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Praise for GODDESS

‘A remarkable performance … The ghost of Marilyn Monroe cries out in these pages’

New York Times

‘Gets as near to the heart of the mystery as anyone ever will’

Guardian

‘Convincing evidence of a crude but effective cover-up’

Times Literary Supplement

‘The most authoritative account ever written about the greatest sex symbol of them all’

Woman

‘Mesmerizing … reads like something out of a Robert Ludlum thriller’

Boston Globe

‘A very fine piece of writing’

Christopher Hitchens, Literary Review

‘Anthony Summers is one of the most highly skilled investigative reporters writing today’

Norman Mailer

‘The fullest factual account of Monroe’s life and death we’re likely to get’

Evening Standard




for Olga and Ronan
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‘You’re right about her not being easy to know. One sees her with intensity – sees her more than one sees almost anyone; but then one discovers that that isn’t knowing her.’

HENRY JAMES

The Wings of the Dove

‘She did originate something. She was the first person I know of who was truly unconventional. She was a nineteen-sixties person before it started – way before it started – like ten years.’

ARTHUR MILLER

‘I can’t tell the whole story … Talk to Robert Kennedy.’

Dr Ralph Greenson, Monroe’s psychiatrist
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Part One

INTO THE LAND OF
THE SCORPIONS

‘The Industry giveth, and the Industry taketh away. Hollywood, the dream factory, had created a dream girl. Could she awaken to reality? And what was the reality? Was there a life for her outside the dream?’

NORMAN ROSTEN,

Poet and Marilyn’s longtime friend

‘In Hollywood, “starlet” is the name for any woman under thirty not employed in a brothel.’

BEN HECHT,
with whom Marilyn did her first major interviews
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The hour before midnight, Saturday, August 4, 1962, in Los Angeles. In the auditorium of the Hollywood Bowl, under a sickle moon, the crowd was listening to the bittersweet strains of the Henry Mancini orchestra.

Abruptly, unnoticed by most of the concertgoers, there was a minor disturbance. An attendant, whispering apologetically, passed an urgent message to a man seated in one of the higher-priced seats. The man rose, walked to a telephone, and listened. Then he spoke a few terse sentences, summoned his wife, and hurried to his car.

In the night hours that followed, as Los Angeles slept, there would be other little incidents, more comings and goings. Telephones would jangle at bedsides around the city, rousing doctors, a prominent lawyer, leading figures in show business, and private detectives. A famous actor, brother-in-law of the President of the United States, would place a call to Washington. Some of the actor’s neighbors, in their fine houses on the beach, would be roused from sleep by the clatter of a helicopter. An ambulance would be summoned to an unpretentious house in the suburbs.

The public would learn nothing of these nocturnal events, nor, so far as we know, were they recorded by any official body. Yet the event that triggered them was the news story of the year, one that received more coverage than even the Missile Crisis, the near-nuclear confrontation that followed a few weeks later. Marilyn Monroe was dead.

Exactly twenty years later, in 1982, the Los Angeles District Attorney would reopen inquiries into a case that had never ceased to be the subject of rumor and controversy. His brief was limited. Was there sufficient evidence to open a criminal investigation? Could Monroe have been murdered? After four months, the DA was advised that the evidence failed ‘to support any theory of criminal conduct.’ This, though, had been only a ‘threshold investigation.’

The DA’s report would acknowledge that ‘factual discrepancies’ and ‘unanswered questions’ had surfaced during the Monroe inquiry. Privately, officials made it clear that they felt they had stumbled into a morass of untruth and obfuscation. Marilyn Monroe may, they surmised, have died by her own hand. Some felt, nevertheless, that something was covered up in 1962.

That something involved Monroe’s relations with President John Kennedy and his brother Robert – and, in particular, Robert Kennedy’s activities at the time Monroe died.

The DA’s men would shrug ruefully when they discussed the Kennedy angle. ‘We were not asked,’ said one, ‘to investigate a political cover-up.’ With far less excuse, most of the press at the time preferred the easy wallow in pathos to serious reporting. Afterward, for all the profusion of writing about Marilyn Monroe, no author attempted a professional inquiry into the last days of the woman most firmly enthroned as the goddess of the American Century.

Who was the woman who turned herself into ‘Marilyn Monroe’? She had a body, in truth, not so unlike other female bodies. How did she make us notice her more than any other woman, in her time and on into the end of the twentieth century? How much of this alchemy was achieved by talent, how much in the carefully chosen embraces of powerful males? What was at the hidden center of the phenomenon that was Marilyn Monroe?

Behind the hyperbole and the hysteria there was a child who grew to be a woman, who was a symbol of love yet essentially lonely, who died famously but in folly at the age of thirty-six. She postured as the world’s mistress, yet yearned for monogamy and motherhood. The profile was crude while the pursuit was for culture. The brilliance of the actress masked a seriously disturbed psyche. The private person read philosophy and made a serious study of human anatomy, yet at times drowned herself in drugs and alcohol. Marilyn Monroe anticipated a decade that trumpeted fulfillment and achieved only confusion.

She told her last interviewer: ‘When you’re famous you kind of run into human nature in a raw kind of way … People you run into feel that, well, who is she – who does she think she is, Marilyn Monroe? It’s nice to be included in people’s fantasies but you also like to be accepted for your own sake.’

With another reporter, a few months earlier, she had mused, ‘I wonder how I’ll feel when I’m fifty?’ Then, her mind turning to birthdays, she mentioned that she was born under the sign of Gemini.

‘What kind of people are Geminis?’ the reporter asked. ‘Jekyll and Hyde. Two in one,’ came the reply.

‘And that’s you?’

‘More than two. I’m so many people. They shock me sometimes. I wish I was just me! I used to think I was going crazy, until I discovered some people I admired were like that, too.’

Marilyn – and we may call her Marilyn because that is how she is known from Connecticut to the Congo – never saw her fortieth birthday, let alone her half-century. Were she alive today, she would be in her mid-nineties. Yet her life long remained as unreliably reported as her death had been.

I thought it time to grant this goddess a measure of reality. Who do we think she was?

In 1983, unrecognized by passers-by, an elderly woman wearing a bucket hat regularly sallied forth into the streets of Gainesville, Florida, riding a tricycle with a red danger flag on the handle bars. The woman was a surprising survivor – Marilyn’s octogenarian mother, living out her life in virtual anonymity.

Gladys Monroe – for Monroe was the name of Marilyn’s maternal grandmother – was born in 1902, in Mexico, of American parents. By the age of twenty-four she had been married twice and borne two children, who were raised by relatives of her first husband. The second husband did not last long. He was gone by the time Marilyn was born on June 1, 1926, in Los Angeles General Hospital.

There was uncertainty about the identity of Marilyn’s father. Her birth certificate identifies him as ‘Edward Mortenson,’ and her mother was married to a Martin E. Mortensen two years before Marilyn’s birth. It appears he was a Norwegian immigrant, a baker who died in a motorcycle accident in 1929, but even that is disputed. At all events, although she used his name on official documents throughout her life, Marilyn later denied that Mortenson was her father.

Marilyn told one interviewer that her real father ‘used to live in the same apartment building where my mother lived – he walked out and left her while I was getting born.’ That scenario sits best with a man called Stanley Gifford. He worked for Consolidated Film Industries, where Marilyn’s mother worked as a film cutter, and Gifford was apparently Gladys’s lover about the time her marriage to Mortenson collapsed.

The infant Marilyn had to make do with an imagined father. Her mother once pointed to a photograph and said, ‘That’s your father.’ She remembered the face of a man in a slouch hat – ‘there was a lively smile in his eyes, and he had a thin moustache like Clark Gable.’

It was the beginning of a lifelong fantasy. As a child, Marilyn would recall, she told gullible friends that Clark Gable actually had been her father. In her last months, after she had acted with Gable in The Misfits, she fell back on the old fantasy. The widow of Marilyn’s psychiatrist, Hildi Greenson, said, ‘Marilyn had seen that photograph, and it looked like Gable, so sometimes she let herself believe her father was Gable.’

In 1962, the year of her death, Marilyn had to fill out an entry for ‘Father’s Name’ on an official form. She wrote simply – and in her secretary’s opinion savagely – ‘Unknown.’

If mystery surrounds Marilyn’s father, the facts about her mother’s side of the family are painfully well documented. Knowing what she knew of that history, Marilyn feared she was genetically prone to insanity. The fear was understandable.

Her maternal great-grandfather, Tilford Hogan, hanged himself at the age of eighty-two. Suicide among the aged is not uncommon. It is certainly not necessarily a sign of madness, but mental illness did run in the family.

The maternal grandfather, Otis Monroe, died in an institution of general paresis, according to the death certificate. Paresis, and specifically paretic dementia, is recognized as a form of insanity provoked by syphilis in its final stage.

Marilyn ran no risk of inheriting syphilis, but her maternal grandmother, Delia, also died in an asylum, at age fifty-one, a year after Marilyn’s birth. She had been something of a religious zealot. The cause of her death was given as heart disease, with ‘manic-depressive psychosis’ as a contributory factor.

The adult Marilyn would claim that she remembered her grandmother trying to smother her shortly before she was sent to the mental hospital. Since Marilyn was only thirteen months old at the time, it is highly unlikely she really remembered any such thing. Her little horror story almost certainly belongs in the ragbag of fantasies with which Marilyn embroidered her youth.

Family life was virtually nonexistent. After Marilyn’s birth, apparently feeling unable to cope with full-time motherhood, Gladys went back to her work as a film cutter. She provided for her baby, but left her most of the time in the care of foster parents. Gladys’s older children had long since been taken away by relatives of her first husband.

Catastrophe came when Marilyn was seven and living with her mother for a while. Gladys suffered a period of deep depression, then an explosion of rage and frustration. Some reports say she attacked a friend with a knife. She was promptly committed to the very hospital in which her own mother had died.

Except for brief periods, Gladys would remain confined until after Marilyn’s death. Inez Melson, Marilyn’s former business manager, was eventually appointed Gladys’s guardian. She spent more time with her than anyone else, and considered her disturbed rather than insane.

‘Marilyn’s mother was overly taken up with her religion, Christian Science, and with evil,’ Melson said. ‘That was her area of disturbance. She figured she had done something wrong in her life, and was being punished for it.’

In that obsession Gladys was following the pattern set by her own mother. Religious fixation, and the notion of atoning for unspecified sin, is a feature found both in manic disorders and schizophrenia.

Marilyn had religious zeal thrust at her during childhood by Gladys and by one of the women who cared for her, and she remained a wobbly adherent of Christian Science into adulthood. With her, however, it was not a fixation. Marilyn would one day convert to the Jewish faith to marry the playwright Arthur Miller, and later cheerfully described herself as an ‘atheist Jew.’

Marilyn was not definitely doomed to psychiatric illness, but she was born at serious risk. Psychiatrists consulted for this book point out that – as heavily documented in manuals used as guidelines by American doctors and the World Health Organization – manic and schizophrenic disorders frequently run in families.

[image: ]

A letter from confinement of Marilyn’s mother Gladys.

It is, typically, filled with religious references and signs of paranoia.

This book will be an investigation of Marilyn’s adult life, not of her childhood – that desolate, dislocated period has been well charted by earlier biographers. It was a time that the grown woman would never forget nor allow her public to ignore – ten foster homes, two years in the Los Angeles Orphans’ Home, another foster home, and finally four years with the guardian appointed by county authorities after her mother’s departure to an asylum.

This saga of deprivation made a classic launching pad for future psychiatric disorder. Dr Valérie Shikhverg, consultant psychiatrist at several New York hospitals, told me Marilyn was a prime candidate for what is today called a ‘borderline’ personality – someone who hovers ‘on the border between psychotic and neurotic, with frequent fluctuations between the two.’

‘The problems of such a person,’ said Dr Shikhverg, ‘originate very early in life. “Borderlines” tend to have had a mother who could not cope, or who suffered from overt psychosis. Their family histories typically feature separation or divorce, or the total absence of one or both parents during early childhood. Marilyn’s background was tailor-made to make her “borderline.”’

The ‘borderline’ person is likely to be emotionally unstable, excessively impulsive, and to show the world a mood that appears expansive and active. He or she is likely to be histrionic or seductive or overly concerned with good looks. A ‘borderline’ depends on constant external approval, loves applause, cannot bear to be alone, and suffers ‘depressive, crashlike reactions’ to rejection by others. A ‘borderline’ tends to abuse alcohol and drugs, and to make suicide threats as gestures to obtain help.

[image: ]

A 1961 letter from Marilyn’s mother to her guardian, Mrs Melson. In a copious correspondence, she only twice mentioned her famous daughter, ‘Norma Jean’.

This personality profile, made on the basis of studies covering thousands of case histories, is chillingly recognizable in Marilyn Monroe. Marilyn’s life was to be remorselessly faithful to the blueprint of her background, a scenario for brilliance and tragedy.
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‘My arrival in school, with painted lips and darkened brows, started everybody buzzing. Why I was a siren, I hadn’t the faintest idea. I didn’t want to be kissed, and I didn’t dream of being seduced by a duke or a movie star. The truth was that with all my lipstick and mascara and precocious curves I was as unresponsive as a fossil. But I seemed to affect people quite otherwise.’

So spoke Marilyn Monroe in 1954, looking back on her teenage years. Thus at any rate, were her memories recorded by the writer Ben Hecht, to whom the newly successful star, at twenty-eight, told her ‘life story’ that year.

Hecht hoped to ghost the young Marilyn’s autobiography, which had been commissioned by a major New York publisher. It is an important record, for Marilyn gave no other interviews of comparable scope. It is also controversial.

After a long series of talks with Hecht, Marilyn got him to read her the entire 160 pages of manuscript out loud. Then, according to Hecht’s widow, she ‘laughed and cried and expressed herself as “thrilled.” She said she never imagined so wonderful a story could be written about her, and that Benny had captured every phase of her life.’

Marilyn even helped correct the manuscript, but then relations soured. Marilyn’s husband at the time, Joe DiMaggio, reportedly objected to publication, and she backed out of the deal. When the material appeared anyway, in the British Empire News, Marilyn threatened to sue, alleging misquotation.

If the ghostwriter erred, so did Marilyn, for the truths in her story were highly selective. Hecht reported to his editor during the interviews that he was sometimes sure Marilyn was fabricating. He explained, ‘When I say lying, I mean she isn’t telling the truth. I don’t think so much that she is trying to deceive me as that she is a fantasizer.’ Hecht found himself struggling to interpret Marilyn’s ‘odd little physical body language, to read when she was going into something fictional or when she was leveling.’

Many of Marilyn’s statements on her early life, as reproduced in the Hecht manuscript, will be quoted in these pages. Where possible, they will be buttressed or countered by independent witnesses. We must treat what she tells us with informed skepticism, and that is no disadvantage. Marilyn, an international fantasy figure, constructed her image, both public and private, from a blend of fact and self-serving fantasy. She exercised to excess a common human license. Fantasy was part of this creature, and part of the challenge is to discover the woman who sheltered behind it.

What Marilyn did tell Ben Hecht was sad, strong stuff for the 1950s. What she did not tell might have finished her as an actress. At the time, indeed, it was nobody else’s business.

At fifteen Marilyn was still ‘Norma Jeane’ (or Norma Jean, when she felt like spelling it that way), the name her mother had given her at birth. It was early that year, 1942, that her legal guardian, a middle-aged woman named Grace McKee, abruptly decided to thrust her charge into the adult world.

Norma Jeane’s future triumphs and calamities would be defiantly of her own making. Her first marriage, however, was arranged. Grace McKee had decided to move East with her new husband, and they did not find it convenient to take Norma Jeane along. The answer was to find her a husband.

McKee saw a likely candidate in Jim Dougherty, the son of a neighbor she knew well. His family had seen the worst of the Great Depression – he was to recall living, at one stage, in a tent beside their battered car. At twenty-one he was tough and hardheaded, a gifted football player who had turned down college in favor of a job embalming corpses at a funeral home, then work as a night-shift fitter at Lockheed Aviation.

Jim Dougherty knew Norma Jeane. They had had a couple of dates, and he had enjoyed the discovery that, when dancing, she ‘would lean extra close, eyes tight shut.’ Norma Jeane ‘laughed at the right moment and kept quiet when she was supposed to.’ Even so, Dougherty was running around with a number of other girls.

It came as a total surprise to Jim Dougherty when Norma Jeane’s guardian suggested he marry Norma Jeane. His mother passed on the message. It was a thought that had never even occurred to Dougherty, but he agreed when told the alternative would be to send Norma Jeane back to the orphanage. That, he said, was the way decisions were made in his family.

A wedding date was set for June, to give Norma Jeane time to turn sixteen. In the weeks that remained the couple belatedly started courting. Dougherty’s pride and joy was his car, a 1940 Ford coupe, and he would whisk Norma Jeane to a trysting spot in the hills called Pop’s Willow Lake. They would rent a canoe, paddle under the trees at the water’s edge, and kiss.

They were duly married on June 19, 1942, when she was less than three weeks past her sixteenth birthday. There was no honeymoon. He went back to work at the aircraft factory on Monday morning.

Norma Jeane gave her account of the marriage in her first days of fame, in the interviews with Ben Hecht. Jim Dougherty finally told his full story in the seventies.

The couple seem to have been talking about entirely different relationships. She told Hecht, ‘It was like being retired to a zoo. Actually our marriage was a sort of friendship with sexual privileges. I found out later that marriages are often no more than that. I was a peculiar wife. I disliked grown ups. … I liked boys and girls younger than me. I played games with them until my husband came out and started calling me to go to bed.’

Jim Dougherty seems not to have noticed such coolness. ‘Our marriage,’ he said, ‘may have been made in some place short of heaven, like in the minds of two older ladies, but there was no pretense in how Norma Jeane and I felt about each other once we’d formed that partnership.’

At first the teenage wife was a hopeless housekeeper. She had no idea how to cook. Someone told her to put a pinch of salt in the coffee, so she made it a spoonful. Coffee came in handy to deal with a sparking short in the electrical wiring – she poured it over the carpet as well as the wiring, then locked herself in the bedroom. She served up raw fish.

Gradually, though, Norma Jeane learned. Dougherty said she prepared venison and rabbit really well, and cooked carrots and peas together ‘because she liked the color.’ All in all, the way Dougherty saw it, she had the makings of a good wife. Then, in the autumn of 1943, a year into their marriage, he joined the Merchant Marine.

The war was at first kind to Mr and Mrs Dougherty. He was merely posted to Catalina Island, just across the water from Los Angeles County, and Norma Jeane joined him there. The way it seemed to Dougherty, they spent an idyllic year together. They fished, swam, and got fit. She took weight-lifting lessons from a former Olympic champion. She showed herself off a little too much to the hordes of uniformed males on the island, but Dougherty was not a worrier. The couple went out a good deal, and one night Norma Jeane spent most of the evening dancing with every man in the unit except Dougherty. When he said, ‘Let’s go home,’ Norma Jeane wanted to dance some more. This caused their first real row, but still Dougherty felt secure.

He continued to feel secure in 1944, after the call came to go overseas. On arrival in New Guinea, he found a stack of letters waiting for him. Norma Jeane, now living with Dougherty’s mother, had written nearly every day. The letters kept coming for months, while Dougherty sailed the Pacific and his teenage wife took a job at Radio Plane, a plant making aircraft used for target practice.

Norma Jeane inspected parachutes and sprayed fuselages. She would say later, ‘I wore overalls in the factory. I was surprised that they insisted on this. Putting a girl in overalls is like having her work in tights, particularly if a girl knows how to wear them. The men buzzed around me just as the high-school boys had done. Maybe it was my fault that the men in the factory tried to date me and buy me drinks. I didn’t feel like a married woman.’

In her letters, Norma Jeane told Jim how much she missed him. In one she quoted a song by Sammy Cahn and Jule Styne, whom she would one day know in the movie business. It was a song with a promise made by wartime sweethearts in Allied countries around the world. ‘I’ll walk alone,’ she assured her sailor husband.

When Dougherty came home on his first leave after several months at sea, Norma Jeane was waiting at the railroad station. He recalled, ‘We headed in my car for the most luxurious motor lodge on Ventura Boulevard, the La Fonda, and rarely left our room. Norma Jeane had bought a black net nightgown for the occasion and we had most of our meals brought to our room.’ He did notice, that week, that his wife was drinking too much.

Shortly before he went back to sea, said Dougherty, ‘a kind of dread took hold of her. She didn’t want to talk about or think of my leaving.’ But Jim Dougherty had no choice about returning to the Pacific, and a few days later he did.

Norma Jeane went back to work at Radio Plane. At the end of 1944, with the war in its closing months, life changed. Or, more truthfully, Norma Jeane jumped at the chance to change it, when Private David Conover came to Radio Plane to take pictures of women doing war work.

Conover was an army photographer for an armed service motion picture unit. His commanding officer was Captain Ronald Reagan, the actor who was one day to become President of the United States. Conover’s mission at Radio Plane was ‘to take morale-boosting shots of pretty girls’ for Yank magazine. He later said he noticed at once that the eighteen-year-old Norma Jeane was different, that ‘her eyes held something that touched and intrigued me.’ Conover photographed her on the assembly line and then – changed at his request into a clinging red sweater – during the lunchbreak. He told Norma Jeane she belonged on a magazine cover, not in a factory.

Conover’s new discovery was making $20 a week working ten hours a day at Radio Plane. He offered her $5 an hour as a freelance model – unexpected pocket money which represented a bonanza to Norma Jeane. In the three weeks after meeting Conover there were several further picture sessions, and she joined him on a picture-taking safari through southern California. Some of the pictures ended up on the desk of the Blue Book Model Agency, and Norma Jeane was summoned for an interview. Her career as a cover girl had begun.

Success as a model came quickly. Soon photographs of Norma Jeane were appearing in girlie magazines with names like Swank, Sir, and Peek. Sometimes she would appear in a swimsuit, sometimes in shorts and halter top, but the pictures were perfectly respectable.

At nearly nineteen this model girl had a good figure – a thirty-five-inch bust which she used to the last centimeter* – and pale skin she liked to keep pale. She had shoulder-length California blond hair, really fair only in summer, when the sun bleached it. Norma Jeane had no trouble getting work as a model.

When Jim Dougherty next came home, after a voyage round the world, his wife was not waiting at the station. She arrived an hour late, blaming the delay on a modeling assignment. She seemed cool toward Dougherty, was no longer living with his mother, and had left her job at the factory.

Norma Jeane now only wanted to talk about her success as a pinup girl, and Dougherty could only make a pretense at being impressed. She had spent their savings on new clothes, and spent a good part of the precious leave going out on modeling jobs. In the coming months Dougherty tried to stay nearer home, making short hauls up and down the western seaboard of the United States.

At Christmas 1945, Norma Jeane found it impossible to be at home – another modeling assignment. There was a showdown when she returned. Dougherty said, ‘I just told her she would have to choose between a modeling career and maybe the movies or a home life with me.’

Norma Jeane failed to respond, and Dougherty went back to sea. He was in China, halfway up the Yangtze River, buying bracelets and nail polish for Norma Jeane, when he next had news of her. It came in the form of a lawyer’s letter, enclosing divorce papers for signature. Dougherty decided not to sign till he had seen his wife.

Early one morning, on his return to California, he took a taxi straight from the dock to the house where Norma Jeane was living. She came to the door pulling a wrap around her shoulders, exhausted. She was sorry, she said, but could they meet tomorrow? The next day, and at several subsequent meetings, Norma Jeane told him of her new resolve. She was going to become a movie actress.

Dougherty had once won first place at a high school Shakespeare festival, for his delivery of Shylock’s ‘revenge’ speech in The Merchant of Venice. He said now, ‘I always thought I was the ham around here. How come you want to perform all of a sudden?’ Norma Jeane took his mockery, but insisted the marriage was over.

‘There was this secret in me – acting,’ she was to say years later. ‘It was like being in jail and looking at a door that said ‘This Way Out.’

Norma Jeane had acted in school plays, usually playing male parts, but otherwise had no acting experience. Now, rattling in from the suburbs in the old car she had shared with Dougherty, she began exploring Hollywood.

‘You sit alone,’ she remembered later. ‘It’s night outside. Automobiles roll down Sunset Boulevard like an endless string of beetles. Their rubber tires make a purring high-class noise. You’re hungry, and you say, “It’s good for my waistline not to eat. There’s nothing finer than a washboard belly.”

‘I used to think as I looked out on the Hollywood night, “There must be thousands of girls sitting alone like me, dreaming of becoming a movie star. But I’m not going to worry about them. I’m dreaming the hardest.”’

 

 

 

 



* Marilyn’s studio liked to say it was larger – 37 inches was the official line in 1954. She herself once told a reporter she would like her epitaph to read ‘Here lies Marilyn Monroe – 38-23-36.’ Dress designer and sometime lover Billy Travilla, who should have known, said the true statistics – in Marilyn’s prime – were 35-22-35. I have used his figure.
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‘This is the end of my story of Norma Jeane. … I moved into a room in Hollywood to live by myself. I wanted to find out who I was. When I just wrote, “This is the end of Norma Jeane,” I blushed as if I had been caught out in a lie. Because this sad, bitter child who grew up too fast is hardly ever out of my heart. With success all around me, I can still feel her frightened eyes looking out of mine. She keeps saying, “I never lived, I was never loved,” and often I get confused and think it’s I who am saying it.’

This was Marilyn, by then a household name, talking in 1954, and the confusion was real. As her actual psychiatrists would discover, and as armchair ones have insisted ever since, Norma Jeane did not cease to exist when Mrs Dougherty became an actress.

There was irony in the fact that the death certificate, in 1962, would refer only to the passing of a Hollywood invention called Marilyn Monroe. For it was Norma Jeane who died, a Norma Jeane who had spent most of her life presenting herself to the world and – most troubling of all

– to herself, through a filter of untruth. Norma Jeane had begun weaving her web of delusion before the break with Jim Dougherty, and along with the fantasies there was some outright deceit. Only when that is dealt with can we move along to the actress called Marilyn Monroe.

The former Mrs Dougherty would tell Ben Hecht, ‘I was completely faithful to my overseas husband.’ Jim Dougherty could still maintain three decades later that ‘it never entered my mind, and I don’t believe to this day, that she was deceiving me. In all the years I was seeing her, I never knew Norma Jeane to lie. If she was having dates, she would have told me.’

A spouse often closes the shutters of the mind to the possibility of infidelity. In the lonely wartime sailor husband there was the need to close out pain. In ex-husband Dougherty, not least when the wife was Marilyn Monroe, there was the muffler of simple pride. The record, though, says Norma Jeane was unfaithful.

In late 1960, less than two years before her death, Marilyn herself told another interviewer, ‘I didn’t sleep around when I was married until my husband went into the service, and then it was just that I was so damn lonesome, and I had to have some kind of company, so once in a while I’d give in, mainly because I didn’t want to be alone.’

By her own account, then, the teenage bride began deceiving her husband about halfway through their four-year marriage. There can be little doubt what she was up to over the bleak Christmas of 1945, when she left Dougherty alone at home while she stayed away on a modeling assignment.

Norma Jeane had told Jim in December that she had to go away for nearly a month, to work with a photographer named André de Dienes. He wanted to take her hundreds of miles north, to Washington State. The fee would be two hundred dollars, exactly the amount needed to pay for repairs to the Doughertys’ old Ford. She said she did not really want to go, but felt she should, not only for the money, but because de Dienes was a prominent photographer who would be good for her career. So she went.

Norma Jeane called long-distance, in tears, while Jim Dougherty was eating his Christmas dinner. She said she wished she could be home but now felt obliged to stay with de Dienes. ‘Most of his camera equipment was stolen because of me,’ she explained. ‘I left the car unlocked. …’ When she did come home, said Dougherty, Norma Jeane refused to talk about the trip, except to say she never wanted to pose for de Dienes again.

André de Dienes, the immigrant son of a Hungarian banker, later told his side of what happened that Christmas. Aged thirty-two at the time, and a newcomer to California, he had been looking for a model who would pose outdoors in western settings, preferably nude. One day, in his bungalow at the Garden of Allah Hotel on Sunset Boulevard, the telephone rang. It was the Blue Book Agency, offering a new girl.

‘There came this lovely little girl in a pink sweater and checkered slacks,’ de Dienes was to recall. ‘I fell right away in love with this young girl. In my subconscious I wanted to marry her. What was wrong with that? I was a nice young boy myself.’

That afternoon de Dienes, who was indeed to become a successful photographer, told Norma Jeane he wanted her to pose nude. She was unsure. As he recalled it, ‘she told me she was married, but that her husband was at sea and she didn’t love him.’

De Dienes began courting Norma Jeane in Dougherty’s absence, sent flowers, came to dinner at her home. It was against this background that he and Norma Jeane set off on their Christmas trip.

Norma Jeane did not go to bed with de Dienes immediately. He said he tried to seduce her for days, until one happy night when they failed to find a hotel with two vacant rooms. Norma Jeane agreed to share a room – and her favors. ‘She was lovely and very nice,’ the Hungarian was to recall. ‘But finally it was something she allowed me to do to her.’ In bed, de Dienes recalled, nineteen-year-old Norma Jeane discovered variations on sex untried with Jim Dougherty.

While working outdoors in the snow with Norma Jeane, de Dienes was moved. ‘She was sweet. Beautiful. Her smile. Her laughter. And she was frail – mentally and physically. As soon as she finished her work she would hop back in the car and fall asleep. This girl had no business in show business. She was a sensitive, sweet little girl.’

Norma Jeane did leave the car unlocked, and de Dienes’ equipment was stolen. He forgave her for that, and forgave her too when she still refused to pose in the nude. De Dienes was in love and soon, back in Los Angeles, he asked Norma Jeane to marry him. According to the photographer, she agreed. He then traveled on business to New York, where he papered his walls with her photographs.

Was de Dienes telling the truth? In this book there will be others, some more obscure than de Dienes, with claims to have bedded Marilyn. Were they her lovers, or were they braggarts and profiteers? The reader should know that those given this author’s credence either convinced me in personal interviews, or were supported by other witnesses.

One man I did not believe was David Conover, the Army private who indeed took the photographs that led to her first modeling job – the pictures are there to prove it. He then went on to write a book claiming that he became Marilyn’s lover and lifelong friend. A visit to Conover in Canada satisfied me that his ‘documentation’ was forged. He was either a confidence man or mentally ill, or both. Then there was Hans Jørgen Lembourn, a Dane who wrote a most literate account of what his publishers called ‘a forty-night affair with Marilyn Monroe.’ On analysis, his book has virtually no substance at all.

André de Dienes, on the other hand, had compelling backing. Jean-Louis, the fashion designer who served Marilyn in later years, knew de Dienes in the forties, and confirmed that ‘he had a real relationship, a love affair, with Marilyn back then.’ Was de Dienes a lone folly in the dying days of her marriage to Jim Dougherty, and how was he treated in the end?

Still the ardent suitor, still assuming himself engaged to Norma Jeane, de Dienes sent her money to help pay for the divorce from Dougherty. ‘But when it came to get married,’ he was to recall wistfully, ‘she cancelled it, on the phone, while I was driving to meet her in Vegas. Jealous, I drove to Los Angeles. And I surprised her, in her apartment, with a lover. … I knew then it was all over.’

De Dienes bore no grudge. Till his death in 1985, he treasured a copy of Mary Baker Eddy’s book Science and Health, given to Norma Jeane by her last foster parent, a Christian Scientist. On the flyleaf is the inscription, in careful, childish handwriting:

Dearest André,

Lines 10 and 11 on page 494 of this book is my prayer

for you always.

Love, Norma Jeane

Lines 10 and 11 read:

Divine love always has met and always will meet every human need … since to all mankind and in every hour, divine love supplies all good.

According to Norma Jeane herself, in her story of breaking into Hollywood, she firmly avoided giving herself to all mankind. Her sad tale went: ‘Now I was a sort of “child widow.” I looked at the streets with lonely eyes. I had no relatives to visit or chums to go places with. … There were always men willing to help a girl be less lonely. They said “Hi, baby,” when you passed. When you didn’t turn to look at them they sneered, “Stuck up, eh?” I never answered them.’

When she talked to Ben Hecht, Marilyn indicated that she lived a chaste life in 1946. She was broke that year, though, and there may have been some love that was less than divine. Later, while under the tutelage of drama teacher Lee Strasberg, she offered the private admission that in the early days in Hollywood she had been a call girl. Strasberg, who often sought out frank verbal biographies from would-be pupils, said this emerged during their first serious discussion.

According to Strasberg, talking years later to his biographer, ‘She told me she was the one summoned if anyone needed a beautiful girl for a convention.’ He said that later she felt ‘her call-girl background worked against her.’ Strasberg’s biographer, Cindy Adams, had no doubt of his meaning. ‘He said it three times, on tape,’ she recalled. ‘And he meant exactly that – she was a call girl. It was exactly what he knew to be a fact from his pupil’s own lips.’

Lena Pepitone, Marilyn’s New York maid from 1957 till her death, claimed the actress confided in her on many matters. She said Marilyn told her how, as Norma Jeane, she had once literally sold herself to a man shortly before the end of her marriage to Dougherty. The man, middle-aged, had persuaded a tipsy Norma Jeane, for fifteen dollars, to go to his hotel room. At first he merely asked to see her naked, then demanded more. Norma Jeane wanted to run out, but changed her mind because, she supposedly told her maid, ‘Then I thought about it. It didn’t really bother me that much. So what was the difference?’ She did insist that the man use a contraceptive. According to Pepitone, there would be other visits to the same bar, other men, and more pocket money for the drifting Norma Jeane.

The real-life sexuality of the world’s sex symbol can be glimpsed through a mass of recollection, sometimes droll, more often sad.

Philippe Halsman, the distinguished Life photographer, took many pictures of Marilyn over the years. The first session was in 1949, when she was twenty-three. Marilyn was one of eight girls selected to act out four situations: a confrontation with a frightening monster, the taste of a delicious drink, the hilarity of a really good joke, and being in the embrace of a wonderful lover. Marilyn, he recalled later, performed well only the part of the girl in the lover’s embrace.

Halsman would say years later, ‘When she faced a man she didn’t know, she felt safe and secure only when she knew the man desired her; so everything in her life was geared to provoke this feeling. Her talent in this respect was very great. I remember my experience in her tiny apartment with my assistant and the Life researcher. Each of us felt that if the other two would leave, something incredible would happen.’

On one occasion Halsman had Marilyn jump repeatedly into the air for his camera. He said later, ‘I was greatly surprised to see the embodiment of sex appeal jump like a small, immature girl. I said to her, “Will you jump again? I’m not sure you expressed your character the first time.” “You mean you can read my character from my jump?” she asked. “Of course,” I replied. She then looked at me with big, frightened eyes and trembled and wouldn’t jump any more.’

Halsman is the only man on record who asked Marilyn the question that may hold part of the explanation of Norma Jeane’s perennial fear. ‘Tell me,’ he inquired, ‘how old were you when you first had sex?’

‘Seven,’ Marilyn responded.

‘Mon Dieu!’ cried Halsman, lowering the camera. ‘How old was the man?’

The reply came in the famous whisper, with a catch of breath: ‘Younger.’

This was Marilyn’s only jest about childhood sex. Normally her theme was different – and grim. She claimed early on that she had been sexually molested as a child, and it was a theme she would return to obsessively throughout her life. Was it a real event?

The first firmly recorded reference to the violation of Norma Jeane seems to have been in 1947, when she offered it to Lloyd Shearer, a journalist who interviewed her at the request of the Twentieth Century-Fox publicity office. He listened to a horrific package story, and his reaction was this: ‘She confided to us over lunch that she had been assaulted by one of her guardians, raped by a policeman, and attacked by a sailor. She seemed to me then to live in a fantasy world, to be entangled in the process of invention, and to be completely absorbed in her own sexuality.’ Shearer was so skeptical that he decided to write nothing about Marilyn.

The childhood assault, as she told it herself in 1954, took this form: ‘I was almost nine, and I lived with a family that rented a room to a man named Kimmel. He was a sternlooking man, and everybody respected him and called him Mr Kimmel. I was passing his room when his door opened and he said quietly, ‘Please come in here, Norma. …’ He smiled at me and turned the key in the lock. ‘Now you can’t get out,’ he said, as if we were playing a game. I stood staring at him. I was frightened, but I didn’t dare yell. … When he put his arms around me I kicked and fought as hard as I could, but I didn’t make any sound. He was stronger than I was and wouldn’t let me go. He kept whispering to me to be a good girl. When he unlocked the door and let me out, I ran to tell my “aunt” what Mr Kimmel had done. “I want to tell you something,” I stammered, “about Mr Kimmel. He – he—”’

By Norma Jeane’s account her current foster parent told her, ‘Don’t you dare say anything against Mr Kimmel. Mr Kimmel’s a fine man. He’s my star boarder!’ Kimmel later told Norma Jeane, she said, to go buy some ice cream.

Marilyn Monroe, the actress, would repeat this account of her girlhood nightmare over and over – to reporters, to lovers, to anyone who would listen. Peggy Feury, who ran the Loft acting studio in Los Angeles, recalled hearing about it when she and Marilyn were at a party shortly before her death in 1962.

The story may well have had a core of truth. Not long before her death, during an interview with journalist Jaik Rosenstein, Marilyn said, ‘It did happen. But I didn’t run out of the room crying or screaming. … I knew it was wrong, but to tell the truth I think I was more curious than anything else. … Nobody ever told me about sex, and frankly, I never did think it was all that important or that it was wrong.’

Dr Ralph Greenson, the Hollywood psychiatrist who treated and befriended Marilyn in her last years, accepted the fact that she had a ‘terrible, terrible background.’ Marilyn may have used a core truth, however, as a model for later fabrications. Dr Greenson also referred to her ‘mistreatment fantasy.’ Delusions and hallucinations are a feature of schizophrenic disorders. Dr Ruth Bruun, a psychiatrist who considered Marilyn’s family history for this book, perceived indications of schizophrenia in the surviving information about her mother and grandmother.

Dr Greenson was the only one of Marilyn’s psychiatrists whose opinions have partially survived. In correspondence with a colleague, obtained exclusively for this book, he expressed his concern about Marilyn’s ‘tendency to paranoid reactions.’ At first he thought perhaps that, rather than being schizophrenic, her paranoid tendencies were ‘more masochistic, and an acting out of the orphan-girl rejections … the tendency towards severe depressive reactions, and the impulsive defenses against this, seem to me to be central.’ In the end, after her death, Greenson would describe Marilyn as a woman with ‘extremely weak psychological structures … ego weakness, and certain psychotic manifestations, including those of schizophrenia.’

The story of sexual assault in childhood is not the only episode hinting at fantasy, or at least self-serving exaggeration. First husband Jim Dougherty recalled a night when, after a minor tiff during the evening, Norma Jeane woke him in the middle of the night. She said she had been for a walk, wearing only a nightgown. Dougherty remembered: ‘I felt her embracing me with tears streaming down her face as she cried, “There’s a man after me! There’s a man after me!” I held her a few moments and then told her, “Honey, you’re having a nightmare.” “No!” she insisted, “I’m awake. I was going to leave home. And I walked down the street and a man chased me home.”’

Professional controversy still whirls around Sigmund Freud’s so-called seduction theory, which proposed that the sexual abuse of children by adults was a primary cause of neurosis. Freud himself is said to have abandoned the theory later, shifting to the view that most patients’ claims of sexual abuse are fantasy rather than fact. He wrote in 1900: ‘I must, after all, take an interest in reality in sexuality, which one learns about only with great difficulty.’

Real or imagined, Norma Jeane would never put her childhood horror story behind her. Back in the world of the flesh, what of the less violent side of Norma Jeane’s sex life?

She told a story of a happier episode that supposedly occurred at the age of eight, the same year as Mr Kimmel’s assault. ‘I fell in love with a boy named George. … We used to hide in the grass together until he got frightened and jumped up and ran away. What we did in the grass never frightened me. I knew it was wrong or I wouldn’t have hidden, but I didn’t know what was wrong. At night I lay awake and tried to figure out what sex was and what love was. I wanted to ask a thousand questions but there was no one to ask.’

Norma Jeane said she fought off the boys till the age of sixteen and marriage to Jim Dougherty. ‘There were,’ she said for publication in 1954, ‘no thoughts of sex in my head.’ Within two years of that statement, in a long private talk with her New York hostess and close friend Amy Greene, Norma Jeane asserted that she had first slept with a boy while she was in high school. Norma Jeane had gone to Emerson Junior High School when she was eleven, and to Van Nuys High School when she was just fifteen, dropping out in less than a year to marry Jim Dougherty. If Norma Jeane was telling the truth, she thus became one of the 3 per cent of American females of the forties who, as Kinsey would shortly reveal to a startled nation, lost their virginity before the age of sixteen, and one of the 50 per cent who did so before marriage.

All this would be new to Jim Dougherty, who asserted, ‘She began our married life knowing nothing, but absolutely nothing about sex. But Mom had cautioned me before our wedding day and I knew I had to be careful that first night. … That delicate threshold had never been crossed before … not ever.’

Norma Jeane would say later, ‘The first effect marriage had on me was to increase my lack of interest in sex. My husband either didn’t mind this or wasn’t aware of it. We were both too young to discuss such an embarrassing topic openly.’

Jim Dougherty’s version? ‘Norma Jeane loved sex. It was as natural to her as breakfast in the morning. There were never any problems with it. … Getting undressed unfailingly set us both a-tingle, and almost before the light was out we were locked together. … Sometimes she would tease me just a little, wearing only two small red bandannas when I got home from Lockheed. …’

Dougherty also told an interviewer: ‘She was something else. I couldn’t even put my lunch box down when I came home from work before she’d drag me upstairs.’ One might dismiss Dougherty’s version as the predictable boast of Marilyn Monroe’s first husband, but he has a supporting witness. Working beside Dougherty at the factory was the then unknown Robert Mitchum, who a few years later would play opposite a new star called Marilyn Monroe. He found Dougherty perennially cheerful, not least the morning he turned up with a photograph of his ‘old lady.’ It showed the teenage Norma Jeane standing by the garden gate in the nude. She was posed, Dougherty told Mitchum, as if waiting for him to come home.

Of the men who followed Dougherty in Marilyn’s life, those who have talked paint a starkly different picture of her sexuality. They, and Marilyn herself in comments to psychiatrist Dr Greenson, suggest a woman who found little satisfaction in sex. The change may have been caused by the dismal personal experiences that followed the marriage to Dougherty. Somewhere in that same period also lies the genesis of perhaps the saddest preoccupation in the life of Marilyn Monroe – childbearing.

Year after year as the fifties unwound, a vast public would wait and watch as Marilyn tried to have babies. As marriage followed marriage the headlines would tell of repeated gynecological surgery or miscarriage after miscarriage. Time after time, Marilyn would speak of her longing for children, would make a point of favoring children’s charities and funds for orphans. At her funeral, instead of flowers, donations were directed to children’s hospitals. A children’s clinic in London benefited from a bequest Marilyn made. Yet, in its origins, even this side of Marilyn was a sad confusion.

Looking back at the age of twenty-eight, the former Norma Jeane would say of her husband: ‘He never hurt or upset me, except on one subject. He wanted a baby. The thought of having a baby stood my hair on end. I could see it only as myself, another Norma Jeane in an orphanage. Something would happen to me. I couldn’t explain this to Jim. After he fell asleep, I would lie awake crying. I didn’t quite know who it was that cried, Mrs Dougherty or the child she might have. It was neither. It was Norma Jeane, still alive, still alone, still wishing she were dead.’

Jim Dougherty again told a different tale. He said Norma Jeane was eager to have a baby as soon as they got married, and he talked her out of it. He also told a hilarious tale of Norma Jeane experimenting with a brand-new diaphragm purchased at his insistence. She got the device in, then had to summon her husband to help get it out.

Norma Jeane quickly demonstrated that she could cope with children, looking after Dougherty’s nephews for weeks at a time. She reveled in doing so. When Dougherty joined the Merchant Marine, he said, his wife became frantic, ‘begging me to make her pregnant so that she could have a piece of me, in case something happened.’ Years later, as Marilyn, Norma Jeane would reportedly tell a friend, actress Jeanne Carmen, how much she had yearned for children by her first husband.*

Yet during their four-year marriage, things turned around. In the final months it was Dougherty who was begging Norma Jeane to have children. She now refused, declaring that she dreaded the possibility of losing her figure. There had been a drastic change in Norma Jeane’s mind, and two fragments of information – both sourced to Norma Jeane – may account for the turmoil.

Marilyn Monroe died childless, by every public account. A 1979 book by her former maid, Lena Pepitone, contained an assertion that the teenage Norma Jeane had given birth to a child. Few noticed this claim and students of Marilyn suspected Pepitone was merely seeking headlines. Research for this book, however, turned up two other witnesses who said Marilyn spoke with them of having borne a child.

According to Pepitone, Marilyn told her story about being molested, but added that the man involved actually had intercourse with her. She became pregnant, but concealed the fact from her guardian for several months. When she did own up to the pregnancy, her guardian saw to it that she had medical attention and arranged for the child to be born in a hospital. Pepitone quoted Marilyn as saying, ‘I had the baby … my baby. I was so scared, but it was wonderful. It was a little boy. I hugged him and kissed him. I just kept touching him. I couldn’t believe this was my baby. … But when it was time to leave, the doctor and a nurse came in with Grace [Grace McKee, her guardian]. They all looked real strange and said they’d be taking the baby. … I begged them, “Don’t take my baby. …” They took my baby from me … and I never saw him again.’

Pepitone said in an interview that Marilyn on one occasion said she never learned what happened to the child; on another, she said she did know and sent regular payments to the California couple who had reared the boy. Pepitone had the impression that the child had been born when Marilyn was about fourteen or fifteen.

Amy Greene, with whom Marilyn lived in 1955, also clearly recalled her saying she gave birth in her teens, let the baby go for adoption, and still felt guilty about it. Former actress Jeanne Carmen, who said she met Marilyn in the same period as Amy Greene, would recall a similar story with a variation – the baby was born, Marilyn told Carmen, after the marriage to Dougherty and before the real Hollywood breakthrough, when Marilyn was about twenty-one. Carmen said, ‘Marilyn was enormously troubled over this. In one breath she would say, “There’s no God”; then, “Am I going to be punished for giving the baby away?” Desperation was very near the surface.’

‘Marilyn,’ said Amy Greene, ‘used to fabricate a great deal, especially when she wanted to shock, to get a reaction.’ This may have been the fantasy of a woman who, by the time she was telling the story, feared she would never bear children.

Peter Leonardi, Marilyn’s hairdresser and secretary in the mid-fifties, said she had a ‘tube-tying’ operation in her starlet days, on the advice of an agent who said pregnancy would spell professional failure. Robert Slatzer, who claimed he knew Marilyn for most of her adult life, said she later submitted to surgery to have the operation reversed. On top of that, persistent reports from friends suggest Marilyn had numerous abortions. Amy Greene, perhaps the most reliable of those sources, said Marilyn made the horrendous admission that she had had twelve abortions, some of them back-street butcheries dating back to her earliest days in Hollywood.

‘And then,’ said Amy Greene with a sigh, ‘she was surprised when she had trouble having babies. …’

Marilyn’s poor battlefield of a womb had been a torment since adolescence, even before those surgical invasions. First husband Dougherty said, ‘Norma Jeane had so much trouble during her menstrual periods, the pain would just about knock her out.’

Sometimes, in her earliest starlet days, period pain would cause Marilyn to stop her car with a screech of brakes, jump out, and crouch on the ground in agony. Maurice Zolotow, her early biographer, once penetrated her studio dressing room and noted no less than fourteen boxes of pills. Almost all were painkillers prescribed for menstrual cramps.

Henry Rosenfeld, the wealthy New York dress manufacturer, knew Marilyn from early in her career till her death. ‘She wanted a baby so much,’ Rosenfeld remembered, ‘that she’d convince herself of it every two or three months. She’d gain, maybe fourteen or fifteen pounds. She was forever having false pregnancies.’

Marilyn was to tell writer Ben Hecht of her dream of having a daughter. ‘She won’t be any Norma Jeane,’ she enthused. And I know how I’ll bring her up – without lies. No lies about there being a Santa Claus or about the world being full of noble and honorable people all eager to help each other and do good to each other.’

There was something else Marilyn told Ben Hecht about the world of Norma Jeane. Before she turned nineteen, Marilyn said, she had tried to commit suicide. She had done it twice – once by leaving the gas on, once by swallowing sleeping pills. When Ben Hecht came to write her story, he left out that detail.

On June 1, 1946, when she turned twenty, Norma Jeane had only her dreams. She spent her birthday in a rented room in Las Vegas, fulfilling residence qualifications for a quick divorce from Jim Dougherty. It was hot, and she was suffering from an unromantic case of trench mouth.

Two months later, in Los Angeles, Dougherty made one of his last visits to see Norma Jeane – to deliver his part of the divorce documentation. In their last conversation she had shown no sign of a longing for children. On the contrary, she talked only of her urgent desire to become an actress, and no studio, she said, would spend money training a married woman who might get pregnant.

Now, when Norma Jeane opened the door to Dougherty, she looked radiant, and not because he had finally agreed to go along with the divorce. Earlier that week, without the help of divorce papers, she had obtained what she wanted most, the promise of a contract as a stock player at Twentieth Century-Fox.

When Norma Jeane told Dougherty about the contract she added a detail. The studio had given her a new name. What did Jim think of it? ‘Beautiful,’ he replied politely, ‘just beautiful.’ Then he left.*

The name was Marilyn Monroe.

 

 

 

 



* Elements in Jeanne Carmen’s background satisfied the author as to her credibility. A book written after her death by her son Brandon James, however, raises doubts. Items in that book have not been used in this text.

* Dougherty remarried and became a policeman. Years later he trained the police SWAT team, which made headlines in the fiery finale to the kidnapping of Patty Hearst. He later became a County Commissioner in Sabattus, Maine.




4

A month before Marilyn got her big break, Robert Slatzer, a budding magazine writer from Ohio with a passion for show business, had been cooling his heels in the lobby of the old Twentieth Century-Fox studios on Pico Boulevard. He was reading a book of poems, Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, and waiting to interview some minor star of the day. Slatzer, then nineteen, would remember that ‘this girl came pushing herself in through the big doors, carrying a big scrapbook. She caught her heel or something and the pictures fell all over the floor. I went to her rescue, and I’m glad to say there was only one place for her to sit down and wait – next to me. She said her name was Norma Jeane Mortensen. She was really interested in my poetry, and I said I might be able to write a story about her. We ended up making a date for that same evening.’

That night Bob Slatzer borrowed a battered 1938 Studebaker and made his way to Nebraska Avenue to pick up Norma Jeane. They drove along the Pacific Coast Highway and ate dinner by the ocean. Malibu was still a lovely place in those days, not the clapboard and concrete jumble it was to become. Later they walked on the beach and paddled in the surf. Slatzer said he felt shy, shyer than Norma Jeane. He thought, though he could not swear to it, that they made love for the first time that very night. When they drove home, Norma Jeane asked him to leave her at the corner rather than take her to the front door.

‘I think we had an instant affection towards each other,’ said Slatzer, as though a man need apologize for having slept with Marilyn Monroe. ‘For me there was something magic about her, different from the other girls the talent men at the studio would fix you up with. I don’t know, I think I can say I loved her from the first time I saw her.’

As the years passed and Marilyn became the love of other men and an international byword, Robert Slatzer would stay in love with the girl who dropped her modeling portfolio in the lobby of Twentieth Century-Fox.* In the summer of 1946 he had frequent dates with her, and so did other young men.

One was Tommy Zahn, who was to become a legendary figure on the beaches of California. In 1946, it would be said, he looked like Tab Hunter after a weight-lifting course. He was a lifeguard in those days, and thought he might end up as an actor. The acting dream nearly came true, because he had met a teenager named Darrylin Zanuck on Muscle Beach. Darrylin fancied Tommy from afar, then introduced him to her father, Darryl Zanuck, chief of production at Twentieth Century-Fox. Zanuck signed Zahn as a contract player, and the beach boy went to the studio to learn to act, sing and dance. So it was, in the late summer of 1946, that Tommy Zahn met an aspiring actress who became one of his modest stable of girls for the next year. His memories of Norma Jeane were fond, and perhaps unique.

‘She was in prime condition,’ said Zahn,’ tremendously fit. I used to take her surfing up at Malibu – tandem surfing, you know, two riders on the same surfboard. I’d take her later, in the dead of winter when it was cold, and it didn’t faze her in the least; she’d lay in the cold water, waiting for the waves. She was really good in the water, very robust, so healthy, a really fine attitude towards life. I was twenty-two when I met her, and I guess she was twenty. Gosh, I really liked her.’

While two men played on the beach with Norma Jeane, another lay injured in the hospital, ogling her photograph. Magazines like Titter and Laff were not the sort of thing you let your mother know you were reading, not that they showed much more than long legs in short shorts and pert breasts inside sweaters a size too small. By 1946 Howard Hughes, the actress collector, did not have to worry about his mother, and he was in the hospital following a serious flying accident. He sent out for girlie magazines by the score, partly because he enjoyed them and partly because he owned RKO Radio Pictures.

On July 29, 1946, the gossip column in the Los Angeles Times carried
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