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To Joe DiMaggio Jr.

October 23, 1941–August 6, 1999


I agree with no man’s opinions: I have some of my own.

—CLEMENS HEYMANN, SENIOR QUOTATION, THE ETHICAL CULTURE FIELDSTON SCHOOL, CLASS OF 1962

The history of any public character involves not only the facts about him but what the public has taken to be facts.

—J. FRANK DOBIE



Chapter 1
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JOE DIMAGGIO HAD BEEN THINKING about Marilyn Monroe since the early spring of 1951, when he first saw her picture in the gossip column of a local San Francisco newspaper. Later, having retired after a thirteen-year baseball career as the star center fielder for the New York Yankees, he spotted her picture again, this time on the sports page of the same paper. Several major-league ball clubs had set up spring training camps in California, and to publicize their arrival, they asked a number of film studios to send over their most attractive young starlets to pose for press shots with the ballplayers. Twentieth Century–Fox dispatched Marilyn Monroe, whose recent ascent of the proverbial Hollywood success ladder had been characterized as nothing short of meteoric. Wearing high heels, tight white shorts, and a form-fitting blouse, she was handed a bat and told to assume her approximation of a batting stance, while Joe Dobson, the power-hitting left fielder, wrapped a muscular arm around her from behind in a feigned effort to improve her swing. Rounding out the photo, off to the side, was pitcher Gus Zernial, a bemused smile spread across his face.

The newspaper shot of Marilyn Monroe gripping a baseball bat evidently served to reignite Joe DiMaggio’s imagination. Hoping to meet the actress, he telephoned Zernial, an acquaintance, who replied that he had no idea how to contact Monroe. He could tell DiMaggio only that she’d been “warm and giggly”—and, “yes, of course,” beautiful as “all hell,” a “real looker.”

Following up on his Zernial inquiry, DiMaggio now called George Solotaire, a well-connected New York City ticket broker and one of Joe’s most trusted cronies. During DiMaggio’s final years with the Yankees, he and “Gentleman George” had shared a suite at the Elysée, 60 East Fifty-Fourth Street, known to insiders as the “Easy Lay Hotel.” About to join Joe in San Francisco for a long-planned two-week trip to Hawaii, Solotaire suggested that the person most likely to know Marilyn well enough to effect an introduction would be a chap named David March. A high-strung, fast-talking Hollywood publicist (and sometime talent agent), March had at one time lived in New York, where one of his hangouts had been Toots Shor’s, the Midtown Manhattan tavern popular among sportswriters and professional athletes; it was there that March had befriended both Solotaire and DiMaggio.

As March later recalled the sequence of events, he received a telephone call one evening from Solotaire in his office suite overlooking Sunset Boulevard. “Do you happen to know Marilyn Monroe?” asked the caller. “She’s an old personal friend of mine,” replied March. “Well then, Joe DiMaggio would like to meet her,” said Solotaire. And March said, “I think I can help.”

A few days later, March reached the actress at the Beverly Carlton Hotel in Los Angeles, where she was staying. “Marilyn,” he said, “there’s a nice guy I’d like you to meet.” “Are there any nice guys left?” she inquired. To which he said, “The guy is Joe DiMaggio.”

At first Marilyn said nothing. And then, “Who’s Joe DiMaggio?”

March couldn’t quite believe what he’d just heard. Was there anyone—man, woman, or child—who didn’t know the name Joe DiMaggio? The Yankee Clipper. Joltin’ Joe. The epitome of grace and style. Baseball’s greatest living legend. The ballplayer who led the Yankees to nine World Series championships. Three-time winner of the American League’s Most Valuable Player Award. Thirteen times an all-star, holder of a fifty-six-consecutive-game hitting streak, a record that would very likely stand until the end of time.

“Marilyn, you must be kidding,” said March. “You’ve never heard of Joe DiMaggio? He’s the greatest baseball player since Babe Ruth.” And she asked, “Who’s Babe Ruth?”

Marilyn consented to meet DiMaggio on the condition that David March join them and bring a date of his own along. “I’d be honored,” said the publicist. He made a seven o’clock dinner reservation for Saturday, March 15, at the Villa Nova, a trendy Italian restaurant across the street from his office. The Villa Nova’s dark wall paneling, cozy cherrywood booths, simple décor, and subdued lighting made it, according to March, an ideal spot for a dinner rendezvous between Joe and Marilyn. “The joint,” as he put it, “drips with romance.”

Aspiring actress Peggy Rabe, March’s date that evening, had met Monroe on a previous occasion during an informal gathering at actor Gene Kelly’s house and was looking forward to seeing her again. When she and David arrived at the restaurant, Joe was already sitting in a booth, waiting. The three of them ordered cocktails. Forty minutes later, they ordered a second round. Marilyn hadn’t yet arrived. Never a man of great patience, DiMaggio kept peeking at his watch. “I should’ve warned you, Joe,” said March. “The blonde Venus has never been on time for anything in her life.” He pointed out that she was presently in production on a film called Monkey Business, with Cary Grant and Ginger Rogers. “She probably got held up on the set. I’ll give her a ring.”

He called from a restaurant pay phone and found the actress in her hotel room.

“Marilyn, we’ve been waiting for you. Joe DiMaggio’s here. Remember? I told you Joe wanted to meet you.”

“Please, Dave,” she pleaded. “I’m very tired.”

“Marilyn, you can’t let me down,” said March. “We’re waiting for dinner. Joe DiMaggio’s a wonderful guy. You’ll like him.”

“But I’m not dressed,” she said. “I’m wearing my blue jeans.”

“Okay, so you’re in blue jeans. Come just as you are. You promised, Marilyn, remember?”

Reluctantly, wearily, Marilyn changed into a blue tailored suit and low-cut white blouse. She walked to her car and drove to the Villa Nova, making her entrance at eight thirty, an hour and a half late. Her date stood as she approached the table. “I’m glad to meet you,” he said.

Describing her initial encounter with Joe DiMaggio on that balmy Los Angeles night, Marilyn Monroe would state in her published memoir (as told to journalist and screenwriter Ben Hecht) that she had expected to meet a “loud, sporty fellow” with slicked-back hair and flashy clothes, a guy “with a New York line of patter” who talked a lot about things (and people) that didn’t in the least interest or concern her. Despite her earlier denial to David March, Marilyn admitted in her memoir that she’d actually heard of Joe DiMaggio but knew little about him beyond the obvious fact that he’d once been a major-league baseball player. As for baseball, she knew only that it was played with a bat, ball, and glove.

“When I met Joe that night,” she confessed, “my first thought was: ‘He’s different.’ ” She noticed his hair; it was sprinkled with gray. His fingernails were perfectly manicured. At thirty-seven, twelve years her senior, his six-foot-two-inch frame looked lean and capable. He wore a conservative gray suit and matching tie. “If I hadn’t been told he was some sort of ballplayer,” she remarked, “I would have guessed he was either a steel magnate or a congressman.”

For his part, DiMaggio seemed equally, if not more, impressed. The vision of Miss Monroe in the flesh surpassed even the fantasy he’d conjured from the newspaper images he’d seen of her. As the evening progressed, Marilyn noticed that her blind date barely touched his food. Nor did he speak. He did little more than smile and stare at her. At one point, she opened her blue eyes wide and exhaled breathlessly. Observing Joe’s reaction at that very moment, David March said later, “You could almost hear Mr. DiMaggio going to pieces.” It was an understandable reaction. Marilyn had reached her physical peak. Never again would she be as vital and high-spirited. In his quasi biography of Monroe, Norman Mailer would describe her at this time looking as though she’d been “fed on sexual candy.”

Other than DiMaggio’s polite opening line, the only audible verbal exchange between Joe and Marilyn took place when she noticed a blue polka dot located precisely in the middle of his gray tie knot.

Pointing at his tie, she asked him, “Did it take you long to fix it like that?”

He responded “no” by shaking his head.

Marilyn could readily see her dinner companion was not a man to waste words. “Acting mysterious and far away while in company was my own sort of specialty,” she noted. “I didn’t see how it was going to work on somebody who was being mysterious and far away himself.”

The actress would soon learn that DiMaggio’s silence while in the company of others was hardly an act—it was and had always been his natural state. It wasn’t that he had nothing to say, only that he chose not to say it. It wasn’t that he lacked self-confidence; on the contrary, he had almost too much of it. Thinking back on the evening, Marilyn would have to admit that if his remoteness somehow annoyed her, it also served to pique her interest.

Her awareness was further heightened by the furtive glances of recognition that came from diners at neighboring tables. They were directed not at Marilyn but rather at Joe DiMaggio. It soon dawned on her that this man was not just an ordinary ballplayer—he was evidently an exceptional ballplayer, an idol, perhaps even a hero of sorts. And from all indications, his renown seemed to extend far beyond the male-dominated world of baseball.

Her growing sense of DiMaggio’s preeminence reached another plateau when Mickey Rooney sauntered over from the restaurant bar and pulled up a chair. In 1950 Rooney had offered Marilyn a brief role in one of his more forgettable films, The Fireball. The veteran actor, however, joined the dinner group not to see Monroe but to talk to DiMaggio. An avid baseball fan, Rooney wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to rub shoulders with one of the game’s most famous players. He wanted to hear all about outfielder Al Gionfriddo’s spectacular one-handed catch of Joe’s towering drive in game six of the 1947 World Series between the Yanks and the Brooklyn Dodgers, a catch that resulted in an uncharacteristic reaction on DiMaggio’s part. Rounding first and heading for second, the ever stoic Yankee Clipper had kicked the base path in a rare public display of anger and frustration. But that particular play was only the beginning. Undaunted by DiMaggio’s seeming reluctance to engage in conversation, Rooney chattered on for nearly an hour, recalling sundry highlights of the former center fielder’s illustrious career.

“Rooney wouldn’t go away,” said March. “I tried signaling him, but he didn’t take the hint. He just kept hanging around, talking baseball.”

Unable to disengage Rooney from the table, March began sharing his own recollections of the “good old days” at Toots Shor’s, when the great DiMaggio would show up after a game and practically be carried into the establishment on the shoulders of his many admirers. “He was a god!” exclaimed March. “A fucking god!”

March’s discourse on the ballplayer caught the attention of two other baseball enthusiasts at a nearby table, and they too came over to partake of the merriment. One of them knew exactly how many hits, homers, and runs batted in Joe had produced during each of his years with the Yankees. A walking, talking baseball encyclopedia, he reeled off a litany of statistics, none of which meant a thing to Monroe.

DiMaggio remained silent. His restraint was not lost on Marilyn. “Mr. DiMaggio,” she commented in her memoir, “didn’t try to impress me or anybody else. The other men talked and threw their personalities around. Mr. DiMaggio just sat there. Yet somehow he was the most exciting man at the table. The excitement was in his eyes. They were sharp and alert . . . I thought, ‘You learn to be silent . . . like that from having millions of people look at you with love and excitement while you stand alone getting ready to do something.’ ”

In Hollywood, Marilyn would assert, “the more important a man is, the more he talks. The better he is at his job, the more he brags. By these Hollywood standards of male greatness my dinner companion was Mr. Nobody. Yet I had never met any man in Hollywood who got so much respect and attention at a dinner table. Sitting next to Mr. DiMaggio was like sitting next to a peacock with its tail spread.”

Although Marilyn considered DiMaggio an intriguing figure, his aloof and standoffish manner confused her. Since her comment to him about his tie, they had said practically nothing to each other. She felt neglected and rebuffed. She wondered why he had wanted to meet her in the first place. Did he even know that she was an actress? And if he did know, did he care? As respectable and celebrated as he appeared to be, he had nevertheless made no effort to get to know her. Rationalizing the situation, she conjectured that DiMaggio was “the kind of egomaniac who would rather cut off an arm than express some curiosity about somebody else.”

Convinced that the evening had been a waste of everyone’s time, Marilyn ultimately decided to leave. It was nearly eleven o’clock. She said she’d had a hard day at the studio, and she was exhausted. She thanked David March, excused herself, and stood.

Joe DiMaggio also stood.

“May I see you to the door?” he asked.

He followed her through the restaurant to the front entrance, where he broke his silence again.

“I’ll walk you to your car,” he said.

Marilyn owned a white 1949 Ford convertible, which she’d parked a block from the restaurant. When they reached her car, DiMaggio had more to say.

“I’m not staying very far from here,” he said, “and I haven’t any transportation. Would you mind dropping me at my hotel?”

“Not at all,” said Marilyn, “as long as you don’t mind the mess.” Sliding into the car, DiMaggio noticed that the backseat was piled high with books, newspapers, film scripts, empty soda bottles, candy wrappers, half-eaten candy bars, and assorted articles of clothing. On top of the slag heap sat a camera and a tennis racquet. On top of the tennis racquet were five or six traffic tickets. When he later described the scene to George Solotaire, Joe said it looked like a bomb had gone off in the backseat.

“Where are you staying?” Marilyn asked.

“At the Knickerbocker. It’s on North Ivar.”

Marilyn drove for several minutes. Then, as she reported in her memoir, she “began to feel depressed.” For some difficult to define reason, she didn’t want Joe DiMaggio to step out of her car and out of her life forever, “which was going to happen” as soon as they reached his hotel.

DiMaggio must have experienced a similar sense of impending loss. As they approached the Knickerbocker, he said, “I don’t feel like turning in. Would you mind driving around a little while?”

“It’s a lovely night for a drive,” Marilyn answered.

They drove around for the next three hours, and for much of that time DiMaggio did something he’d almost never done before. He talked about himself. He opened up and didn’t stop. He told Marilyn about his days as a baseball player with the New York Yankees ball club. When he arrived in New York in 1936 as a twenty-one-year-old rookie, he wore a new business suit and visited the top of the recently completed Empire State Building, where, by chance, he met Fiorello La Guardia, the city’s renowned Italian American mayor. Tony Lazzeri, the veteran Yankees infielder, who also hailed from San Francisco, took the trouble to show DiMaggio around. Joe found New York intriguing, and he loved baseball; but in truth, the sport had served him primarily as a springboard, a means to an end, a way to avoid having to follow in his father’s footsteps as a commercial fisherman. As a young man, he had no particular ambitions. He didn’t know what he wanted to do in life; he knew only what he didn’t want to become.

His parents, Giuseppe and Rosalie, had come to America from Isola delle Femmine, a Sicilian island adjacent to Palermo in the Golfo di Carini, where the DiMaggios had been fishermen for generations. His father had arrived first and, after saving enough money, had sent for Rosalie. They settled in Martinez, a small fishing village twenty-five miles northeast of the Golden Gate Bridge. It was there, on November 25, 1914, that he Joe was born, the eighth of nine children. Less than a year later, Zio Pepe, as his father was known, packed his fishing boat with everything they owned and moved the family into a four-room ground-floor flat at 2047 Taylor Street, a three-story building on the slope of Russian Hill, in San Francisco. The rent on the apartment came to $25 per month.

Overlooking resplendent San Francisco Bay, North Beach (“a tiny town within a large city”) encompassed a quarter mile of row houses, bars, restaurants, and coffeehouses. Fisherman’s Wharf, with its endless stream of tourists and sightseers, stood at the bottom of the steep, ski-slope-like hill that led to the DiMaggio residence. Hundreds of small fishing vessels bobbed gently in the waters below. Seagulls wheeled above, swooping down for an occasional morsel of discarded food. In the early-morning hours, the old fishermen, most of them Italian immigrants like Giuseppe, could be seen standing in clusters, patching their nets and repairing their boats.

Zio Pepe, a short, robust man who spoke almost no English, rose at four o’clock in the morning six days a week to comb the Bay for crab. He worked hard not only because he had to but also because he believed you were supposed to. He expected his five sons, each of whom bore the middle name Paul (after the family’s patron saint), to do likewise. Money was sparse, but pride was plentiful in the DiMaggio household. Until he turned twelve, Joseph Paul DiMaggio wore hand-me-downs and earned his keep at the dinner table by toiling after school on Zio Pepe’s fishing boat. Two of his older brothers—Mike and Tom—had withdrawn from school to work with Dad on a full-time basis.

Joe had other thoughts. He’d begun playing baseball at the local Boys’ Club. One day he made off with a broken oar from his father’s boat and fashioned it into a baseball bat. Baseball violated Zio Pepe’s “code of life,” his oft-proclaimed notion that financial independence and self-respect could be attained only by adhering to a strict work ethic. He became infuriated and called his son lagnuso, lazy, meschino, good-for-nothing. “You a bum!” he shouted in broken English. Rosalie DiMaggio calmed her husband by informing him that Joe had procured an after-school job working in an orange juice plant. In Joe’s eyes anything beat having to swab the deck of his father’s boat. It wasn’t the fishing itself or being out on the open water (unless it was very choppy) that bothered Joe; it was the stench of fish and crab entrails after the boat had been at sea. Cleaning up “that mess” nauseated Joe. Mike and Tom would watch with amusement as their younger brother leaned over the side of the boat and puked his guts out.

To help pay his share of the household expenses, Joe undertook several jobs, none for longer than six months. After leaving the orange juice plant, he went to work on the docks, followed by employment in a cannery and eventually at a warehouse, loading and unloading trucks. When all else failed, he resorted to hawking newspapers on street corners, at the same time perfecting his athletic skills by playing ball in the sandlot leagues of North Beach, not far from home.

Joe recalled the difficult days of the Great Depression when he and the rest of his family would sit in the Taylor Street kitchen under long strips of sticky yellow flypaper hanging from the ceiling to catch the flies and other insects that flew into the house. In the heat of summer, before the advent of the air conditioner, it was necessary to keep the windows and screen door open. “I felt as if I were stuck to the flypaper,” Joe told Marilyn. “I felt utterly doomed, like one of those poor insects. In 1929 I started high school, and I hated it with a passion. I don’t think I cracked a single book that year. I wanted to quit school—and all those crazy jobs—and start playing ball full-time. Zio Pepe didn’t go for it. Two of my brothers—Vincent, two years older than me, and Dominic, two years younger—had also developed an interest in baseball. The three of us shared a bedroom, and on weekends we would listen to the games on radio. It was our mother who finally went to bat for us. She confronted Zio Pepe and won the right for three of her sons to eventually become major-league baseball players.”

Rosalie DiMaggio appeared to be a well-bred lady, attired in plain, dark clothes, with her hair often fastened in a bun; she seemed to be an old-fashioned, old-world woman who would never question the opinions of her Sicilian fisherman husband. In reality she was much more sophisticated and open minded than Zio Pepe. “This is America,” she told him. “Everything is possible. Let the boys pursue their dreams. If they want to play baseball for a living, let them at least try.” She made this dramatic proclamation in Italian, her English being no better than her husband’s. And she made it, DiMaggio observed, at a time when Italian Americans were still all too commonly referred to as “guineas.”

In 1930, having completed the ninth grade, Joe dropped out of school and, two years later, signed on to play minor-league baseball with the San Francisco Seals of the Pacific Coast League. The following year he captured the attention of nearly every major-league scout by hitting safely in sixty-one straight games. His teammates called him “the Walloping Wop.” In 1934 the New York Yankees purchased DiMaggio from the Seals for $25,000 and five yet-to-be-named players. In 1936 he got three hits in his first major-league game and wound up the season with a .323 batting average. The Yankees topped the standings in the American League that season and went on to win the World Series. The owners of the ball club attributed the team’s success largely to the Iron Horse, first baseman Lou Gehrig, as well as to the efforts of their star rookie. Joe DiMaggio wasn’t just a phenomenon at the plate; he was equally adept in the field. Even if he had to say so himself, he possessed an uncanny instinct for the game, a sixth sense, which enabled him to make the most difficult play look easy. It was a skill shared by few. On the Yankees, only Gehrig, fast approaching the end of his career, and catcher Bill Dickey could be compared to DiMaggio.

Two of Joe’s brothers also wound up in the majors. Dom, known as the “little professor” because he wore glasses when he played, signed with the Boston Red Sox. Vince played in the National League for no fewer than five teams, including the Pittsburgh Pirates and the New York Giants. All three played the same position: center field.

The DiMaggio siblings garnered an abundance of publicity. They weren’t the only brothers playing major-league baseball at that time, but because there were three of them, all playing the same position and all doing well, the attention came in a variety of forms. Hollywood gossip columnist Louella Parsons wrote that the saga of the DiMaggio family would make a “great movie,” and inquiries arrived at the Taylor Street homestead from a number of producers and film studios. There were countless articles in newspapers and magazines. There were dozens of requests for radio interviews, television having not yet arrived. Every Italian American group and organization in America invited the brothers to become honorary members. Grantland Rice, then the nation’s most famous sportswriter, got so caught up in the excitement that he penned a poem and ran it in his column: “Out the olive trail they go—Vincent, Dominic, and Joe . . . Who is it that steals the show? Vincent, Dominic, and Joe.”

But what most pleased the Yankee Clipper was that Zio Pepe soon became the baseball trio’s most ardent fan. He regaled the other North Beach fishermen with daily updates on their latest feats. He scanned the box scores in the newspaper every morning to see how his sons had performed the day before. He adorned his living room with photographs of his offspring in their respective team uniforms. For each son, he compiled a scrapbook of sports page items and articles clipped from the newspapers by his four daughters. He even traveled east one year to watch his boys play in person.

“He never fully understood the game,” Joe told Marilyn. “He showed up in a straw hat, then simply stood and cheered with the rest of the crowd. What he liked most were the hot dogs they served at Yankee Stadium, though he complained they were too expensive. The next time he came to the stadium, he said, he’d bring along his own food.”

The more DiMaggio spoke, the more Monroe liked him. He hadn’t told her everything about himself, but he’d told her enough. Two and a half hours had elapsed, and they were still driving around Hollywood and Beverly Hills in Marilyn’s car. Not yet done, Joe began speaking, in an almost boastful manner, about his relationships with women.

According to Marilyn’s memoir, he revealed that he “worried” whenever he went out with “a girl.” He didn’t mind going out once with her. It was the second time that made him uneasy. As for the third time, that eventuality seldom took place. He had a “loyal friend” named George Solotaire who “ran interference” for him and, when necessary, “pried the girl loose.”

“Is Mr. Solotaire in Hollywood with you?” Marilyn inquired.

“Yes,” said DiMaggio. “He’s staying with me at the Knickerbocker.”

“I’ll try not to make too much trouble when he starts prying me loose,” she said.

“I don’t think I will have use for Mr. Solotaire’s services this trip,” he replied.

They drove on without speaking for a while, but Marilyn didn’t mind. She had the feeling that “compliments from Mr. DiMaggio were going to be few and far between,” so she was “content” to sit in silence and enjoy the one he’d just paid her.

Several minutes later, he spoke up again.

“I saw your picture the other day,” he told her.

“Which movie was it?” she asked.

“It wasn’t a movie. It was a photograph of you on the sports page. You were holding a baseball bat.”

Marilyn remembered the photo session with Gus Zernial and Joe Dobson.

“I imagine you must have had your picture taken doing publicity shots like that a thousand times,” she said.

“Not quite,” Joe answered. “The best I ever got was Ethel Barrymore or General MacArthur. You’re prettier.”

“Two compliments in one sitting,” remarked Marilyn. “This must be my lucky night.”

“Here’s another compliment for you,” said DiMaggio. “I wouldn’t have waited at the Villa Nova as long as I did if I hadn’t really wanted to meet you. I kept thinking of that sports page photo. I figured you must like ballplayers.” Actually, Joe’s admission that he found Marilyln attractive had an odd effect on her. “I had read reams on reams of writing about my good looks, and scores of men had told me I was beautiful,” she said in her memoir. “But this was the first time my heart had jumped to hear it. I knew what that meant, and I began to mope. Something was starting between Mr. DiMaggio and me. It was always nice when it started, always exciting. But it always ended in dullness.”

It did not end in dullness that night. Marilyn returned to the Beverly Carlton and invited Joe to join her. He didn’t see George Solotaire again until the following morning when he took a cab back to the Knickerbocker Hotel. Solotaire was waiting for him.

“How’d it go?” he asked.

“Pretty damn well,” said DiMaggio.

Joe had known a lot of good-looking women but none more beautiful than Marilyn Monroe. He phoned her later that morning and in the afternoon sent her a bouquet of roses.

“You know,” he told Solotaire, “this is the first time I ever called up a girl the morning after. I had to ask her how she felt.”



Chapter 2


[image: images]

IT GOES WITHOUT SAYING THAT Joe DiMaggio and George Solotaire never did get to Hawaii that year. George returned to New York, while DiMaggio spent the next few weeks in Los Angeles with Marilyn Monroe. When David March called Marilyn to find out how she and the ballplayer had fared after leaving the Villa Nova together, she told him, “Your friend struck out.” The truth of the matter is that he’d hit a home run, but Monroe hoped to avoid unnecessary publicity so early in their relationship. She knew full well that if she leveled with March, the press would be at their doorstep in no time at all.

Naïve in certain respects but uncommonly savvy in others, Marilyn also understood that in the eyes of the general moviegoing public, a sex symbol is always sexier if romantically unattached. The powers that be at Twentieth Century–Fox, with which Marilyn had signed a seven-year contract, couldn’t have cared less how many lovers she took so long as their identities remained a matter of private concern.

During Marilyn’s and Joe’s time together, she spent her working hours at the studio on the set of Monkey Business, while he played golf at the Brentwood Country Club and on other days visited the racetrack to bet on the horses. One afternoon Joe joined Frank Sinatra for lunch at the Polo Lounge. He and Sinatra had known each other since Skinny D’Amato, a former Mob figure turned nightclub operator, had introduced them in New York. In June 1946, accompanied by Toots Shor and Marlene Dietrich, Sinatra and DiMaggio attended a Joe Louis–Billy Conn heavyweight fight at Yankee Stadium. DiMaggio spent the night with Dietrich, who was thirteen years his senior, reporting afterward that while she “wasn’t a bad lay, she had the foulest breath I’ve ever inhaled.”

By far the two most recognizable Italian American celebrities of their generation, DiMaggio and Sinatra had formed an immediate bond. A music critic of the day compared Sinatra’s vocal style to the sight of DiMaggio swinging a bat. “They both make it look so easy,” he wrote. Although they both enjoyed the benefits of their respective fame—and everything that came with it, including financial reward and beautiful women—there were essential differences between them. While Sinatra bathed in the glory of his renown, DiMaggio resisted the attendant intrusions into his personal life. When approached by an aggressive autograph hound at the Polo Lounge that afternoon, Sinatra obliged, whereas DiMaggio refused. “Can’t you see we’re eating lunch?” Joe snapped. The intruder retreated, pleased to have copped at least one signature for his trouble.

“How do you stand it?” DiMaggio asked.

“It comes with the territory,” said Sinatra. “And if publicity bothers you, wait till they hear about you and Marilyn.”

To forestall the inevitable, DiMaggio and Monroe spent their evenings hidden away in his suite at the Knickerbocker Hotel. They ordered their meals from room service and paid a bellhop to buy wine for them from a nearby liquor store. Their secret remained intact until Marilyn called her old buddy and confidant, Hollywood columnist Sidney Skolsky, to ask him what he thought of Joe DiMaggio. “He has a big name,” said Skolsky. “You could do a hell of a lot worse.” The next day he ran an item on Joe and Marilyn in his newspaper column.

DiMaggio didn’t know about the item until later that day when he received a telephone call from Toots Shor.

“Is it true?” he asked.

“Is what true, Tootsie?”

“About you and Marilyn Monroe? It’s in Sid Skolsky’s column.”

Although DiMaggio ordinarily might have denied the story, he and Shor had been friends since Joe’s earliest days with the Yankees. On one occasion, overhearing a deprecating comment about Joltin’ Joe at a Yankee baseball game, the saloonkeeper had punched out the irreverent spectator, thereby proving his everlasting allegiance. On those occasions when the Yanks lost at home, Toots would soothe Joe by taking long walks with him down Fifth Avenue. And when they won, which was usually the case, Toots would stand rounds for everyone in the house.

“It’s true about Marilyn,” DiMaggio admitted. “We’re like a good double-play combination. It’s just a matter of two people meeting and something clicks.”

Despite the amusing baseball analogy, Joe DiMaggio wasn’t amused.

In her memoir, Marilyn described what was to be the first of a number of “frank and often vociferous discussions” between them.

“I don’t know if I can take all your crazy publicity,” Joe told her. She tried to explain that Sidney Skolsky had betrayed her, that it didn’t serve her purpose any more than Joe’s to have the story go public. But it wasn’t the Skolsky item that bothered DiMaggio. What displeased him was another story about Marilyn that had just surfaced in the press, namely her admission that several years earlier she’d posed in the nude and that one of the resultant photographs had been used as the basis for a calendar that had become a piece of Americana, a frozen image of female sensuality.

In May 1949, when the photo was taken, Marilyn was just another Hollywood hopeful without a studio or a job, a simple but imaginative young woman with small-town good looks and a figure that took one’s breath away. Columbia Pictures had dropped her, she claimed, because she’d refused to sleep with Harry Cohn, the studio’s tyrannical boss. She later told Truman Capote that though she’d thwarted Cohn’s awkward advance, she’d accepted cash from occasional businessmen “who could well afford” her favors. “It made them happy, and it paid the rent,” she mused, “so what the hell.” But now she was broke and behind on her monthly car installment. Photographer Tom Kelley had once asked her to pose au natural, and she had declined. Recalling Kelley’s offer, she called him and asked if the offer still stood. It did. They arranged to meet on May 27 at Kelley’s Sunset Boulevard studio. Also present at the studio was Tom’s wife, Natalie, who acted as her husband’s assistant. The photographer spread a red velvet drop across the floor and put an Artie Shaw record on the turntable. Marilyn disrobed. Over the next two hours Kelley shot two rolls of film, twenty-four shots per roll. He gave Marilyn one of the developed rolls as a gift. Marilyn signed a release form using a pseudonym. Kelley paid her $50. After the session, the three of them celebrated by going to a coffee shop and ordering chili.

Kelley subsequently sold two of the nude shots of Marilyn for a total of $1,000 to John Baumgarth, a calendar publisher from Chicago, who used one of them as the centerpiece of what became known as the “Golden Dreams” calendar. The remaining twenty-two exposures mysteriously disappeared, purportedly stolen from Kelley’s file cabinet. The “Golden Dreams” calendar grossed millions of dollars and could be found hanging in nearly every bar, gas station, and barber shop in the States, to say nothing of its prodigious sales abroad. So popular an item was it that FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, though rumored to be gay, displayed it on the wall of his recreation room in the privacy of his home. By strange coincidence, Marilyn met Hoover in the early 1950s when she attended a Department of Justice reception in Washington with comedian Milton Berle. Marilyn and Uncle Miltie had briefly been lovers in the late 1940s, a period in the actress’s life when nearly every man she met became a bedmate, provided he could help advance her career. There were exceptions—such as Harry Cohn—but more often than not, Marilyn allowed herself to be exploited. Hollywood, she quickly learned, wasn’t a place where an ambitious starlet could afford to be a prude.

About the time Marilyn met Joe DiMaggio—with the “Golden Dreams” calendar selling better than ever—a wire service reporter named Aline Mosby received a tip that the nude calendar girl was none other than Marilyn Monroe. Mosby called the publicity department at Fox and asked for a confirmation. In a state of near panic, studio executives contacted Marilyn, who readily admitted that she had indeed committed “the unforgivable sin” of posing in the nude. Darryl Zanuck, head of Fox and instrumental in helping to launch Monroe’s career, ordered her to “deny everything.” Nice girls, he told her, don’t take off their clothes for money. Marilyn told Zanuck she wasn’t ashamed of what she’d done and therefore saw no reason to lie. Zanuck threatened to invoke the morals clause in her contract and cut her loose, a course Monroe didn’t believe he would pursue. Harry Brand, Fox’s publicity director, ultimately supported her decision and arranged a luncheon between Marilyn and Aline Mosby, at which the actress tearfully described the two-hour photo session with Kelley, insisting that at the time she’d been broke and frightened. She made clear the only funds she’d collected for the session were the $50 she’d received from the photographer.

Mosby’s scoop became front-page news. The nude calendar shot, airbrushed to comply with censorship requirements, received wide publication in newspapers and magazines. Joe DiMaggio didn’t object to the fact that she’d posed for the photo, but rather that she’d admitted it when there was no particular need to do so. “Joe doesn’t mind being written about,” Marilyn noted in her memoir, “but he is against doing anything to encourage or attract publicity.” He applied the same standards to Monroe and condemned her for manipulating the media in order to create a news story. When he told her he didn’t know if he could deal with her voracious appetite for public exposure, she replied, “You don’t have to be part of it.”

“I am,” he said, “and it bothers me.”

“It’s part of my career,” Marilyn pointed out.

What irked DiMaggio even more than the Hollywood gossip mongers—the columnists and reporters—were the press photographers constantly in pursuit of Marilyn, waiting for her on every street corner, ready to pounce the moment she appeared.

“When you were a baseball idol,” she remarked, “you didn’t duck photographers.”

“Yes. I did,” he answered.

“I can’t,” she said.

“Don’t I know it.”

“Do you want me to hide in a basement?” she asked. “Movie stars aren’t born, they’re created. Publicity is part of the manufacturing process.”

“We’ll see how it works out,” he said.

On April 7, 1952, Marilyn was the subject of a Life magazine feature article, making her first appearance on the cover of the periodical. The publication of the Life piece only weeks after her nude calendar disclosure indicated that the latter hadn’t damaged her reputation in the least. If anything, the “Golden Dreams” calendar shot increased her star power and made her a more valuable commodity. Yet when Marilyn showed DiMaggio a copy of the April 7 issue, he dismissed it with a wave of his hand.

“I’ve been on the cover of Life myself,” he said “What does it prove?” Then, answering his own question, he remarked, “Absolutely nothing. It’s all vanity.”

In April 1952 Joe DiMaggio returned to San Francisco and several days later flew to New York to begin a new job. He’d ended his thirteen-year baseball career in 1951, due to the grind of the road and an accumulation of injuries, not least of which was a surgically removed three-inch bone spur in the heel of his foot. At the time of his retirement, he’d been making $100,000 per year, one of the first major leaguers to reach the six-figure plateau. The Yankees currently had a new center fielder, a kid from Oklahoma named Mickey Mantle. Neither as graceful nor as polished a ballplayer as DiMaggio, Mantle would nonetheless develop into a great outfielder in his own right. He would also remain a source of ongoing annoyance to DiMaggio, who too easily became jealous of any ballplayer whose skills rivaled his own. Even Boston Red Sox star Ted Williams, often said to have had the “best eye” in baseball, would refer to Joe as “the Prima Donna of Prima Donnas.”

DiMaggio’s new job, which paid just about the same salary he’d earned during his last years with the Yanks, seemed at odds with his personality. He’d become the host of a television talk show that was broadcast from a cramped studio located in the basement tunnel behind the home-team dugout at Yankee Stadium. The show involved five minutes of pregame commentary on his part, followed by a postgame interview with either a Yankees player or a member of the visiting team. The producers of the show were responsible for choosing the interviewee and writing out the postgame questions. DiMaggio hated doing the show almost as much as he’d despised working on his father’s fishing boat. He felt insecure about appearing before the cameras and was convinced he wasn’t doing a good job. He was right.

Richard Ben Cramer, one of DiMaggio’s biographers, reported one instance when the Yankee Clipper threw an absolute fit, spewing curses and refusing to go on, because somebody had misplaced the first cue card. The program director eventually calmed him down and saw to it that they wrote out a new cue card in block letters:

HI, I’M JOE DIMAGGIO.

WELCOME TO THE JOE DIMAGGIO SHOW.

He was once again sharing a suite with George Solotaire at the Elysée Hotel in Manhattan. Also staying with them was Robert Solotaire, George’s twenty-two-year-old son. “Joe would rush back to the hotel after his TV spot and call Marilyn Monroe in Hollywood,” recalled Robert. “He was nuts about her. Following their daily phone conversation, the three of us would head out for dinner, either at Toots Shor’s, where Joe had his own table, or the Stage Deli, on Seventh Avenue. Although Joe usually let others do the talking, these days he’d blabber nonstop about Marilyn. From the very beginning, he wanted to marry her. He’d construed an image of her that seemed totally unrealistic. I remember one night at Toots Shor’s when he told sports reporter Jimmy Cannon that ‘Marilyn’s nothing but a fun-loving little kid.’ She’d give up her acting career if he asked her, he said. She’d quit making movies to start a family, have babies.

“My old man never said anything to him, but he thought Joe misunderstood Monroe. Like, here’s this young, beautiful woman on the verge of becoming one of the most successful and famous actresses in the world, an international superstar, and she’s going to give it all up to make lasagna for Joe and spend her days changing diapers. It didn’t compute. The main problem was that Joe’s triumphs belonged to the past, and he lived on them, while Marilyn’s great success lay just ahead of her.”

To be sure, Joe DiMaggio had a very “old school” view of women: a woman should be reserved and, it went without saying, should respect and honor her man. Proud of Marilyn’s beauty, he loved that she was admired but preferred that she be admired from afar. According to Joe, there was no better career for a woman than being a homemaker and mother. He and Marilyn had discussed this issue during their time together. And while she had refused to promise anything concerning her own intentions, she had assured Joe that starting a family was her dearest wish. DiMaggio convinced himself that he would prevail in the end and would convince her to give up her acting career in exchange for the sanctity of a domestic partnership. Until that time was at hand, he would help her attain the public acclaim she so desperately sought.

On April 27, some three weeks after DiMaggio’s departure from Hollywood, Marilyn suffered an appendicitis attack. Taken to Cedars of Lebanon Hospital, she had her appendix removed the following day. “If I die,” she told Joe DiMaggio over the phone prior to the surgery, “I want you to put roses on my grave every week, just as William Powell did for Jean Harlow.” Actually, Marilyn wasn’t afraid that she would die—it wasn’t a dangerous surgical procedure—but that she would be left with a lower abdominal scar. “You never know when I might want to pose for another nude calendar shot,” she joked with Shelley Winters, who’d shared an apartment with her when both actresses were first breaking into the film business.

“When it came to surgery,” said Shelley, “Marilyn’s greatest fear was that some doctor would accidentally remove her ovaries, eliminating the possibility of having a child. I learned later that prior to her appendectomy, she’d taped a note to her abdomen reminding the surgeon not to tamper with her ovaries. When I heard this, I told her an appendectomy has nothing to do with a woman’s reproductive organs. ‘I know,’ said Marilyn, ‘but when they have you strapped to an operating table, they just love to carve you up.’ I believe her fear stemmed from the fact that she suffered from a condition that had been diagnosed as endometriosis, a gynecological disorder that caused extremely painful menstrual periods, for which she underwent some half dozen surgical procedures during her life. I have no idea why, but her gynecologist, Dr. Leon Krohn, was also in the operating room when she had her appendectomy, so perhaps she thought he might remove her ovaries.”

Unable to join Marilyn after her operation because of his television commitment, Joe telephoned her at all hours. He sent letters and telegrams and several bottles of champagne, which the head nurse confiscated for the duration of her stay. He arranged for a local florist to deliver a fresh bouquet of roses twice a day until she left the hospital. He also asked David March, who’d introduced them, to visit her after the surgery. To DiMaggio’s dismay, March brought along a reporter. DiMaggio never spoke to the publicist again.

After Marilyn’s release from Cedars, Joe telephoned her nonstop at the Bel Air Hotel, where she’d rented a suite to convalesce. He dispensed advice and counsel on how she should handle the public relations aspect of her profession. He’d gone through it in his own career, he said, and he’d learned from bitter experience how to deal with “all those vultures,” most of them only too willing to take advantage of her. Nobody in Hollywood could be trusted. They were all fakes and charlatans. She must be wary of reporters and agents, producers and photographers. And among the worst were the studio executives. They were using her. They were exploiting her beauty and talent for their own purposes. It was because of this, he told her, that the only film role they would ever offer her would be that of the bombshell, the buxom blonde, the wiggling, giggling, ass-grinding sexpot, a fantasy figure whose inclusion in the script was solely a moneymaking proposition. And the only bank accounts they were interested in enriching were their own. They were about to make millions off Monroe, and they were paying her thousands. The only way to fight them, insisted DiMaggio, was to do what he’d done with the New York Yankees: hold out. “Hold out,” he said, “until they pay you what you’re worth.”

Joe would continue to offer Marilyn this kind of frank, earnest, fatherly guidance for the rest of her days. It was one of the traits she most admired in him, which drew her to him as both a friend and a lover. He became one of the few devotees who gave her more than he took, a man who, in his own way, came to love her unconditionally. Yet somehow, even his all-abiding love couldn’t begin to heal all the wounds she’d suffered in her childhood, a period so dark and dismal it had left her emotionally scarred for life.



Chapter 3


[image: images]

SEVERAL WEEKS AFTER MARILYN MONROE’S appendectomy, an event ensued that proved eerily similar, in a number of respects, to the recent “Golden Dreams” nude calendar affair.

Based on what Marilyn had told Twentieth Century–Fox about her childhood and upbringing, the studio’s publicity department had portrayed her in various press releases as a “disadvantaged orphan” whose formative years had been spent shuttling back and forth between a desolate Los Angeles orphanage and a collection of foster homes, some better than others. Investigating the actress’s past and present, a reporter discovered that Marilyn’s mother was still alive, suggesting that either the studio or Monroe (or both) had lied. “Just who is the real Marilyn Monroe?” the journalist asked in a widely distributed UPI (United Press International) article. It was a question Marilyn herself would pose many times in her life and to which there was no single or simple response.

In search of an answer, Marilyn had begun therapy in 1950 with Dr. Judd Marmor, a prominent West Coast psychiatrist (analyst), whose patient roster included an assortment of movie stars, studio executives, and Beverly Hills housewives. Discussing Marilyn, Dr. Marmor acknowledged seeing her only once or twice in 1950. “One of my patients was Shelley Winters, Marilyn’s friend and former roommate, and she sent her to see me. Another person who recommended that Marilyn begin therapy was director Elia Kazan, with whom Marilyn had an on-again, off-again three-year affair. The problem was that Marilyn lacked the funds at this point to commit to any long-term program. So we really didn’t get into anything. I think she’d seen one or two other therapists in Los Angeles, but, again, only for a session or two. It wasn’t until she moved to New York in 1955 that she began therapy in earnest.”

Marilyn had actually attempted a form of therapy prior to 1955. The doctor’s name was Rose Fromm, a German Jewish refugee who arrived in New York in 1937 and settled on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. “In 1951,” said Dr. Fromm, “I spent six months in Los Angeles. I knew journalists Jim Bacon and Sidney Skolsky, and they introduced me to Marilyn Monroe. I’d known both columnists since 1948. I have to stress that I’d worked as a psychotherapist in Europe but not in the United States, and I made that perfectly clear to Marilyn. My doctorate in clinical psychology had been awarded abroad, and I had no interest in going through the process all over again, beyond what I needed in order to do psychiatric research in the US. In any event, Marilyn and I got along famously, and she visited my Los Angeles apartment at least a dozen times during 1951. I think at this point in time she actually preferred the kind of informal setting I provided, as opposed to the more traditional and regimented psychoanalytic sessions she underwent later in life. Basically, I think she just wanted to have somebody help her make sense of her troubled past and very turbulent childhood.”

The circumstances surrounding that “turbulent childhood” took shape well before June 1, 1926, the date of her birth in a charity ward at Los Angeles County General Hospital. Her mother, Gladys Pearl Monroe—she claimed to be related to James Monroe, the fifth president of the United States—came from a working-class family with a considerable history of emotional disturbance. Gladys’s maternal grandfather, Tilford Marion Hogan, committed suicide in 1933, and her mother and father both spent time in mental institutions. Gladys, red haired, fair skinned, and attractive, married businessman Jack Baker in 1917, when she was only fifteen. They had two children, Hermitt and Berniece, but Jack terminated the marriage after several years and took the children with him when he moved to Kentucky. Gladys never saw her son again. He contracted tuberculosis and died at age fifteen. Meanwhile, a succession of men followed Jack in Gladys’s bed, including an unemployed merchant named Edward Mortensen. Gladys and Mortensen were wed on October 11, 1924, and were divorced seven months later. Despite the irrefutable fact that Gladys and Mortensen never spoke again following their divorce, he is identified as Marilyn’s father on her birth certificate, a designation that is biologically not feasible considering the date of their last meeting. The same certificate listed Marilyn’s baptismal name as Norma Jeane Mortenson, a misspelling of Edward’s last name, which her mother later changed (though not legally) to Norma Jeane Baker.

At the time of Norma Jeane’s birth, her mother was employed as a film cutter at Consolidated Film Industries in Hollywood, where she’d worked since 1923. In the early fall of 1925, she had an affair with C. Stanley Gifford, a salesman in the same firm. Gladys became pregnant, and Gifford, unwilling to assume responsibility, cut off the relationship. He offered her money, which she proudly refused to accept. According to Dr. Fromm, Marilyn, or Norma Jeane, “never doubted the true identity of her birth father. Nor did Gladys Baker, for that matter. It was Stanley Gifford. Why Gladys wrote “Mortenson” on her daughter’s birth certificate is anybody’s guess. My guess is that she was in love with Gifford and felt terribly hurt that he’d abandoned her. And at least she and Mortensen had been married, which conferred the newborn infant with some vague sense of legitimacy.”

Gladys Baker had turned twenty-four when she gave birth to Norma Jeane. Gladys’s mother, Della Monroe Granger, urged her to retain her full-time position at Consolidated and to place the infant with a foster family. Norma Jeane was turned over to Wayne and Ida Bolender, Christian Science adherents, who lived on East Rhode Island Street in Hawthorne, California, the same street as Della, an overzealous follower of the same religious ideology. Gladys paid the couple $5 a week to look after her daughter. “Aunt Ida,” as Norma Jeane knew her, served as her foster guardian and substitute mother. Although Ida objected to being called “Mommy” by the child, Wayne didn’t mind being referred to as “Daddy.” He thus became the first in a long line of elusive father figures that Norma Jeane/Marilyn Monroe would look to for protection and guidance in years to come.

“With the exception of Joe DiMaggio and perhaps one or two others, the pivotal truth is that few of these so-called father figures offered her anything even close to guidance,” said Dr. Fromm. “And the surrogate mothers even less so. There’s that horrific anecdote she related to me involving her grandmother, who frequently visited her at the Bolender house when she was a baby and sometimes took her across the street to her own home. The story has it that one day Della tried to smother the infant with a pillow because she wouldn’t stop crying. They committed the woman to Norwalk State Hospital, in Norwalk, LA County. It wasn’t her first stay in a mental institution. After several weeks at Norwalk, she suffered a manic seizure and died the following day.”

Even the most mundane of Norma Jeane’s childhood activities had a phantasmagoric edge to them. On weekends her mother sometimes took her on outings, mostly by trolley, to the beach at Santa Monica. But on those occasions Gladys seemed nervous and preoccupied, barely capable of relating to her daughter. Wayne and Ida Bolender took her to religious pageants and sent her to Sunday school, an experience, she told Dr. Fromm, that gave rise to a recurring childhood dream wherein she stands up in church without any clothes on, and all the people there are lying at her feet on the floor of the church, and she walks naked, with a sense of freedom, over their prostrate forms. Another dream, also involving nudity, resulted from a visit she paid with the Bolenders to a country cemetery. In this dream she races naked around a cemetery at dawn trying to find a way out, getting lost, tripping over a headstone, then finally exiting the cemetery through high steel gates.

Norma Jeane attended kindergarten and then first grade with Lester, a boy her age who’d been adopted by the Bolenders. The two children were given private piano lessons at home, but Lester, as Marilyn Monroe recalled, constantly disrupted the lessons by throwing temper tantrums. She additionally remembered (how could she not?) that the Bolenders would discipline both youngsters by beating them with a belt, a practice that forever instilled in her a fear of violence. Her favorite “household member” turned out to be Charlie, a pet collie that accompanied her on treks through a clump of piney woods several blocks behind the house. One morning she awoke to find that Wayne Bolender had given the dog away the night before. No explanation for this action was ever provided. “Charlie simply disappeared,” Marilyn would tell Dr. Fromm, “like so many others in my life.”

In June 1933 Norma Jeane’s mother, currently working as a film cutter at both Columbia Pictures and RKO Studios, suddenly decided to reclaim her seven-year-old daughter from the Bolenders. For a brief period, they resided in a small rental apartment in North Hollywood, while Gladys put the finishing touches on a six-room bungalow she’d acquired on Arbol Drive, a short distance from the Hollywood Bowl. To help with the monthly mortgage payments, Gladys rented out one of the bungalow’s three bedrooms to an English couple, George and Maude Atkinson. Among the items she acquired for Norma Jeane was a white lacquered baby grand piano (and matching bench) that had once belonged to actor Fredric March. She also gave her daughter a set of Glenn Miller records and a windup portable Victrola. At the beginning of September, Gladys enrolled Norma Jeane in the Selma Street Elementary School. Determined to succeed in her new role as a doting parent, Gladys altered her work schedule so that she could take Norma Jeane to school in the morning and retrieve her in the afternoon. She used a small inheritance from her mother’s estate to hire a part-time housekeeper to help with chores and prepare meals. But by the end of 1933, Gladys had run out of cash and had to let the housekeeper go. It was the same year that Tilford Hogan, Gladys’s grandfather, committed suicide by hanging himself, some said, with a shower curtain.

For all Gladys Baker’s noble intentions, her plan to create a home for her daughter soon went awry. As the months passed, her behavior grew increasingly erratic. She took a medical leave of absence from her job and began spending more and more time in bed. At night, Marilyn would tell Dr. Fromm, she could hear “the lady with red hair” weeping in the other room. Gladys no longer bothered to change her clothing. On the rare occasions she went out, she always wore the same baggy black dress. Her hair was matted. She had stopped bathing. For hours she would stand at the window of her bedroom, staring out, motionless. One night Norma Jeane lay next to her in bed, clasping her hand. Not knowing what to do or say, she told her mother she loved her. It was the night she realized Gladys wasn’t well and wasn’t going to get better.

Returning home from school the next day, Norma Jeane found her mother in bed, her nightgown hiked up to her waist, her legs coated with a patchwork of urine and feces. A foul odor filled the room. Gladys addressed her as if in a trance.

“I saw God this morning,” she said. “He’s a little old man, lives in a cabin in the woods. Seems like a nice guy. He’s a vegetarian. Grandpa Til and Mama Della were with him. Mama had flowers in her hair and seemed happy to see me. ‘It’s not so bad here,’ she said. ‘It really isn’t. You ought to stay for a while. You’d like it. And next time bring Norma Jeane. I want to see her again.’ ”

“There’s something almost comical about the situation, but it isn’t difficult to imagine how frightening all this must have been for a young child,” remarked Rose Fromm. “It made her realize just how alone she was in the world. Nobody, not even Gladys, ever treated her like a real daughter. Nobody had ever held her. No one kissed her. Nobody.”

In January 1934 Gladys Baker was carted off to a rest home in Santa Monica. From there she went to the psychiatric ward at Los Angeles County General Hospital, where Norma Jeane was born, before being transferred to the Norwalk State Asylum, where Della had perished in 1927. At Norwalk, Gladys was diagnosed as having paranoid schizophrenia—the same mental illness that had led to the deaths of her parents and grandfather. Marilyn Monroe feared, not without cause, that the dreaded disease would one day invade her own mind and destroy her life as surely as it had wrecked the lives of so many others in her family.

The baby grand that her mother had bought for her—a token of what Gladys had hoped would be a prolonged period of familial bliss—was sold following Gladys’s institutionalization. Years later, Marilyn tracked down the piano, purchased it, and had it installed first in an apartment she leased in 1953 in Beverly Hills and then in her New York apartment on East Fifty-Seventh Street, a sentimental reminder of the woman who had originally given it to her.

Another item in the Arbol Drive house that didn’t go unnoticed by Norma Jeane was a small framed photograph of a man with dark hair, even features, and a mustache, which had been mounted on the wall over Gladys’s dresser. “When I asked her who he was,” Marilyn would tell Dr. Fromm, “she said, ‘He’s just an old friend.’ I later learned it was a picture of my father, Charles Stanley Gifford. He resembled Clark Gable. One day I came across an eight-by-ten-inch photo of Mr. Gable in a memorabilia shop and bought it. I’d look at it now and then and say, ‘That’s my father—that’s him!’ ”

So that she could complete the year without having to switch schools, it was decided Norma Jeane would continue living with the Atkinsons at the same address. Gladys’s boarders undertook the task of looking after the child, which they did for several months until a death in the family forced the Atkinsons to return to England. Once again Norma Jeane found herself in transition, going from one foster home to another until finally she was taken in by Mr. and Mrs. Harvey Giffen, former friends of Gladys Baker. Harvey, a sound engineer with the Radio Corporation of America, gave her tennis and sketching lessons. The living arrangement appeared to suit everyone until Harvey’s employer reassigned him to a new position in Mississippi. Preparing to leave, the Giffens offered to adopt Norma Jeane and take her along. The prospect of staying with a family she had quickly grown to like appealed to the child, but Gladys, presently undergoing electroshock therapy, wouldn’t allow it.

The Arbol Drive bungalow was repossessed and put up for sale, and, in a sense, so too was Norma Jeane. Grace McKee, a film librarian at Columbia Pictures when Gladys Baker worked there, had become friendly with both Gladys and her daughter. Not that Gladys and Grace had always gotten along. Allegedly, Gladys once accused Grace of trying to poison her. In retaliation for this imagined misdeed, Gladys attacked Grace with a butcher knife. The police were called, and Gladys was led away in handcuffs.

Nevertheless, insofar as she had no children of her own, Grace McKee volunteered to become Norma Jeane’s legal guardian. Because she wasn’t married at the time and because the guardianship papers hadn’t yet been processed, she decided to place the child with the Los Angeles Orphans Home Society (now Hollygrove), at 815 North El Centro Avenue in Los Angeles, not far from the same RKO Studios where Gladys Baker had previously worked. Norma Jeane entered the orphanage in September 1935 and remained until the end of June 1937, a total of twenty-one months. She was assigned bed number 27 (of sixty-five beds) and told that her mandatory chores included scrubbing the latrine and waiting on tables in the dining hall. She called the facility “the child factory” and later claimed that being there had been the worst experience she’d ever had to endure.

“They taught her how to swim at a nearby public swimming facility,” said Dr. Rose Fromm, “and that’s the extent of it.” The child’s only respite from the dreariness of the institution came when she attended day school during the week and on occasional Saturdays when Grace McKee would take her out for the afternoon, typically to Hollywood Boulevard for a matinee at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre or Grauman’s Egyptian Theatre. Afterward, they’d have ice cream cones and watch the caged monkeys in front of the theater.

The girls at the orphanage were required to wear a prisonlike uniform consisting of a formless skirt and faded gray blouse. Whenever one of them celebrated a birthday, the orphanage provided a birthday cake. After the birthday celebrant blew out the candles, the cake would be taken away only to reappear on the occasion of the next girl’s birthday party. In other words, they didn’t get to eat the cake; they only got to look at it. What made this cruel exercise seem even more extreme was the ordinariness of the food they did get to eat: oatmeal for breakfast, hot dogs for lunch, and broiled chicken for dinner. The menu rarely varied. To escape the orphanage’s stultifying atmosphere, Norma Jeane would often retreat to a deck on the roof of the building and peruse Hollywood fan magazines that Grace would bring her whenever she visited.

Marilyn recalled for Dr. Fromm the process whereby couples hoping to adopt an orphan would drop by the administration offices to browse through a catalogue containing photographs and descriptions of the girls. When they came across a photo that interested them, the child would be delivered to the office for a personal meeting. If all went well, the prospective adoptee would spend a trial week or two with her new family. As often as not, the child would be rejected by the couple and returned to the orphanage. Because Norma Jeane had already been “spoken for” by Grace McKee, she was ineligible for general adoption and therefore spared the indignity of what she called “the dog pound” experience. “It’s bad enough to live in a dog pound,” she told Rose Fromm, “but it’s ten times worse to be thrown back in.”

•  •  •

On the tenth of August, 1935, Grace McKee married Ervin “Doc” Goddard, a failed actor then working as a technician in a precision instruments company. Ten years younger than Grace, Goddard had three children from an earlier marriage. He also had a drinking problem, and as Marilyn assessed it, “was drunk more often than he wasn’t.” Doc’s alcoholism notwithstanding, Norma Jeane felt a burden had been lifted when she moved out of the “child factory” and in with the Goddards, who had set up some semblance of a household at 6707 Odessa Avenue in Van Nuys, California. She felt comfortable enough with Grace and looked forward to the prospect of becoming the newest member of a close-knit family.

But if one burden had been lifted, another would soon take its place. “Daddy Doc”—Norma Jeane’s nickname for Grace’s husband—complained that the eleven-year-old daughter of his wife’s “insane friend” represented nothing more than “another unnecessary mouth to feed.” Grace subsequently applied for and received a fairly substantial court-mandated monthly foster family stipend to cover the cost of Norma Jeane’s room and board. Doc Goddard withdrew his objection.

Eleanor “Bebe” Goddard, one of Doc’s three children, described her foster sister as “kind and fun-loving—she had a good sense of humor and liked to laugh.” Eighteen months younger than Norma Jeane, Bebe freely admitted that her father spent his evenings hanging out in the taverns and bistros of Van Nuys, and that Grace too had become a heavy drinker. “Aunt Grace considered herself my substitute mother,” Marilyn told Dr. Fromm, “but I never recognized her as such. When it came to Doc, Grace was overly indulgent. She let him get away with murder.”

It wasn’t murder, but it was serious enough. In late 1937, following a usual nightly stopover at a local watering hole, Doc Goddard stumbled home, barged into Norma Jeane’s bedroom, and proceeded to abuse her sexually. Although he didn’t rape her, he evidently molested her. Norma Jeane said nothing at the time, but Grace Goddard must have sensed something because she arranged for the child to move in with Ida Martin, Norma Jeane’s great aunt. A strict, evangelical Christian, Ida had a house in Compton, on the outskirts of Los Angeles. To help cover expenses, Grace Goddard paid Ida Martin $30.

Doc Goddard wasn’t the only sexual predator Marilyn Monroe encountered while growing up. An elderly male boarder had accosted her during her stay with the Bolenders and had given her a nickel in exchange for her silence. Although she reported the incident to Mrs. Bolender, the woman refused to believe Norma Jeane, insisting the boarder was “a nice gentleman” who “wouldn’t harm a flea”—if Norma Jeane repeated her lie, she would have to be punished. And then there was her teenaged cousin, Jack, the son of Gladys Baker’s brother, who also apparently took liberties with the child. But the Doc Goddard affair was the most upsetting, because Norma Jeane had come to regard him as something of a father figure. Whatever faith and trust she had invested in their relationship had been abruptly and permanently destroyed.

After moving in with Ida Martin, Norma Jeane entered the sixth grade at the Lankersham School in North Los Angeles. A schoolmate, Roxanne Smith, with whom she became friendly, lived within walking distance of the school. Before long, Norma Jeane began spending a day or two each week with the Smiths, sharing Roxanne’s bedroom. Despite the best efforts of the dozens of biographers who have written about Marilyn Monroe over the years, the relationship that developed between Norma Jeane and Roxanne has never come to light. Though she herself never mentioned it in her memoir (or anywhere else), that it made an impression on young Marilyn is evidenced by the detailed description she provided Dr. Rose Fromm, replete with recalled snippets of actual conversation.

Roxanne, like Norma Jeane, was pretty and well developed for her age. Roxanne’s favorite pastime, as Marilyn remembered it, entailed “staring at herself in the mirror.” That she was attracted to Norma Jeane became evident by virtue of the effusive compliments she lavished upon her. Roxanne’s bedroom contained twin beds, but one night that winter she said to Norma Jeane, “It’s cold. Can I just climb into bed with you for a minute?” Without waiting for an answer, she slid into Norma Jeane’s bed. “It’s freezing,” she said, hugging Norma Jeane tenderly. Norma Jeane pulled away.

“I’m just trying to warm myself,” Roxanne remarked.

Not certain what her schoolmate wanted of her, Norma Jeane twisted herself so that her back faced the girl. Roxanne persevered. “Do you want a back rub?” she asked. She began massaging Norma Jeane’s shoulders in soft, soothing movements. She continued in silence, her fingers inching their way down Norma Jeane’s back, and up under her pajama top, then down again until they reached the upper part of her backside.

“Why are you doing this to me, Roxanne?” Norma Jeane asked.

“Relax,” whispered the girl, “just relax.”

Norma Jeane moved away until she reached the edge of the bed and could go no farther. Without breaking her rhythm, Roxanne followed and snuggled even closer.

It became clear to Norma Jeane that Roxanne, a year older and far more experienced, had overcome the objections of other visiting girlfriends. Norma Jeane was no match for her seducer. Yet she was determined to make one final effort. She turned around and faced her bedmate. “I want you to go back to your side of the room,” she insisted in as officious a tone as she could muster.

“I guess my voice had no conviction,” Marilyn would tell Dr. Fromm, “because she not only didn’t budge, she proceeded to unbutton my pajama top and her own as well. She then rolled me onto my back and out of my bottoms. She began to kiss me and didn’t stop until I began to cry.” Marilyn told Dr. Fromm she couldn’t recall exactly how she felt about the experience, only that she never returned to Roxanne Smith’s home and in addition cut off all further contact with her in school.

“If anything,” said Marilyn, “I probably felt betrayed.”

In the fall of 1938, Norma Jeane went to live with (Edith) Ana Lower, Grace McKee Goddard’s fifty-eight-year-old aunt, at her two-family Nebraska Avenue home in Sawtelle, at the time a lower-middle-class section of Los Angeles. A divorcee, “Aunt Ana,” more than anybody else, became Norma Jeane’s true surrogate mother. “She was the first person in the world I ever really loved, and who in turn loved me,” Marilyn told Dr. Fromm. “She was a wonderful human being. She never hurt me, not once. She was very spiritual, always consulting Mary Baker Eddy’s Science and Health, the Christian Science handbook, constantly reading me excerpts from it and, like the Bolenders, forever dragging me to church. But it didn’t bother me. Aunt Ana was all light and kindness. I used to tell her all my little dreams and fantasies about wanting to become an actress. ‘You’re going to be a star, Norma Jeane,’ she’d say. She wasn’t rich. She rented out the bottom floor of her house to make money. And though she didn’t have much, she paid for my voice, dance, and piano lessons. Nobody else ever cared what became of me. She did. The sad thing is she died in March 1948, before I began to make a name for myself, so she never knew whether she was right or wrong about my future. But had she lived, she would’ve been thrilled for me.”

Living with Ana had only one drawback: she refused to install a telephone in her home. She maintained that people would call at all hours, and she didn’t want to be disturbed. This made it difficult for Norma Jeane to have friends over for playdates. Yet Ana’s essential goodness and her openness afforded Norma Jeane a sense of security she hadn’t felt before. It was Ana who revealed the identity of the man in the photograph Norma Jeane had seen in her mother’s bedroom, telling her all she knew about C. Stanley Gifford. It was also Aunt Ana who informed her that Gladys Baker, her mother, had recently attempted to escape from the mental hospital at Norwalk and as a result had been transferred to the more secure Agnew State Asylum in San Francisco.

On June 1, 1939, Norma Jeane’s thirteenth birthday, she accompanied Ana Lower and Grace Goddard to San Francisco for a visit with her mother. Recalling the encounter for Dr. Fromm, Marilyn said, “She looked as though she’d been lobotomized. She wasn’t there. I mean she was there physically but not mentally. She didn’t speak, just sat on the bed, looking frightened and lost.”

On the train ride back to Los Angeles, Norma Jeane learned from Ana that she had an older half sister named Berniece, who had similarly just learned of Norma Jeane’s existence and had reached out to her by way of a written note. Although Berniece and Norma Jeane didn’t meet until 1944 (after Berniece had married and become a mother), by the fall of 1939, they were in touch with each other via telephone and letter. Norma Jeane informed her half sister that she’d enrolled at Emerson Junior High School, where her favorite subjects became English literature and Spanish. Her least favorite: cooking. She enjoyed athletics, especially track and field. She’d joined the staff of the school newspaper and had developed an interest in acting. She looked forward to performing in school plays and thought that one day she might want to be in the movies. All in all, she sounded like a typical, happy-go-lucky teenager without a care in the world rather than a fatherless child whose schizophrenic mother was locked away in an insane asylum and whose foster father had sexually molested her.

Indeed, Norma Jeane was quickly blossoming into an early iteration of the famed actress and personality she would eventually become. Leaner and sporting darker curls than the later Monroe, she exuded a youthful beauty that, if not yet wondrous, was certainly noticeable. Boys her age (and older) had begun to pursue her. “She could be a bit shy and withdrawn at times, but for the most part, she absolutely glowed,” said a friend named Susan Ryder. “She was not only pretty but very bright. You could see it in her eyes. She also had great skin; the clearest, pinkest skin I’ve ever seen. It was silky and flawless. Then in the ninth grade, she began spilling out of her clothes. Not fat, just curves. She wore makeup and sweaters that were a size too small, accentuating her bustline. She couldn’t walk down the street without having some jerk in a passing car come to a screeching halt and start yelling and whistling at her out the window.”

Barbara Anthony, another playmate from this period, considered Norma Jeane “quite alluring and sensitive but thin-skinned and somewhat secretive. She didn’t talk much about her personal life. She did well in school. She was witty, but, as I say, she could be very thin-skinned. If you said something that rubbed her the wrong way, she’d let you know it.”

In 1940 Ana Lower suffered a mild heart attack, and Norma Jeane went back to the Odessa Avenue home of the Goddards. Given Doc Goddard’s sexual proclivities, the arrangement was far from ideal, but under the circumstances, it remained the most practical alternative. By that fall, Norma Jeane had entered the tenth grade at Van Nuys High School and had met James Edward Dougherty, the son of Edward and Ethel Dougherty, neighbors of the Goddards. At age twenty, Jim Dougherty, truly “the boy next door,” cut a manly figure. He had blue eyes, light brown hair, and a muscular physique. A graduate of Van Nuys High, he had been student body president as well as a football star and member of the Maskers Drama Club. In addition, he owned his own car, a blue Ford coupe. Although he’d been offered a partial college scholarship, he had opted for a job at Lockheed Aircraft Corporation, in Burbank, augmenting his income by working at a funeral home embalming corpses. When Lockheed offered to increase his salary, he quit the funeral home job.

At the time that Norma Jeane met him, Dougherty was dating three other girls, among them Doris Ingram, who’d been crowned Miss Santa Barbara. He nevertheless began driving his neighbors Bebe Goddard and Norma Jeane Baker to school every morning and hanging out with them on weekends. Each girl had a crush on Jimmy. In December 1941 Grace Goddard asked Dougherty to take Norma Jeane to a Christmas dance at Lockheed. There she was introduced to the future actor Robert Mitchum, then one of Jim’s coworkers. By the end of January 1942, Jim and Norma Jeane were going steady. A month later, Grace informed Norma Jeane that she and Doc, along with his children, would be moving to Huntington, West Virginia, where Doc had procured a lucrative position with an electronics firm. She also told her it would be best if Norma Jeane remained in California, especially now that she and Jim Dougherty were involved.

Looking back, Marilyn would tell Rose Fromm that once again she felt as though she’d been deserted. “It came as a blow,” she said. “Not that I necessarily wanted to go with them—rather, that I wasn’t given a choice. When I thought about it, I remembered that though Daddy Doc never touched me again, he used to give me suggestive looks. Grace probably surmised it was only a matter of time before he tried something. Maybe she was jealous, or perhaps she just didn’t want to chance it.”

Having returned to Ana Lower’s Nebraska Avenue home, Norma Jeane withdrew from Van Nuys High School and enrolled at University High. She continued to see Jim Dougherty. What she didn’t know was that Grace Goddard, no doubt feeling guilty over having left Norma Jeane behind (and so that she wouldn’t have to go back to the orphanage), had conspired with Jim’s mother to have him propose to her. After they became engaged, Norma Jeane dropped out of University High, and in early June, she and Jim signed a one-year lease on a small cottage in Sherman Oaks. Ana Lower made Norma Jeane’s white embroidered wedding gown. The service in the Los Angeles home of friends of Grace Goddard took place on the evening of June 19, 1942, and was led by Reverend Benjamin Lingenfelder of the Christian Science Church. Aunt Ana walked the sixteen-year-old bride to the makeshift altar, where Jim Dougherty, in a rented white tuxedo, took over. Ana Lower paid for a wedding reception for thirty-five guests at an Italian-themed nightclub and restaurant called Florentine Gardens. The Bolenders attended, but Doc and Grace Goddard were conspicuously absent.

In March 1953, long after they were divorced, Jim Dougherty wrote an article for Photoplay magazine entitled “Marilyn Monroe Was My Wife,” which began: “Our marriage was good . . . It’s seldom a man gets a bride like Marilyn . . . I wonder if she’s forgotten how much in love we really were.”

She evidently had forgotten, because she’d previously told Dr. Fromm that her marriage to Dougherty had been “a sham, a coupling of convenience.” On the surface, at the point she married him, she seemed at least moderately content. They didn’t go on a honeymoon, but the young couple went on weekend fishing expeditions to Sherwood Lake in Ventura County, California. They took ski lessons together and attended college football games. They saw movies at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, where Norma Jeane had gone as a child. They prepared picnic luncheons and frolicked on the beach at Malibu. And when they weren’t making love at home, they would have sex in the backseat of his car on the side streets and back roads up and down the San Fernando Valley.

Their sexual relationship proved to be less than satisfying for Norma Jeane. “For all the girls he’d supposedly had,” she informed Fromm, “he [Dougherty] didn’t seem to know very much. He didn’t believe in foreplay. It was slam, bam, thank you, ma’am. I knew even less than he did, so I thought it was mostly my fault. He’d fall asleep afterward, leaving me awake, frustrated, and angry. I began to suspect he might still be seeing Doris Ingram, but I kept it to myself. I didn’t want to complain. I wrote to Aunt Grace in West Virginia, by then a seasoned alcoholic, extolling the virtues of marriage. I sweetened my letters out of loyalty to Grace and in an effort to please her, which is more than she’d done for me.”

The Norma Jeane that Dougherty wed was still an unformed person. She had a beautiful face and figure. She was a mature sixteen-year-old in certain respects but a little girl in others. She’d had no childhood as such. In a way, there were two Norma Jeanes: One was the little girl whose dolls and stuffed animals were propped up on top of her chest of drawers “so they can see what’s going on.” The other Norma Jeane was a person of unpredictable moods. In her published memoir, Marilyn portrayed herself at this stage as being “divided” into two people: “One of them was Norma Jeane from the orphanage who belonged to nobody, the other was someone whose name I didn’t know.” In his Photoplay piece, Jim Dougherty depicted his former wife as possessing two distinct and very different personalities, which made her “a bit scary at times.” He blamed her lack of cohesion on her “impossible” childhood. “Now and again,” he wrote, “you’d catch glimpses of someone who had been unloved for too long, unwanted for too many years.”

Whatever chance the marriage might have had of surviving ended when Jim, about to be drafted into the army, joined the Maritime Services and went away to a merchant marine training base, finally winding up on Catalina Island, just off the Southern California coast. Norma Jeane, feeling a sense of abandonment, moved in with her mother-in-law and occasionally visited Catalina to be with her husband, but the visits terminated after she began working at the Radioplane Company in Burbank as a parachute inspector and paint sprayer. It was here, at the height of World War II, that she was “discovered” by US Army photographer David Conover, who’d been assigned by his commanding officer (Ronald Reagan, the future US president) to shoot pictures of women working to aid the war effort. Eventually penning a book titled Finding Marilyn: A Remembrance, Conover detailed first seeing her at Radioplane and asking if he could photograph her in a tight sweater rather than her work overalls. She obliged, and the die, as the saying goes, was cast. The photo appeared on the cover of Yank. Other pictures of Norma Jeane ran in Stars and Stripes, the US troop newspaper, which named her “Miss Cheesecake.” She was voted “the present all GIs would like to find in their Christmas stocking.” Conover’s book goes on to document his short-lived but memorable affair with the photogenic model. Norma Jeane, having moved out of her mother-in-law’s house and back in with Ana Lower, is depicted by Conover as having “a great body and enormous passion.”

In May 1976 Jim Dougherty was quoted in People magazine as claiming, “If I hadn’t gone into the merchant marine during World War II and been shipped off to the Pacific, Norma Jeane would still be Mrs. Dougherty today.” Had she survived long enough to read Dougherty’s comment, Marilyn Monroe would probably have deemed it an overblown case of wishful thinking. By the time he returned from the Pacific, his wife had undergone a dramatic change.

She had left her job at Radioplane and gone full-time into modeling, having been signed by Emmeline Snively of the Blue Book Modeling Agency. As a popular pinup and cover model (her image appeared in more than a hundred magazines), she started to meet other photographers, agents, would-be agents, film producers, publicists, advertising executives—in short, an entire crew of Hollywood types, all of them quite different from the people she’d known as Mrs. Jim Dougherty. She had colored her hair a golden blond. The limited contours of domesticity had given way to an exhilarating and expansive new world.

As for Norma Jeane’s mother, she had been released from the San Francisco mental hospital and, as of May 1945, was living in a small room on the top floor of a rundown hotel in downtown Portland, Oregon. In December André de Dienes, a fashion photographer with whom Norma Jeane had started a romance, drove her to Portland for a reunion with Gladys, the first time she’d seen her mother since 1939.

“We had little to say to each other,” Marilyn would inform Dr. Fromm, recounting the Portland visit. “She looked much older than I remembered her. She emanated no warmth. I tried to maintain a cheerful façade. I unpacked a few presents I’d brought for her—a silk scarf, a bottle of perfume, and a box of chocolates—and placed them on top of a coffee table. She wouldn’t go near them, just stared at them. Then, without a word, she lowered her head and buried her face in her hands and seemed to forget all about me. I saw myself to the door and left.”

•  •  •

With her modeling career in full bloom, Norma Jeane was earning enough to rent the bottom floor of Ana Lower’s house on Nebraska Avenue. In early 1946 she received a letter from her mother asking if she could come to Los Angeles and stay with her. Against her better judgment—and in spite of the disappointment of her Portland visit—Norma Jeane agreed. Their second attempt at living together as mother and daughter turned out no better than the first. Within months, Gladys Baker reentered the psychiatric ward at Norwalk State Asylum, the same institution from which she had once tried to escape. From there she would in time be sent to the Rockhaven Sanitarium, a virtual country club for the incurably insane, in Verdugo, California, where she remained until 1967, five years after Marilyn’s death. Throughout Gladys Baker’s lengthy internment at Rockhaven, it was Marilyn who footed the bills.

In 1946 Norma Jeane became involved with Tommy Zahn, a lifeguard and aspiring actor who later described her to a reporter as “tremendously fit, very robust . . . so healthy.” Photographs of her taken at this time support Zahn’s portrayal. That same summer she hired an attorney, established residency in Las Vegas, and instituted divorce proceedings against Jim Dougherty. The divorce decree was granted on July 5, 1946, in Clark County, Nevada.

Her newfound freedom marked the beginning of an extremely active sexual phase during which Marilyn took numerous lovers ranging in age and experience from a young college student named Bill Pursel to over-the-hill Borscht Belt comedian George Jessel. “Talk about being promiscuous,” she told Dr. Rose Fromm, “I can’t remember the names of three-quarters of the men I slept with at that time.” A name she did recall belonged to Charlie Chaplin Jr., son of the legendary comic, with whom she had an affair in 1947. According to Anthony Summers’s Goddess: The Secret Lives of Marilyn Monroe, the affair ended when Charlie Jr. caught Marilyn in bed with his brother Sydney. The latter romance ended when she underwent one of several early abortions.

In subsequent years, Jim Dougherty, having remarried and become a patrolman with the Los Angeles Police Department, would tell a journalist: “I never knew Marilyn Monroe. I knew Norma Jeane Baker, but Marilyn Monroe and Norma Jeane Baker were two different people.”

By 1952, the year she met Joe DiMaggio, Norma Jeane Baker had grown into the iconic role of Marilyn Monroe both in name and in terms of her career, which, while not yet at its height, was well on its way. Having overcome the “Golden Dreams” nude calendar scandal, she now defended herself against a charge by the press that she’d fabricated her family history, having presented herself to Twentieth Century–Fox and to the public at large as an orphan, when, if truth be told, her mother was still very much alive.

As she’d done in the nude calendar controversy, Marilyn took matters into her own hands, releasing a statement admitting that Gladys Baker was incapacitated, a patient in a mental institution, and that she’d fibbed only to protect her mother from the glare of public scrutiny. She said that although she’d lived with her mother for a brief period as a child, she barely knew her. Nor had she ever met her father. Her childhood, she added, had largely been spent in an orphanage and in the homes of a number of foster families. If the press felt she had misled anyone, she wished to apologize and hoped to be forgiven. She was forgiven.

As Hollywood columnist Hedda Hopper wrote, “Let’s give Marilyn Monroe the benefit of the doubt.”



Chapter 4
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IN LATE MAY 1952, HAVING fully recuperated from her appendectomy and having set the record straight on her Little Orphan Annie past, Marilyn Monroe arrived for a brief stay in New York before continuing on to Buffalo, where, in June, she would star in Niagara, a suspense drama with a cast that included Joseph Cotten and Jean Peters. Marilyn’s role as a young, sultry, oversexed wife called for her to wear a dress that, in the words of one film critic. was “cut so low you can see her navel.” In anticipation of her stay in New York, Joe DiMaggio temporarily vacated his quarters at the Elysée Hotel and moved into a large suite at the Drake. He filled the suite with several bouquets of fresh roses.
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