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			For Gary, who never had to put up with booze and dope, just mishegas

		

	
		
			
				“I’m not the only one who came out of the Valley of the Dolls premiere thinking, ‘Well, that’s the end of my career.’”

				—PATTY DUKE
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			Author’s Note

			How do I love thee, Valley of the Dolls? Let me count the whys. My magnificent obsession with all things Valley began when I secretly rummaged through my mom’s dresser for her (carefully hidden between her slips and a hot water bottle) paperback copy of Jacqueline Susann’s notorious Hollywood and Broadway roman à clef. Having been a precocious kid and an insatiable reader, I’d already been to the sex/sin/salvation literary rodeo thanks to Harold Robbins’s The Carpetbaggers, Grace Metalious’s Peyton Place, and Rona Jaffe’s The Best of Everything. But from all I had heard, Jacqueline Susann’s novel promised to be those novels squared. It didn’t disappoint. I mean, it had everything. It was everything. Boozers! Pill-heads! Lesbians! Sex! Heartbreak! More sex! Homosexuals! Catfights! Incurable diseases! Wig snatching! Handsome caddish and spineless wonders! Still more heartbreak! Still more sex! And, for kicks, hey, aren’t those characters pretty transparently based on Judy Garland, Ethel Merman, Marilyn Monroe, and Grace Kelly?

			With Susann at the wheel, show business schadenfreude felt alluring, voyeuristic, and deliciously inside. No wonder Valley of the Dolls became a straight-up pop cultural phenom, the most talked-about, record-breaking bestseller of its era. The book was terrible, irresistible, hokey, hot, and, in its way, transgressive. And for me—a kid aching to bust loose from a leafy, straitlaced, idyllic, Lawrenceville-like New England small town—it was a road map. And a warning. The way people talked back then about Valley of the Dolls—on TV and radio, blasting it from church pulpits, whispering about it over the back fence, and sniggering about it at parties for grown-ups—a movie version just had to be inevitable. And so, just in time for Christmas 1967, Valley of the Dolls, all glittery and glossy in Panavision and Color by Deluxe, opened, with a hand-painted ticket booth sign screaming “Adolts [sic] Only” in our neighboring city’s most cavernous, slightly faded movie palace. But that misspelled sign meant that the puckered, steely woman sitting in the ticket booth would never let slip past her judgmental gaze the fresh-faced likes of me. Besides, like many locals back in a time when there were such now-quaint notions as shame and when some people took seriously the finger-wagging and dire warnings of the Catholic Church, I’d never want to be caught buying a ticket to the “dirty movie” our parish priest had been warning us about for weeks. So, three pals and I piled into my shimmying, heatless VW bug and drove fifty miles through freezing rain to Boston for a look-see at the notorious film that critics were shredding but audiences were seeing in droves. My regular worship of moviemaking idols like Fellini, Lean, Hitchcock, Penn, Antonioni, Wilder, Bergman, and Kubrick would have to be put on hold for a bit. Valley of the Dolls promised to be a sizzling, steamy, check-your-brains-at-the-door blast.

			Outside the opulent Savoy Theatre, opened in 1928 and today the Boston Opera House, my friends and I queued up with several hundred other rain-pelted fellow stalwarts and thrill seekers. Gigantic lobby posters blared the hard sell. “The Producers wish to state that any similarity between any person, living or dead, and the characters portrayed in this film is purely coincidental and not intended.” “Leave the Children Home!” “The Motion Picture That Shows What America’s All Time #1 Best Seller First Put Into Words!” Other posters offered teasing glimpses of a half-clad Patty Duke and kitteny Miss Peyton Place Barbara Parkins. Another photo depicted a fully clad Susan Hayward gritting her teeth and flaring her nostrils while leaning backward as if executing some faintly bizarre interpretative dance position. Hoo boy, this is going to be a weird, hot ride, we thought.

			It was. Just not the way we’d hoped.

			Valley of the Dolls arrived in an era that had already brought us such adult fare as Blow-Up, Alfie, Bonnie and Clyde, Point Blank, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, and Persona, in a pop culture that had already spewed out such satiric gems as Allan Sherman’s 1964 ditty “Pills” and the dark, driving anthem “Mother’s Little Helper,” the Rolling Stones’ finger wag at Valium, the middle-class woman’s pill of choice. By comparison, Valley turned out to be clumsy, tone-deaf, unhip, quaint, unintentionally hilarious, and strangely unsexy. Aside from a meant-to-be-shocking naughty word dropped here and there, the movie played like a mash-up of dozens of old movies I’d already seen on The Late, Late Show starring, oh, say, Doris Day, Ida Lupino, Joan Crawford, Bette Davis, or Susan Hayward. Mesmerizingly hapless as it was, though, its gloriously entertaining badness grabbed me by the collar. The movie was funny and sad. Tacky and noble. Hokey and moving. A lovable, irresistible train wreck. It got under my skin and stayed there. And Valley of the Dolls has woven in and out of my life ever since. In 1993 my coauthor Edward Margulies and I vaulted it to the very top of our pantheon in the celebratory book Bad Movies We Love. Then, in the mid-2000s, after happening on a script I’d written for a European producer, a film production company brought me in for early meetings to discuss the possibility of my writing a new Valley of the Dolls movie. My pitch for the opening images of the film was a riff on Norma Desmond by way of Peg Entwistle. Suicidal and strung out, superstar-on-the-skids Neely O’Hara teeters in high heels to the top of the Hollywood sign. Once there she lets loose with a scathing indictment of the business and the people who did her wrong; below, rabid newscasters live-broadcast her meltdown, jostling and trampling one another to move their cameras into the best position to catch her fall. And that was just the opening. Apparently, my approach was Nathanael West–, Billy Wilder/I. A. L. Diamond–, and Douglas Sirk–esque enough to encourage the company to inform me that they had begun conversations with Carrie Fisher’s agents about the possibility of our collaborating. Carrie never showed up for either of two prearranged meetings, but then again, I never knew whether or not the Carrie talk was for real, let alone whether or not the company even had the rights to do anything with the material. The flurry of phone calls and meetings soon stopped. Somehow the whole thing dissolved, as these things can.

			Between the publication of Bad Movies We Love and Carrie’s purported no-shows, though, I had big fun constantly luring new, unsuspecting victims into the Valley. At a special showing one 1997 night at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, among the Valley virgins was Sharon Stone. The audience—some, including Courtney Love, in Jacqueline Susann tribute outfits or full-on Valley of the Dolls drag—howled, recited the dialogue, wept, cheered, and popped candy “dolls” along with the heroines on-screen. Stone was so fascinated by Sharon Tate’s hair and makeup that she adopted the look for her role in the Martin Scorsese–directed Casino that same year, and she looked sensational.

			Several other of my Valley revisits were in the company of a brilliant, caustic fellow writer and friend, who was a second-generation Hollywood brat. These were some of my richest, funniest encounters with the movie—until they became the most painful. With each viewing, I saw this friend, whose favorite Valley girl was Neely O’Hara, grow more and more destructively dependent upon prescription drugs. No matter how many of us tried to help in dozens of different ways, our pal became combative, unreliable, and unemployable before eventually spiraling toward an early death.

			Jean Cocteau famously called himself “a lie that always speaks the truth.” Valley of the Dolls embodies Cocteau’s credo. I wanted to write about a movie that had so much going for it behind the camera, had so many reputations riding on it, and yet ran deliriously off the rails. The passage of time since my first encounters with the Susann universe and the joyful process of researching, interviewing those who were there (or nearby), and writing this book have revealed more than I ever bargained for. Valley—as soapy, gaudy, ridiculous, and gonzo as it is—delivers its payload as a cautionary, prescient tale of the perils of prescription drug use right alongside its melodramatic trappings that make it a mink-and-mascara-lined kitsch milestone. It’s rife with clichés, tacky platitudes, and melodrama, yet it still exposes truths about the callousness and cruelty of the Biz, about aging, about how the deck is stacked against women, about losing one’s way and struggling to find the road back, and about the steep cost of fame. It also presages the endlessly self-promoting, self-reflexive, celebrity-obsessed culture we have become.

			Maybe the next time I’m asked, Why Valley of the Dolls? I’ll just smile, shrug, and paraphrase a deathless bit of screenwriters Helen Deutsch and Dorothy Kingsley’s dialogue: “I know it’s a rotten movie—but I love it!”

			—Stephen Rebello,

			Los Angeles, 2020

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Sinking Ship, or Other Than That, How Was the Movie, Ms. Susann?

			November 16, 1967

			Venice, Italy

			Watch the old newsreel footage. Browse the photographs. If you look closely enough and read carefully enough between the lines, some of it’s there. The rest, the good stuff, trust me, will get filled in. Arriving for the first of seven international seagoing previews of Valley of the Dolls, the movie version of her mammoth bestselling novel, Jacqueline Susann swept across the deck of the sparkling new, $20 million, 492-foot Princess Italia luxury cruise ship. She looked like a woman convinced she had life by the shorthairs. Crowned by a selection from her arsenal of jet-black, shoulder-length falls—this one girlishly adorned with white bows—the indomitable forty-eight-year-old Susann had accessorized for the ship’s maiden voyage with one of her fabulous displays of too-muchness: caterpillar-thick false lashes, white eye shadow, lips and nails painted the color of overripe Dekopon oranges, and an eye-strobing, paisley-patterned white Pucci dress. Susann, a master of self-promotion and pioneer of branding, comported herself in a manner befitting her status as one of the world’s most newly famous and recognizable personages. Squiring her was her spouse of nearly three decades, fifty-eight-year-old Irving Mansfield (né Mandelbaum). For the occasion the gimlet-eyed former publicist, TV writer, and producer had decked himself out in white evening formal wear. This made a nice change from his array of expensive linen shirts unbuttoned (at least) one button too many, exposing his 24-karat-gold, jewel-encrusted ankh medallion, the ancient Egyptian crux ansata symbolizing the life force, resting atop a nest of chest hair. One indulgence he refused to forgo: he’d crisped his skin to a brown somewhere between sienna and russet.

			Susann swanned her way into the ship’s 147-seat ballroom, pausing to air-kiss the film’s young stars Patty Duke, Sharon Tate, and Barbara Parkins (her special favorite) and to chat with director Mark Robson and wife, Sara, and various 20th Century Fox executives. Susann was, as always, polished, outgoing, quippy, magnetic, and lethal if crossed. Attention and deference had to be—and was—paid to her. This was, after all, a night of nights for the author who had rocked the publishing world with a cultural phenomenon pecked out with two fingers on a blue Royal typewriter over eighteen months of eight-hour-daily writing sessions in her leather-walled, Pucci-draped 200 Central Park South aerie. Susann had created a juicy, lurid, compulsively readable roman à clef about three ambitious young women scaling the Broadway and Hollywood heights only to turn to liquor and pills when their dreams, successes, and romances turn out to be devastating letdowns. Valley of the Dolls more than delivered the goods to millions of celebrities, working women, and housewives, the unwashed masses who could live vicariously through characters who seemed an awful lot like Marilyn Monroe, Judy Garland, Ethel Merman, and more.

			As the Princess Italia set sail, twenty-one months had passed since the publication of Valley of the Dolls, and Susann’s book still rode high on the New York Times bestseller list. Mocked gleefully by the press and the literary intelligentsia as sudsy, poorly written swill, the book would eventually go on to be cited in the Guinness Book of Records as what was then the single bestselling novel of all time, moving thirty million copies. That’s bigger than Gone with the Wind and topped only by the Bible, the Quran, and, decades later, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. The book’s runaway success was a sweet victory for the relentlessly driven, hardworking Susann, who had been struggling unsuccessfully since the 1940s as a model, TV personality, stage actress, and playwright. It was a more personal vindication for Susann who, in 1962, underwent a mastectomy to try to stop the spread of a malignancy.

			And on this November night, along with members of the British, French, German, Italian, and Swiss press; the moviemakers; and the cast members, Susann was about to view what was predicted to be one of the year’s most unmissable movies. Susann told the press that not only had she not yet seen the film, but she also hadn’t even been shown the shooting script. But she took heart from the relentless drumbeat emanating from the 20th Century Fox publicity department and from the studio’s decision to launch Valley of the Dolls with splashy Old Hollywood publicity hoopla—a first-ever twenty-thousand-mile, one-month roundelay of catered shipboard parties and screenings. Some on both sides of the camera believed that their personal and professional fortunes were about to hit the sky.

			Then the houselights dimmed, and the projector whirred.

			Fade in on a portentous white-on-black title card—held for almost fifteen seconds—reading: “The producers wish to state that any similarity between any persons, living or dead, and the characters portrayed in the film you are about to see is purely coincidental and not intended.” Knowing murmurs ripple through the crowd. The famous 20th Century Fox fanfare sounds out, the logo fades, and over a credit sequence featuring Alberto Giacometti–influenced abstract figures and tumbling pills, Barbara Parkins begins to intone in her alluring purr, “You’ve got to climb Mount Everest to reach the Valley of the Dolls . . .” and when she’s done narrating, then Dionne Warwick begins warbling Dory Previn and André Previn’s wistful, haunting title tune. So far, so good.

			But then something goes terribly wrong. The sound begins to boom and echo weirdly around the hall. The action and sound go wildly out of synch, speeding up and making the cast members sound like Alvin and the Chipmunks and move like Keystone Kops. Quiet titters build into raucous laughter that ricochets around the auditorium. What is happening? It turns out that 20th had lavished a fortune on food and finery but had provided only one 35-millimeter projector and a makeshift film screen a journalist later described as “no larger than one a film buff might use for showing a home movie.” To avoid the inevitable lengthy delays that would have been necessary if the projectionist had to change one of the film’s twelve reels every eleven minutes, all 123 minutes of Valley of the Dolls had been loaded onto a single unwieldy reel of film.

			Up go the house lights. While the Italian projectionist labors frantically to fix the snafus, veteran film-editor-turned-movie-director Mark Robson rises and begins to speak in a style a reporter described as “soothing, patient as if he were explaining his latest scientific experiment to all the boys and girls out there in TV land. Golly, Mr. Wizard.” Robson, a man given to bow ties and inscrutable expressions, delivers glib apologies and attempts to stall by inviting questions from the audience. Few take the bait. Finally, the beleaguered projectionist restarts the show from the beginning, but everything sounds even worse—and funnier—than before. The laughs and guffaws grow so loud, the dialogue becomes inaudible. All that time and money the studio spent on vocal coaches for the leading ladies, and they wind up sounding like Minnie Mouse on helium. A reporter in attendance commented, “Remember that scene in Singin’ in the Rain where they’re having a sneak preview of a silent movie with sound and dialogue added, The Duelling Cavalier, and everything that could possibly go wrong did? This Valley of the Dolls premiere was like that—an unmitigated disaster.” The projectionist eventually resolved the mechanical issues. But the rancid dialogue and over-the-top performances got the audience laughing louder than ever.

			Barbara Parkins recalled that she and Sharon Tate saw an “appalled, angry, hysterical” Jacqueline Susann leap up in the middle of the screening and say, “They’ve ruined my book!” Later the writer cornered director Mark Robson to tell him, “You’ve made a piece of shit!” Refusing to honor her commitment to stay aboard the Princess Italia to meet the press and critics in different ports, Susann somehow got herself and her husband off the ship and had them both whisked to the Canary Islands and back to New York where, according to songwriter and radio-and-TV reporter Ruth Batchelor, a friend and colleague of Susann’s, “she stayed zonked out on pills for two weeks.”

			Susann wasn’t alone in expecting that the movie had every reason to be stylish, sexy, provocative, powerful, attention getting, even important. What went so wrong? The backstory of the making—and unmaking—of Valley of the Dolls reveals how that disastrous screening was only the latest in an epic series of mishaps, betrayals, broken promises, blood feuds, and acts of vengeance involving virtually everyone involved. It all began with . . .

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Jackie

			Valley of the Dolls is the novel Jacqueline Susann was born to write. In a way she had been rehearsing for it since her birth on August 20, 1918, in Philadelphia. She was the sole child of a prim and fastidious schoolteacher, Rose (Jans), and Robert Susan, a dashing, successful portrait painter and womanizer who charged high-society types $5,000 (roughly $63,000 today) to flatter them shamelessly on canvas. Rose, a woman of some force and agency, took it upon herself to append another “n” to her daughter’s Dutch and Sephardic Jewish surname. Determined to ensure that that new name would be correctly pronounced “SuZANN” rather than “Susan,” Rose inadvertently provided her daughter with a stage name. A posed photo of Susann and her father from the summer of 1926 shows the young girl in a long-sleeved linen shift—unsmiling, hair bobbed, bangs brushing her grave, dark eyes. Her right hand rests on her breast. Her left lies intimately draped over her father’s shoulder. They’re on the front stairs leading to the grand porch of their columned home, and the dark-haired, faintly Hollywood-inspired Susann, dressed in plus fours, saddle shoes, and argyle socks, stares off with a faraway air of restlessness. Jackie used to confide to her friends about her dad’s essential unreachability. Decades later she told journalists that as early as age eight, her father lamented not having a male heir. When he said, “There will be no one to carry on the name Susan,” little Jackie assured him, “I’ll carry it on. I’m going to be an actress.” The way Susann told it, her father grinned and said, “Well, if you’re going to be an actress, be a good actress. Be a people-watcher.”

			Adoring her seductive, elusive father as she did, she took his advice to heart, and, years later, he would go on to become her model for a number of the attractive, unfaithful, and essentially unattainable male antiheroes in her novels. As one of his many acts of defiance against his wife, he fed his little girl’s show business fantasies. He squired her to all the newest movies and plays. He fostered her dreams of stardom and delighted that she plastered her bedroom walls with photos of (mostly female) theatrical idols of the day. He crowed proudly when she auditioned for local plays and radio shows. On April 16, 1936, in a beauty contest for which her father was a judge, she was crowned at age seventeen “Philadelphia’s most beautiful girl.” Buoyed by Robert Susan’s constant and florid boosterism, she would agree with that assessment. As part of the beauty contest prize, she was sent to New York for a Warner Bros. screen test. They passed. Undeterred and now more than ever determined to make a name for herself, she tore off to New York to stay, over Rose’s howls of protest. Jackie, as she now preferred being known, took up residence at Kenmore Hall, a compact 145 East Twenty-third Street hotel, where, as she was well aware, the residents once numbered Nathanael West, Erskine Caldwell, and Dashiell Hammett, who finished The Maltese Falcon there. (Decades later, in Valley of the Dolls, patrician heroine Anne Welles would room at the Martha Washington Hotel at 29 East Twenty-ninth Street between Madison Avenue and Park Avenue South.) Jackie’s fellow residents included many show people on the way up or down. Among them was a diminutive, tough-tender, scrappy young vaudeville performer named Ethel Agnes O’Neill—nicknamed Effie—with whom she’d become friends. Effie would go on to be an inspiration for Valley of the Dolls heroine Neely, a forename Susann poached from Betty Smith’s 1943 novel, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. Susann would meld elements of Effie with thinly disguised aspects of the life of the blazingly talented, gallant but self-destructive Judy Garland, the film, stage, and recording powerhouse. Nothing was lost on Susann, who, heeding her dad’s advice, studied people constantly and who possessed a remarkable memory for dialogue.

			Jackie launched a full-on assault at stardom. After dozens of unsuccessful auditions, she managed to snag a tiny role in a big show—the original 1936 Broadway production of The Women. Her father had called in a favor to get her cast, but Jackie got sacked during rehearsals. Still, she refused to completely let go of the chance to appear in Clare Boothe Luce’s seminal all-female comedy, which famously featured crackling, bitchy dialogue and two knock-down, drag-out catfights. Even after her dismissal, she took the opportunity to study the play by watching every performance from the wings. While hoping to be rehired, she also developed what Irving Mansfield, her publicity flack/producer/promoter-to-be, would later describe as a “fierce crush” on the show’s leading lady, Margalo Gillmore. Gillmore viewed Susann’s intense Eve Harrington–worthy devotion to her as “a bit much.” In the end, Jackie did get hired to replace Beryl Wallace (the showgirl tootsy of theater producer–showman Earl Carroll) as the lingerie model billed as “First Model.” She began performances on June 2, 1937. Meanwhile, Jackie grew close to actress Beatrice Cole, an elegant and refined blond beauty billed in The Women as “Second Model.” Susann and Cole (both would become prototypes for the cool, classy Anne Welles character in Valley of the Dolls) modeled and demonstrated such products as Lux Toilet Soap. Jackie doggedly auditioned for showier roles, but it took meeting press agent Irving Mansfield at a showbiz-friendly Walgreen’s to heat things up. Jackie, who frequently referred to herself as “a tearing beauty” and “lovely me,” had mercenary intentions in her attraction to the physically unprepossessing Mansfield, the publicist for such top radio programs as The Rudy Vallee Show. Letty Cottin Pogrebin, founding editor of Ms. magazine, who first encountered Mansfield when she was assigned to publicize the novel Valley of the Dolls, likened Irving to “a Jewish uncle, a throwback to an earlier generation who’d turned himself into a character out of Damon Runyon and Guys and Dolls, all slicked-down hair, flashy suits, fast-talking—and, as the perfect press agent, always selling you something. He was a can-do person, which I liked.” Although Mansfield was not Susann’s type—aside from older actresses, she found Jewish comedians irresistible—he was nevertheless a shrewd, unusually well-connected NYU grad who in 1946 became a major producer with CBS, where he developed high-profile programming, including Arthur Godfrey’s Talent Scouts and The Jane Froman Show. He possessed the clout and contacts to do for Jackie what the press-agent character Mel could do for Neely in Valley of the Dolls: get her flattering mentions and photos in all the widely read gossip columns, push and prod her to the next level. In Jackie’s mind, all that stood between herself and stardom was a publicity blitz. Says Pogrebin, “Her self-confidence and self-possession were breathtaking and unshakable. She wasn’t going to be somebody, she already was somebody.”

			Jackie and Irving set up residence in a swank Essex House apartment, but when Mansfield was otherwise engaged, Susann leaped headfirst into a fling with the very married, much older Eddie Cantor, as big a deal as anyone could be in vaudeville, the Ziegfeld Follies, radio, films, and stage. For Susann such side affairs with father substitutes tended to be transient and mercenary. The Cantor liaison produced the kind of dividend she most valued: a walk-on in the star’s newest Broadway vehicle, Banjo Eyes, which opened in December of 1941. In March of 1942, Jackie repeated the pattern. Irving had been drafted into the army, and Jackie was in Chicago playing in the all-female cast of Cry ‘Havoc’ appearing in town at the time was Joe E. Lewis, the cocky, mobbed-up comedian often called “the father of stand-up.” Lewis had been a pop singer in Chicago nightclubs and gin joints during Prohibition. Famous for his ribald patter between songs and for his boozing it up onstage, Lewis enraged the owners of his North Side home club the Green Mill when he announced he was relocating to the rival Rendezvous Club Café. A week after Lewis’s successful opening, Al Capone’s enforcers invaded the entertainer’s hotel room, fractured his skull, slit his throat, and sliced off part of his tongue. Lewis recovered, reinvented himself, and enjoyed a major comedy career. Frank Sinatra called him one of the four or five greatest artists in American pop history and played him in the movie biography The Joker Is Wild.

			As unlikely as it may seem, Susann fell hard for Lewis. She took up residence at the Royalton and left Mansfield, telling a friend that she refused to live with a man who now only made an army recruit’s salary. After Mansfield’s army discharge, he and Jackie recoupled circa 1946, but Susann never stopped caring for Joe Lewis. When she acquired her adored black poodle in the ’50s, she named the dog Josephine in tribute. A catchphrase of Lewis’s nightclub act was “You only live once—but if you work it right, once is enough.” On his deathbed in 1971, Lewis told Susann he was mistaken: “Once is not enough.” Jackie made that the title of her third novel, published in 1973.

			But if Susann was sufficiently satisfied with ex-G.I. Mansfield’s booming career to relocate with him to the Hotel Navarro on Central Park South, she was much less so with her casting in New York stage revivals of Blossom Time and Let’s Face It. Something a bit better came up in 1945 with A Lady Says Yes, a short-lived Broadway musical featuring bubbly, buxom, statuesque 20th Century Fox contract blonde Carole Landis, one of a number of stunners signed by priapic studio boss Darryl F. Zanuck with an agreement of guaranteed sexual access. Vibrant, good-hearted, well-read Landis, the victim of an almost Dickensian childhood of abandonment and sexual abuse, was similarly exploited by Hollywood, where she was nicknamed, variously, the Chest, the Blonde Bomber, and the “Ping” Girl.

			While appearing together in A Lady Says Yes, Susann and Landis—both of whom had been sexually involved with vaudevillian, actor, and singer George Jessel—grew exceedingly close. (Jessel famously renamed Frances Gumm as Judy Garland; twenty-two years after A Lady Says Yes, he would also appear as himself in an awards ceremony scene in Valley of the Dolls.) Landis gifted Susann with earrings and a fur coat; Jackie described to several of her closest female friends how “sensual it had been when she and Carole had stroked and kissed each other’s breasts.” After audiences said no to A Lady Says Yes, the two stayed in touch during Landis’s two-year marriage to a Broadway producer and, after their divorce, through an intense, tortured affair with caddish actor Rex Harrison. But in 1948, at age twenty-nine, the much-married Landis ended her life with a Seconal overdose, reportedly due to her despondency over Harrison’s refusal to divorce wife Lilli Palmer and marry her. Susann kept the tragic Landis foremost in her mind when she created the character of the gorgeous, modestly talented showgirl Jennifer North in Valley of the Dolls.

			Susann and Mansfield suffered a life-changing tragedy with the birth of their son, Guy Hildy Mansfield (his middle name a tribute to cabaret singer Hildegarde, another of Susann’s crushes), on December 6, 1946. The handsome baby displayed behavioral issues from the outset and, at age three, was diagnosed with what doctors would today call severe autism—about which little was known at the time. Guy’s doctors prescribed a series of shock treatments that did nothing to lessen the little boy’s agonies and only intensified those of his parents. The Mansfields were shattered when told that Guy would require institutionalization for the rest of his life. Several close friends, such as actress Joan Castle, asserted that Jackie’s devastation precipitated and accelerated her voracious appetite for prescription drugs. Guy would so haunt Susann that she tried to exorcise some of her grief in the Valley of the Dolls character of childlike singer Tony Polar, institutionalized as a young man because of a degenerative hereditary disease. Susann wrote the novel in a home office converted from what had been Guy’s nursery. She came to call the room her “torture chamber.”

			Through the late ’40s into the ’50s, Susann poured herself into several pursuits. One was her complex and troublesome fixation on Ethel Merman. Becoming chummy with the siren-voiced fifty-one-year-old musical comedy legend quickly turned into Susann behaving, according to singer Hildegarde’s manager Anna Sosenko, “absolutely loony, like a 12-year-old . . . she had really fallen for her.” The open-secret relationship between Susann and Merman raised eyebrows among denizens of the Great White Way, as had rumors of Susann’s earlier relationship with fashion designer Coco Chanel. Manhattan partygoers attest to having witnessed Merman and Susann making out late one night on a couch—horizontally and at some length. Susann proudly boasted to intimates how she had performed a sensual bump and grind private striptease to help Merman prepare for her career-defining “Rose’s Turn,” the now legendary 11 o’clock number in the hit 1959 Jule Styne–Stephen Sondheim musical Gypsy.

			Though both women were volatile and quick to anger, their relationship seemed to be going along swimmingly until a loud, nasty argument broke out between them at a New York restaurant. Things got so heated that Irving hurled a drink at Merman, not only publicly humiliating bona fide show business royalty but also outraging his wife. According to multiple sources, Susann was so shaken by the incident that she turned up that night at Merman’s apartment door, loudly weeping and repeatedly wailing, “I love you!” Susann grew so unhinged that Merman called security to have her ejected and, from that time forward, froze her out of her life. Susann, shaken and desolate, threatened suicide convincingly enough that Irving persuaded her to check into a psychiatric hospital, where she suffered a nervous collapse. Years later she exacted revenge by using Merman as an inspiration for foul-mouthed, combative, sexually frustrated, slipping-down-Broadway gargoyle Helen Lawson in Valley of the Dolls.

			On her release from what Helen Lawson would indelicately call “the nuthouse,” Jackie redoubled her mission to immortalize her father by becoming a famous actress. Or a famous something. She grew weary of being “cast as what I looked like—a glamorous divorcee who gets stabbed or strangled.” After the Merman fiasco, Susann was determined to get herself back in the public eye, whatever it took. She became the on-air spokesmodel, writer, and producer of TV ads for the Schiffli Lace and Embroidery Association, and for five years, she got constant exposure as “the Schiffli Girl” on such programs as The Mike Wallace Interview and The Ben Hecht Show. She’d sometimes appear in the ads with her beloved poodle, Josephine. It was not enough, though. Susann held an unshakable belief that she could write. She and cowriter, Bea Cole, had, after all, achieved a bit of success back in the mid-1940s with a tickle-and-tease sex farce titled The Temporary Mrs. Smith; directed by the droll actress Jessie Royce Landis, the play opened on Broadway in December of 1946 with the new title Lovely Me. Risqué enough to pack the theater early in its run, the show was so trounced by critics that ticket sales slowed and the producers rang down the curtain after thirty-seven performances. Daily News critic Douglas Watt’s review enraged Susann to the point that she walloped him in full view of other famous, gossipy patrons at Sardi’s.

			Undaunted by the failure of Lovely Me, Susann and Cole decided to collaborate on a down-and-dirty tell-all novel, Underneath the Pancake, about the challenges of being female in show business. Although they abandoned their effort in the early stages, Susann thought they were on to something. In the years following, she toyed with the possibility of blending some of the ideas and characters she and Cole had concocted with a new brainstorm: a novel to be called The Pink Dolls, an exposé of drug and alcohol addiction among the rich and famous of New York and Hollywood. Meanwhile, Susann wrote lively letters to her friends around the world detailing her latest adventures—and tales of the exploits of her poodle, whose painted portrait eventually adorned the flank of Susann’s Eldorado. It took theatrical impresario Billy Rose and his wife, Joyce Mathews, who were living in a villa in the South of France, to suggest that she make Josephine the central character of a book.

			So, at age forty-five, Susann cleared the decks and, nine months later, emerged with a manuscript called Every Night, Josephine! Irving shopped it to all the top agents without getting a nibble. But when the manuscript reached the desk of Annie Laurie Williams, the Manhattan literary agent who, partnered with her husband, Maurice Crain, amassed a client list that included recent Nobel Prize winner John Steinbeck and newly anointed Pulitzer winner Harper Lee, Williams thought the book charming and commercially viable. Susann signed with the agent, who was described as possessing “a face and figure like Mae West and a mind like a steel trap.” Williams promptly submitted Every Night, Josephine! to Doubleday; their editors sat on it for months.

			Irving sent the restless Jackie and her mother on a diversionary trip around the world. In Japan, Susann stocked up on over-the-counter Seconal, the insomnia fighter that ranked high among her many “dolls” of choice. While there, she sent Irving a letter in which she crowed enthusiastically about her early idea for another book: “I think I have a great title—Valley of the Dolls—all based on our little red dolls in the medicine chest.” But in that same letter, she nonchalantly mentioned a small lump she had discovered on her breast and asked Irving to make a precautionary appointment with her physician. Back in New York, her doctor delivered a sobering diagnosis: infiltrating ductile carcinoma. Mansfield wrote later about how his wife, when up against the wall, would make deals with God. “I’ve got to leave something worthwhile on this earth before I go,” she wrote in her diary on the first of January 1963. Susann promised God that if He gave her ten more years of life, she would become the world’s top-selling writer. Celebrity columnist Cindy Adams said of Susann, “This woman had to be known, to be seen, to be heard. She would not be a nonentity.”

			Doubleday’s editors eventually informed Susann that, although they found Every Night, Josephine! to be winning and publishable, they’d already contracted with brilliant comic Beatrice Lillie for a book about her pet, and so could not publish Susann’s tome. The crushing disappointment, coupled with her medical diagnosis, sent Susann into therapy and deeper into popping pills, some of them prescribed by her therapist. But either way, she always had easy access to a stash of the day’s most popular “dolls,” including Seconal, Benzedrine, and Valium.

			In February 1963, thanks to Irving, Jackie’s manuscript landed on the desk of their newspaperman friend Earl Wilson, known for his juicy, popular, six-day-a-week “It Happened Last Night” gossip column. Wilson quickly sent the manuscript by messenger to publishing maverick Bernard Geis, a former Prentice Hall editor who, in 1959, launched Bernard Geis Associates, working out of a wee East Fifty-sixth Street office. A smart, literate, waggish firebrand, Geis—known as “Berney”—loved attention as much as he enjoyed smacking New York’s conservative literary establishment on its upturned nose. Financially backed by celebrity clients, including Art Linkletter, Groucho Marx, Ralph (This Is Your Life) Edwards, and TV game show producers Mark Goodson and Bill Todman, Geis’s agency published what were known by literary critics and the industry at the time as “non books.” Nevertheless, those “non books” produced a run of New York Times bestsellers by Marx, Linkletter, Max Schulman, Abigail “Dear Abby” Van Buren, President Harry Truman, and Helen Gurley Brown with her boundary-shattering Sex and the Single Girl.

			Geis was particularly attracted to self-publicizing clients, and his fortunes and influence expanded so quickly that he annexed another floor of his building, connecting the offices by a fireman’s pole. The pole sliders soon numbered not only agile clients but also the associates Geis began to add to the organization, described by one observer as “the epitome of the Swinging Sixties.” The dozen or so employees included the sophisticated, highly literate Don Preston (who famously recommended rejecting the manuscript of Susann’s Valley of the Dolls), Letty Cottin Pogrebin (future founding editor of Ms.), and savvy senior editor Jackie Farber. Geis and his wife, Darlene, a children’s book author and book editor for Harry N. Abrams, both liked Every Night, Josephine! Geis agreed to add it to the Bernard Geis Associates list. “I always say I was ‘born’ that day,” Susann once wrote. To celebrate Jackie’s triumph, Irving spent almost as much on her new Van Cleef poodle brooch as Geis paid for the book rights. Pogrebin, who served as Geis’s publicity director from 1960 to 1970, recalls, as “a buttoned-down 21-year-old girl from Queens,” her first meeting with Susann in her office: “Jackie was larger than life, glamour personified. She was exotic, bursting with self-confidence and she moved through the world with such self-importance that it was magnetic, riveting. Her ego was such that it was like cultural anthropology watching her. There she was all dolled-up, commanding the room in heels, full make-up, hair done and in Pucci at 9 a.m. Well, no sooner had I met her than she hiked her Pucci skirt all the way up to adjust her pantyhose. She didn’t have on any panties, so there was her rear end, her pubic hair, everything. I’d say that was a pretty memorable first meeting but that was Jackie.”

			Susann and Irving turned out to be a full-service, no-trick-too-cheap publicity machine. The pair’s relentless self-promotion, combined with Geis’s Hollywood-style publicity tactics, proved to be as unusual in the publishing world as it was unbeatable. Anything was fair game, including planting fake items in gossip columns, gimmicky personal appearances, and brassy publicity stunts. Said Pogrebin, Geis “made authors into celebrities and celebrities into authors. Jackie and Irving would do anything to sell the book and, in those long-gone days of publishing, I had $100,000 budgets per book. It was high-flying stuff, the sixties, you could do anything and Kennedy was president. It was a whole new world, where you could break all the rules. With Jackie’s publicity, nothing was too bizarre. Berney jazzed up and shook up the publishing world and Jackie was the perfect client. I couldn’t do with Helen Gurley Brown or Rona Jaffe what Jackie would do.” CBS TV network executive James Aubrey called Susann “the most charming, outgoing, gregarious person—not at all what one would picture a writer to be.” When in November 1963 bookstores began stocking Susann’s entertaining paean to her poodle, Jackie decked out Josephine and herself in matching leopard-skin hats and coats as they ran a marathon of TV interviews, personal appearances, and book signings. When Geis refused to shell out $6,000 for a full-page New York Times ad for the book, Irving himself sprang for it. But when the November 22 murder of President John F. Kennedy stopped the world, it also stopped plans for Susann’s big promotional tour of Los Angeles, the city that encapsulated both her long-denied dream of Hollywood stardom and her Made it, Pa—top of the world! aspirations. On November 22, Susann entered the Geis offices to keep appointments with her publicists. When she found everyone glued to the TV to watch the unfolding national tragedy, she wailed, “Why the fuck does this have to happen to me? What’s going to happen to my bookings?” Pogrebin said, “She just bitched and bitched. She was like Trump—the quintessential solipsist—everything revolved around her. She couldn’t get that, with the president having just been shot, nobody was going to book an interview with a lady writing about her French poodle.”

			Still, Irving pressed on, making certain that he and Jackie got to Los Angeles and San Francisco. But when they hit the West Coast and none of the targeted bookstores had copies in stock, Jackie phoned Geis in the middle of the night and read him the riot act. He shipped out books by air freight. Irving and Jackie masterfully worked their major league contacts and followed the publicity blueprint laid out for them by a major power couple, Sex and the Single Girl writer Helen Gurley Brown and David Brown, the head of the 20th Century Fox story department. After the two women had met in Manhattan months before and purportedly by chance, the Mansfields cultivated a strategic alliance and friendship with the Browns, one that would soon have major implications for Susann’s access to Hollywood.

			In part because of Helen’s advice, Susann mapped out a book promotion campaign on the level of a military campaign. Brown called Susann “a superior promoter. She’s really the best.” Susann learned how important it was to make it a practice of buying and autographing copies of her book and gifting them to bookstore owners and managers. She compiled detailed notes on every reporter, media host, and bookstore employee she encountered (“Nice, but nothing,” she wrote about one; “Eats with his fingers,” she observed of another) and routinely sent birthday and holiday gifts. But no one had to advise her what to do if she scoped out a bookseller with a large gay clientele and/or sales staff. For personal appearances at these venues, she’d go full diva, swathed in her showiest skintight Day-Glo Pucci creations, fake ponytails, falls, and lashes, with Josephine tucked in her arm. Irving, meanwhile, engineered stunts like pressuring the Geis office into arranging for an actress on a popular TV soap opera to perform a big scene while holding a copy of Every Night, Josephine!

			In the end, the publicity push and the book’s considerable charms helped Every Night, Josephine! sell thirty-five thousand copies; its sales eventually reached one million. Not only was Susann officially on the map, but Geis also paid her a $3,000 advance for whatever she concocted for an encore. The publisher didn’t know—and Susann didn’t reveal until later—that she had already strategized her next move. The very day she had first met with agent Annie Laurie Williams, she rushed home and wrote Chapter One of Valley of the Dolls, based on notes she had made years before for Underneath the Pancake and The Pink Dolls. Those notes were a treasure trove of inside show business gossip, sexual confidences, covering up of extramarital dalliances, and pharmaceutical dos and don’ts exchanged with her self-titled Hockey Club, a half dozen intensely close, loyal women friends with whom she met regularly. (The group was notorious enough for Jules Feiffer to write about them in his 1963 novel, Harry, the Rat with Women.)

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Jackie Climbs Mount Everest

			For the next eighteen months, religiously from 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Jacqueline Susann devoted herself to writing Valley of the Dolls—five drafts of it. After hours, she’d hit the gym. She also made a study of her literary models (or, as she thought of them, her rivals): Grace Metalious, Rona Jaffe, and Harold Robbins. Especially Robbins, who was the wildly successful self-promoting and bestselling author of sexy, sprawling romans à clef, including The Carpetbaggers (with characters patterned on Howard Hughes, Jean Harlow, Louis B. Mayer, and Harry Cohn).

			Setting herself the task of cracking the code of Robbins’s winning formula, Susann bought multiple copies of Where Love Has Gone, published in 1962. Robbins swore up and down there was no connection, but few readers could possibly miss the obvious resemblance to the real-life 1958 tragedy of young Cheryl Crane’s stabbing to death her movie-star mother Lana Turner’s mobbed-up lover Johnny Stompanato. Susann sliced up the novel’s pages and organized these snippets chronologically for each major character. She then assigned each character a different color index card in order to chart his or her arc within the narrative. Later, she’d distill those down to chalkboard shorthand. Her conclusion? The public had a voracious appetite for novels about characters struggling with the same life issue, often in the same setting. In Valley the common link between the characters would be uppers and downers. She heard Robbins loud and clear when he blustered, “I’m the world’s best writer—there’s nothing more to say.” The press may have scoffed but they printed whatever self-aggrandizing nonsense Robbins spewed. Susann also took note that Hollywood paid handsomely for the movie rights to pretty much everything Robbins wrote. So, hopes high, she pecked out her own narrative on a portable typewriter given to her as a wedding present by comedian, radio and TV writer, and columnist Goodman Ace. On her first attempt she used cheap white paper (for a draft in which she’d simply let it all hang out); then yellow paper for the second draft (reserved for work on characters); then pink (story motivation); and blue (heavy editing); and last, fine white paper for the final draft. Her forays into playwriting had taught her all that.

			She never found the process natural or easy, but she settled into a kind of groove, likening writing the book to using a Ouija board, because “characters would spring up. I had to write it. I had to have my say.” By January 1965, she was in the throes of an early Valley of the Dolls draft when agent Annie Laurie Williams informed Bernard Geis: “Don’t laugh, but Jacqueline Susann’s writing a novel.” Months later Susann sent to Williams and Maurice Crain what she considered a finished manuscript—598 pages that sparked negative response from the entire Geis editorial staff. Geis editor Jackie Farber thought Valley “a bad, bad book” that was “hardly written in English.” Pogrebin called it “a salable book by a terrible writer and, if you knew the dramatis personae she was writing about, a roman à clef, ha-ha, wink-wink.” Fellow editor Don Preston characterized Susann as “a painfully dull, inept, clumsy, undisciplined, rambling and thoroughly amateurish writer” who “hauls out every terrible show biz cliché in all the books.” Preston judged the tome as “cheap soap opera” that failed even on the level of other “popular potboilers” by Jackie’s touchstones Robbins, Metalious, and Jaffe. Preston predicted it would be “roasted by critics, not for being salacious but for being badly done, dull.” But Geis’s savvy writer-editor wife, Darlene, compared reading the book to the delicious pleasure of eavesdropping on a phone conversation between women discussing their husbands’ bedroom prowess—or lack thereof. Nora Ephron would later call her first exposure to Jackie’s book “like reading a very long, absolutely delicious gossip column.” Who’d pass up publishing something like that, let alone a book that also tackled—in its own lumbering but subversive way—female bonding and the old question What do women want?, along with a subsidiary exploration, What will men do to keep them from getting it?

			Swayed by his wife’s enthusiasm, Geis decided to publish it and assigned Don Preston to wrestle with Susann’s weighty, unwieldy manuscript. Preston spent six intense weeks cutting roughly one third of the book’s most purple prose, performing major reconstruction and rewriting—some of it requiring in-person sessions with a mostly cooperative Susann. Still, there were hitches. Preston wanted Jackie to use the word “nipples.” She said she preferred “boobs.” Preston tried persuading her to inject some emotional intimacy and tenderness to the sex scenes. She refused, apparently incapable of grasping anything beyond, in her words, “humping” and “fucking.” On the other hand, Preston claimed that Susann showed sensitivity and delicacy in writing sex scenes between women. Unquestionably one of Preston’s smartest upgrades was to insist that she bring together the novel’s two most vivid and enjoyable hellions—the Judy Garland-ish Neely O’Hara and the Ethel Merman–esque Helen Lawson. It was his idea to pay off their longstanding feud in a trash-talking, wig-pulling, and flushing-it-down-the-toilet showdown in a posh ladies’ powder room. Preston’s addition is deliciously resonant for fans of legendary theater and movie bitchery. It slyly alludes to stage and screen actress Coral Browne, who followed vitriolic gossip columnist Radie Harris into the ladies’ room of a swank restaurant, slipped into the stall next to hers, reached under the partition, snatched the newswoman’s detached wooden leg, and made off with it in a taxi, leaving Harris mortified and stranded. At the same time, Preston alludes to the two famous confrontations/catfights in The Women, a baffling oversight by the crafty Susann, especially considering her participation in the 1936 Broadway cast of Clare Boothe Luce’s scathingly witty play.

			Susann massaged the manuscript as Geis and Preston required. Well, sometimes, anyway. Pogrebin recalls the writer “storming into the office, rising to her full height, and refusing to make certain changes of Don’s with which she didn’t agree. She wasn’t budging on some of it, but she argued with passion and dignity.” Once she had tendered her third rewrite, she announced that she was calling it quits. If Geis wanted more, let Preston do it. (Later, she relented and penned two more drafts.) But although no one liked her melancholy, unhappy ending between characters Anne Welles and Lyon Burke (spoiler: she’s over him), she refused to slap a happy face on it. Sure, she wanted to make money. But more than anything she wanted to make an entrance at the storied 21 Club and set fellow diners of that restaurant and former speakeasy buzzing about “Jacqueline Susann, the author,” the way they never buzzed about Jacqueline Susann, the actress. Geis approved of Preston’s many changes, especially those involving more pages devoted to his favorite, Helen Lawson. No arguments from Susann, who told everyone how much she loved the character who, as she boasted, “could emasculate men with her strength.” Said Susann, “I understood her loneliness. A woman, to be a star, has to fight for her rights. When she gets on stage with a man, he’s no longer a man, she’s no longer woman. She says, ‘Is my best side to the audience?,’ ‘Are my lyrics better than his?’ I think that a woman like Helen Lawson is sad and beautiful and wonderful. Her loneliness that she has is very real. She doesn’t realize that she brought her loneliness on herself. She doesn’t realize that no man could relate to her as a woman anymore because the power of a Helen Lawson is frightening to a man.”

			But despite Susann’s obvious empathy for Lawson, she also freely admitted the obvious to the publisher: she had based the character on Ethel Merman, with whom she had a score to settle. Geis witnessed firsthand evidence of the women’s animosity while dining one evening at Sardi’s with the Mansfields. From across the room, he and the Mansfields spotted “the Merm,” customarily a brunette, with her shock of hair newly dyed a singularly brassy shade of red. Susann had purposely written Helen Lawson as a redhead in a halfhearted attempt to throw readers (and lawyers) off the scent. Shooting daggers at the hennaed Merman, Susann growled, “That bitch. She just did it to confuse my readers.” That night, Susann rushed home to alter the manuscript, turning Lawson’s hair a deep dark black. The following morning Geis received this note: “Irving says I’m silly to even worry . . . but you did seem surprised at the red hair on the REAL Helen last night . . . so this is at least a ‘saver.’ Unless that bitch goes and deliberately dyes her hair back black and lets it grow. Love, Balzac Mansfield.” Another evening, Pogrebin and her husband dined at Sardi’s with the Mansfields. She recalls, “Jackie and Irving knew everybody in town and, as each person came in, she and Irving would whisper frantically, ‘Can you believe that thing she’s wearing?’ and ‘Oh, my god, look at the bad table they got.’ Suddenly, in comes Ethel Merman and Jackie said, Do not look at her! Don’t say anything! Make no sign that we notice her! It was such a colossally pained reaction that, my husband and I knew, something had happened that warped Jackie’s feelings about Ethel Merman and maybe herself. We didn’t dare look at Ethel Merman.”

			With the manuscript ready to go, it was clear that, with a mighty assist from Geis and his editors, Susann had cannily jazzed up, trashed up, and given a ’60s spin on an old-fashioned genre—the up-by-the-bootstraps career girl sagas that dated back to Fannie Hurst’s ’20s and ’30s novels Imitation of Life and Back Street as well as Edna Ferber’s and George S. Kaufman’s Broadway and Hollywood success Stage Door, and even, in a sense, Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind. Susann consciously aped Harold Robbins but just as consciously absorbed the influence and power of Grace Metalious in her sensationalistic 1956 condemnation of small-town hypocrisy, Peyton Place, and Rona Jaffe with her timeless 1958 sex-and-the-city groundbreaker, The Best of Everything. Into the mix Susann had stirred stinging memories of her rejection as an actress as well as those of the heroines of countless backstage-to-back-alley movie musicals, with a dash of details from Christopher Morley’s eyebrow-raising 1939 novel, Kitty Foyle. She’d also helped herself to incidents and moods from showbiz autobiographies such as Lillian Roth’s harrowing saga of addiction, sin, and redemption, I’ll Cry Tomorrow. In all, Valley was an unapologetic guilty pleasure—part autobiography, part roman à clef, part book-length gossip column. She had, quite simply, in the words of Simon & Schuster editor in chief at the time, Michael Korda, “reinvented the woman’s novel.”

			The publisher brought the book to market with a compelling cover design featuring a bold black-and-gray title treatment on a field of white dotted with red Seconal sleeping pills, yellow Clomipramine antidepressants, and multicolored amphetamine pills. With a relatively modest first printing of twenty thousand copies, Valley of the Dolls hit bookstores on February 10, 1966, at $5.95 retail. Months before, Geis had begun orchestrating the earliest and biggest possible paperback rights sale. He first offered the novel to Dell Publishing’s top editor, Leona Nevler, who had helped turn Peyton Place into a paperback sensation. Although Nevler responded to the book’s narrative drive and roman à clef marketability—Geis proudly touted how Susann had nailed Merman “down to a T”—she considered it glaringly amateurish and gave it a hard pass. So Valley of the Dolls went to auction. Newspaper columnist Earl Wilson observed, “Some people are amazed that there are book readers who go in for this kind of book. They wonder, ‘Why do they do it?’ Are they gossip column readers, primarily, who are finding an enlarged gossip column?” It didn’t matter. When Bantam Books tendered what Geis considered a soft bid, he gambled by bluffing, warning them they had deep-pocketed competition. Bantam raised their bid to upward of $200,000. Geis grabbed the offer and then funneled a whopping $50,000 of that advance into an aggressive publicity campaign.

			Geis’s invaluable publicist Letty Cottin Pogrebin engineered that campaign to maximize what she called “all-out glamour, shimmer, glitter, the works,” what singer-actress-vocal-coach-vocal-arranger Kay Thompson called “the old Hollywood-bizazz.” (Thompson said “bizzaz,” not “pizzaz,” but when the legend becomes fact, print the legend.) To complement the cover design, Pogrebin devised the witty gimmick of mailing potential reviewers eye-catching teasers in the form of prescription pad pages reading: “Take 3 yellow ‘dolls’ before bedtime for a broken love affair, take 2 red dolls and a shot of scotch for a shattered career, take Valley of the Dolls in heavy doses for the truth about the glamour set on the pill kick.” As a chaser, those same reviewers later received a colorful sugar-filled pill taped to an advertisement reading: “This is an imitation ‘doll.’ But Valley of the Dolls is no imitation! Watch for the sensational truth about the glamour set on a pill kick.” Said Pogrebin, “Jackie and Irving took credit for that and almost everything I did, but who cared? A lot of the ideas were mine but the way they promoted it? The hard work was theirs.” Michael Korda thought the book and its movie-style promotional push “seemed to many of the old guard of publishing like the beginning of the end, Hollywood vulgarity at the door of the temple of culture.” Which was exactly Geis’s and Pogrebin’s point.

			The Geis office followed up those efforts with 1,500 advance galleys to critics and other influencers such as newspaper columnists, celebrities, and highly connected Manhattan and Hollywood yentas. The recipients included Senator Robert F. Kennedy (who influenced a character in the novel, which is maybe why his office politely responded but declined) and author Norman Mailer (whose spokesperson impolitely blew it off). Mostly, though, the gambit worked. Long before its publication date, the book got written about in the right show business columns and gossiped about by the right people. Irving Mansfield showed the book early to James Aubrey, the wildly successful former ABC and CBS network executive who was nicknamed, not for nothing, the Smiling Cobra, and whose formula for TV programming success was described as “broads, bosoms, and fun.” Said Aubrey in 1967, “I was never as convinced about anything in my life as I was that this would be not only a successful novel but a highly successful novel. And I was probably much more convinced of it than Jackie was because, naturally, she had doubts and reservations, as did Irving. But I hope that some of my enthusiasm for it helped them in their resolution to make the kind of a deal for it that they did eventually.” That deal included, according to Oscar Dystel, the president of Bantam Books, requiring his company to “[commit] a very large sum of [acquisition, publicity, and promotional] money long before the hardcover book was published.” Goaded by Aubrey’s bullish response to the novel, Irving Mansfield pushed Susann’s agents to go in for a big financial kill. “When [Aubrey] said this to me, my ambition knew no bounds,” said Mansfield. “I became a real killer . . . because in a sense what [Aubrey] said to me was something I believed but was afraid to express. I went out after it in a big way. Nothing could hold me back.”

			Susann was in her glory. So, for that matter, was Mansfield, who ended all of his TV producing commitments to concentrate solely on his wife’s career with a single goal—to turn her into a star at long last. Susann was more than ready for it. Having kept a meticulous diary of the book distributors she had encountered while flogging Every Night, Josephine!, she wrote personal letters to each, dropping the names of their mates, children, and other relatives. In every letter she asked for help in promoting Valley of the Dolls. No wonder some called her “a politician” in single-minded pursuit of power and success. The Mansfields also hired personal publicists in Los Angeles and Miami, while Jackie—naturally vivacious, funny, and bigger than life—embarked on a coast-to-coast publicity onslaught, even posing for the many ridiculous promotional photo opportunities engineered by Irving. Over the course of ten days, eleven cities, and thirty interviews a week, all of them fueled by doses of the amphetamine pills she was taking on the sly, she was unfailingly quotable and generous in giving her time to the press. As she reasoned, “A new book is just like any new product, like a new detergent. You have to acquaint people with it. They have to know it’s there. You only get to be number one when the public knows about you.”

			More than once, though, even Susann had to curb Irving’s “No publicity is bad publicity,” P. T. Barnum–like hucksterism. In Atlanta, Georgia, for instance, the Mansfields made a pilgrimage to Peachtree Street, where, in 1949, a car fatally struck Gone with the Wind author Margaret Mitchell. Irving wanted Jackie to pose for photographers in the middle of the street with a car bumping her gently. Jackie thought it was beyond the pale and refused. There’s no telling whether Mansfield understood why. But this he did understand: the public perception of his wife had changed overnight. Every Night, Josephine! brought fan letters from everyone, from everyday dog fanciers to Elizabeth Taylor, the Duchess of Windsor, and Buckingham Palace. Valley of the Dolls brought notoriety. “A whole different attitude surrounded our entrance into a room,” Mansfield said. “There she goes. Boy, she must be quite a swinger. How does he stand for all of these things? . . . [Then], all of a sudden we got offers to join marriage swap clubs.”

			Meanwhile, the reviewers, the male-dominated literati, ganged up on her and raked her over the coals. Publishers Weekly called the novel “big, brilliant and sensational” though “poorly written.” Time magazine’s critic called it the “Dirty Book of the Month” and “a highly effective sedative, a living doll.” You could practically hear Eliot Fremont-Smith sniffing when he dismissed it in his New York Times review as “Hedy Lamarr’s kind of book.” When The Best of Everything author Rona Jaffe was asked whether she thought Susann had written a dirty book, she said, “Oh, I don’t think it’s dirty. What is a dirty book, you know? I mean, today nothing’s dirty. Everybody is so sophisticated.”

			One exception—though one not hard to understand—came from author and reporter Cleveland Amory in Cosmopolitan, the brainchild of the Mansfields’ friends and advisers Helen Gurley Brown and David Brown. Amory later said, “Jacqueline honestly never wrote this book to sell. It’s a story that she knows well—the seamier side of show business. The chips fall where they may. It isn’t everybody’s literary cup of tea. But it’s a genuine cup of tea.” Helen Gurley Brown herself told her husband after reading it that she found it “maddeningly sexy” and wished she’d written it herself. She said a year after the book’s publication, “Obviously, other people are the most interesting thing in the world to other people. Women want to know what other
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