Marlon ought to know better than to make up a story like that. I think the most vulgar thing about Hollywood is the way it believes its own gossip.


“I know a lot of men fantasize about me; that’s how Hollywood gossip becomes Hollywood history. Someday someone is going to say, ‘All the lies ever told about Ava Gardner are true,’ and the truth about me, just like the truth about poor, maligned Marilyn [Monroe] will disappear like names on old tombstones. I know I’m not defending a spotless reputation. Hell, it’s too late for that. Scratching one name off my dance card won’t mean a row of beans in the final tally. It’s just that I like to keep the books straight while I’m still around and sufficiently sober and compos mentis to do it,” she said.


“Is that why you want to write a book?” I asked warily. “You want to put the record straight?”


“I’m broke, honey. I either write the book or sell the jewels.” Although it was what I had suspected, I was surprised at the frankness with which she admitted it. “And I’m kinda sentimental about the jewels,” she added.


She tapped a cigarette out of a half-empty pack on the Adam mantelpiece, lit it with a gold lighter, and inhaled deeply. It was a slow, well-practiced performance—a routine I had seen her go through a dozen times on the screen—during which I got my first good look at her. Her luminous beauty had faded with age and hard living although good bone structure and a strong jawline still gave her face a sculptural force. The stroke she’d had two years earlier had partially paralyzed her left side and froze half her face in a rictus of sadness. It would have been a hard blow to bear for any woman, but for an actress who had once been hailed as “the world’s most beautiful animal,” it was a tragedy. And yet her sensuality hadn’t completely deserted her; in her composure, in her stillness, it was still there.


I tried not to stare, but she must have guessed my thoughts. “As if getting old wasn’t tough enough,” she said, with no sense of self-pity at all. She carried her limp left arm across her chest, holding it at the elbow. “Actors get older, actresses get old. Ain’t that the truth. But life doesn’t stop because you’re no longer a beauty, or desirable. You just have to make adjustments. Although I’d be lying to you if I told you that losing my looks is no big deal. It hurts, goddamnit, it hurts like a sonofabitch.”


She crushed out the cigarette with an irritable gesture.


“The thing is, I’ve survived; I dodged all the bullets that had my name on them. I have to be grateful for that. But it does remind you of your mortality when you hear them whistle by. You go on living knowing that from now on in, death is always going to be somewhere about. But I’ve had an interesting life; I’ve had a wonderful time, in parts. I’d be crazy to start squawking now.”


It was six o’clock.


“Tea—or something else? I’m a something else kind of woman myself.” She grinned at me.


Peter Viertel had warned me that she didn’t trust men who didn’t drink, and I suspected that this was more of a challenge, some kind of test, than an invitation. “Something else would be fine,” I said. She handed me a bottle of wine and a corkscrew. “You do the honors, honey,” she said.


“One thing you must understand about me from the get-go is that my vices and scandals are more interesting than anything anyone—including Mr. Limp Dick Brando—can make up about me. If we tell my story the way it should be told, maybe I won’t have fucked up my life completely,” she said, watching me open the wine.


I sensed that she was judging me as much by the measures I poured as by my reaction to what she was telling me. “Last month I was sixty-five years old. I’ve had a stroke—a couple of strokes, actually. I got both barrels,” she said as I handed her the drink. “But before they put me to bed with a shovel, we’ve got to finish this book, honey. I’ve lived an interesting life, goddamnit. I want an interesting book, one that tells it the way it was.”


“It’ll be a great book,” I said.


“And let’s make it a fast one, because pretty damn soon there’s gonna be no corn in Egypt, baby,” she said. She saw the look of surprise on my face, and laughed. “We might as well be honest with each other, baby; we are going to be spending a lot of time together.”


She held out her glass in a toast.


“Movie stars write their books, then they are forgotten, and then they die,” she said.


“You’re not going to die for a long time yet, Ava,” I told her.


“If our book doesn’t replenish the larder, honey, dying’s going to be my only hope.”


It had been my intention that first evening simply to break the ice, to discuss the areas of her life we would need to explore. Instead, we talked about a lot of things. I was not prepared for her frankness, or her wicked sense of humor. (“I saw Elizabeth [Taylor] on TV. ‘Yes, I had a little tuck under my chin.’ A little tuck! Jesus Christ! She’s such a wonderful actress.” And, “I liked to fuck. But fucking was an education, too.” And, “Who’d have thought the highlight of my day is walking the dog.”)


At the end of the evening, she asked how I wanted to handle the deal. Before I could answer, she said she’d like Ed Victor to deal with the publishers (“I’m told he knows all the questions and all the answers.”), and she would have her business manager, Jess Morgan in Los Angeles, talk to Ed about our split. I said fine; it was as simple as that.


“So how will we do this thing with us, honey?” she asked. “I don’t like interviews.”


“I prefer conversations,” I said.


“I can handle conversations,” she said, seriously. “I never played a woman who was smarter than me.”


It was time to go. At the door, she shook my hand in a very English manner. Then she kissed me on the mouth—“the only real way to seal a deal,” she said. “Now that the meter’s running, let’s not waste any more time.”


I said I would call in the morning and fix a meeting as soon as possible.


“We’re gonna have fun, but don’t think it’s not going to be a bumpy ride, honey,” she said with a smile.


It was a smile I would get to know very well, for it conveyed a warning as well as warmth.
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At five o’clock the following morning Ava phoned and said she wanted to start work on the book that afternoon. “I can’t sleep,” she said, when I mentioned the time. She suggested that we meet at four o’clock at her apartment. “It’s not my best hour, Jesus knows. I’m a night owl. Let’s make it five, okay? I don’t want to waste any more time, honey. We’ve frittered away too much of it already. Now time is of the essence, as they say.” She laughed wickedly at the trite phrase. “When you get to be my age, baby, you have to pay time more respect.”


Her enthusiasm was reassuring, and I said that five was fine with me. It would give me another hour to work on my novel, Theodora, only Ava still didn’t know about that yet. It was part of her attractiveness that she showed no interest in my life beyond our working relationship.


“How do you want to start the book, by the way?” she asked.


To be honest, I hadn’t given it a lot of thought. I’d imagined that we’d begin with her childhood in North Carolina. That’s what I suggested.


“Jesus, honey, that’s so boring. It’s so goddamn . . . boring, baby, don’t you think? We can come up with something a little better than that, can’t we?”


“Where would you start, Ava?” I was curious.


“I think we should begin with the story of my stroke—how I had to learn to control my bladder again; that was fun, having to train myself not to wet my goddamn pants every time I sneezed, or got excited?”


It was a funny idea and she made it sound outrageous, but I wasn’t convinced that it was the best way to begin her book, although her ebullience gave me a warm feeling toward her, a reminder of the moxie she had needed to get her through a stroke, which left her half paralyzed, temporarily speechless, and with a form of glaucoma that threatened permanent blindness at any minute.


“You don’t think people might find it a little too downbeat to open with that?” I said.


“Come on, they’ll love it. The irony of a screen love goddess peeing her pants, and having to learn to walk again. We start the book with my second childhood?” she said, and laughed again. “That’s funny, isn’t it? That would work.”


There was an edge of obstinacy in her voice, as if she had already made up her mind that this was how the book would begin. I’d planned to use her stroke as a set piece—but not in the opening chapter, and certainly not in the way she suggested. “You really think that’s a good idea, Ava?” I asked cautiously. Both Dirk Bogarde and Peter Viertel had said that she could take offense for the most abstruse reasons, even when she was sober, and I knew I might be on tricky ground.


“You don’t think so, honey?” She sounded surprised, but still perfectly friendly. “We start the book with me back in diapers, a sixty-something old broad back in diapers?” Her voice had a cajoling quality. But the idea conjured up a troubling image. I still couldn’t think of a more inappropriate way to begin her story. Perhaps she was testing me, perhaps I hadn’t got the joke—it was, after all, five o’clock in the morning, and I was still half asleep.


“I don’t want a book that’s downbeat; I don’t want a ‘pity me’ book, honey. Jesus, I hate those kind of books.”


I agreed that that would be a mistake.


“Let’s at least start off with a few laughs,” she said.


The stubbornness in her voice had hardened. I knew that she wasn’t joking.


“It had its funny side,” she said. “I fell down in Hyde Park with a friend who’d had a hip operation and neither of us could get up again. People must have thought we were a couple of drunks rolling around and walked on by. Tell me that’s not funny? Thank God, nobody recognized me. Or maybe they did and thought, There she goes again!”


Of course it was funny. It would make a wonderfully funny piece; it would win the reader’s sympathy, and her fans would identify emotionally with her dilemma. But it was a question of balance. The stroke had been the most desperate and demoralizing episode of her life, and the idea that we treat it in such a trivial, lighthearted way in the first chapter was not only perverse and illogical, it was plain stupid. She didn’t seem to understand—or even want to acknowledge—the seriousness of the stroke she had suffered, or the courage she had displayed in her fight to overcome it.


Even if I wrote the episode as black farce rather than in the lunatic Lucille Ball fashion she suggested, it would still diminish her mystique, it would destroy her legend; all the things that she was admired for, the qualities that had sustained her box office appeal for so long, would be jeopardized. It would deprive her book of its heart.


I knew there would be arguments—she had been a movie star for forty years; getting her own way was in her DNA—and times when I’d simply have to roll with the punches. I decided to say as little as possible and hope that eventually she would see reason and change her mind. The one thing I didn’t want to do was trade shots with her at five o’clock in the morning when I was still half asleep.


“You don’t like that opening?” she pressed me impatiently.


“It’s a funny idea, Ava. I think it could be quite poignant, too. But I wonder if it’s the best way to begin your story?”


“You really don’t like it, do you?”


“No, I really don’t. But maybe I’m missing something,” I said, in spite of my determination not to get into an argument with her so early in the morning. “Maybe you could persuade me to change my mind, but I rather doubt it.”


“Then how should we begin it? You’re the writer.”


I tried to think of what I could say that might divert her, and undo the damage I had obviously done with my last remark. Had she read J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye? I quoted Holden Caulfield’s opening line: “If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like . . .”


“I didn’t have a lousy childhood. I had a happy childhood—well, it definitely wasn’t lousy anyway,” she said. “I don’t think childhood is an interesting place to start anything, honey. Where I was born, what my childhood was like! Jesus! It has no come-on. I made over a hundred movies in my time, one thing I learned was that the opening scene has to have sucker bait, honey. I learned from the best . . . John Huston, Tennessee Williams, Papa Hemingway, John Ford, Joe Mankiewicz, the sonofabitch. I worked with them all. They knew how to tell a story. You want to second-guess Hemingway, Tennessee Williams? You know how to tell a story better than those guys? I’m sorry, I don’t think so.”


I had obviously been put in my place but let it pass. I remembered Dirk Bogarde’s warning that “she can go from solicitous to savage in three seconds flat.” I must always ignore her when she’s in that kind of mood, he said.


“You have to show the bait, honey,” she repeated. Why didn’t I want to start with the story of her stroke? Didn’t I think that was interesting? “I almost died fahcrissakes! That’s interesting to me, goddamnit. It was one of the most frightening things that ever happened to me in my entire life,” she said. “I almost bought it, honey! I almost died.”


She was not being rational. I knew that she couldn’t defend that argument and continue to justify the case for beginning the book in the bright-eyed and bushy-tailed way she proposed. But I knew that it would be futile to attempt to point that out to her in her present mood. I was wide awake now and had the sense to bide my time, and try to change her mind later.


“Ava, I’m not saying it isn’t interesting. I’m certainly not saying it wasn’t frightening. Of course it was. It must have been terrifying. I just don’t think it’s the best place to start, and it would deprive us of a really compelling ending,” I said in an attempt to preserve at least the appearance of reasonableness. “But it’s your book.”


“You’re damn right, honey, it is my book, and that fucking stroke ruined my looks and put paid to my career, that’s why I’m having to write the fucking thing in the first place. I can’t believe you said it isn’t interesting.”


“That’s not what I said, Ava,” I said, hoping we could finish the conversation, and I could catch up on a little more sleep before it was time to get up.


I heard her light a cigarette. “You know what? I think you just want to call all the plays, honey. And I won’t have it.”


She sounded so petulant, it was almost childish, and I wanted to laugh, only I still didn’t know her well enough to risk offending her any more than I already had. I suggested that we talk about it at a less ungodly hour.


“Five A.M. is not an ungodly hour, baby. I call it studio time, although it’s been a while since I got up at that hour to make a movie,” she said in a more agreeable tone. “We’ll finish this conversation later. I’ll see you at four.”


“Five,” I reminded her, but she’d already hung up.


I ARRIVED AT FOUR, to be on the safe side. Ava, in bare feet and blue jeans, wearing a man’s black V-neck sweater over a white linen shirt, was waiting for me in the drawing room. She wore no makeup, or very little I could see, and that must have taken a lot of confidence two years after suffering a stroke that had frozen half her face. She lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. She was standing in front of the Adam fireplace on which stood a near-empty glass of wine. I thought she was still angry with me. Nor was I sure that she would go ahead with the interview, or even the book, after our conversation that morning.


Weeks had passed since she asked me to ghost her memoirs. We’d had dozens of telephone conversations, and three or four “script meetings” as she called them, but we still hadn’t gotten down to a serious interview. We would discuss ideas and the subjects we needed to cover but her manner would change abruptly the moment I suggested that we switch on the tape. She became cautious; the spontaneity went out of her voice. She would even attempt to clean up her language, and I missed the profanities that enlivened our private conversations. It was like Bogart without the lisp.


I knew that she was only doing the book for the money; the fact that her heart wasn’t in it didn’t really surprise me. But I still hoped that if I could persuade her to let me tell her story in the same uninhibited way she talked to me privately, her book would have an edge and a humor that no other movie star’s biography had. No other actress’s memoirs anyway. Little by little I was beginning to understand her, and I’d be disappointed if she pulled the plug on the book now.
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