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Act One

THE WHIRLWIND


1
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Eleven days after winning the Oscar for From Here to Eternity, Frank Sinatra sat down and typed a note to a friend, clearly in response to a congratulatory letter or telegram. The note, on Paramount Pictures stationery and in Frank’s customary, too-impatient-to-press-the-shift-key style, began,



april 5, 1954

dear lew—

my paisan mr sinatra is still on cloud nine and the bum refuses to come down …





That bum—“mr sinatra”—was so thrilled, the note continued (still all lowercase, still in the third person), that he was “ridiculous.” And then, after a final thanks to the recipient, came the signature: “maggio.”

It’s a charming letter and a fascinating one.* Throughout his life, Sinatra employed secretaries who answered his voluminous mail, often signing his name themselves. From time to time, though, when the spirit moved him, he penned or typed his own missives, and the letters are him, revealing his restless intellect, his sense of humor (always more spontaneous in personal circumstances than onstage), even a literary sensibility. And why not? As a great singer, he was a great storyteller; why should that faculty switch off when he was away from a microphone? In this note, he is writing in character, as PFC Angelo Maggio, the role that won him that Academy Award, and the voice is perfect: “the bum refuses”; “he’s so thrilled he is ridiculous.” From the moment he’d first picked up James Jones’s blockbuster novel, Sinatra had completely identified with Maggio, the feisty little private from Brooklyn who speaks in a kind of Damon Runyon–ese. He had campaigned, hard, for the movie role by barraging the filmmakers—Columbia Pictures president Harry Cohn; producer Buddy Adler; director Fred Zinnemann; screenwriter Daniel Taradash—with telegrams touting his perfect suitability for the part, and he had signed every wire just as he’d signed this note: “Maggio.”

Frank Sinatra had identified so powerfully with the character not only because Angelo Maggio was a skinny, streetwise Italian-American from Brooklyn—like Sinatra’s native Hoboken, close geographically to Manhattan but oh so far away—but also because Maggio was one of the world’s downtrodden, a little man who drank to ease his sorrows and spoke truth to power with wisecracks. When Sinatra first read From Here to Eternity in late 1951, he was feeling considerably downtrodden himself. His records were no longer selling; he was having vocal and financial problems; the IRS was after him. He had become infamous, pilloried in newspapers across the United States, after leaving his wife and three children for Ava Gardner. Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer had recently terminated his movie contract, and he would soon also be dumped by Columbia Records, as well as by his talent agency, the Music Corporation of America.

“He’s a dead man,” the talent agent Irving “Swifty” Lazar declared in 1952. “Even Jesus couldn’t get resurrected in this town.” Maybe not, but Frank Sinatra could. Literally overnight—after the Academy Awards ceremony on March 25, 1954—Sinatra brought off the greatest comeback in show-business history. And he had done it all in Hollywood, a ruthlessly Darwinian company town that reviles losers but has the sappiest of soft spots for a happy ending. His Oscar underlined the fact that he was also a freshly viable recording artist with a new contract at Capitol Records, where he and a brilliant young arranger named Nelson Riddle had begun creating the string of groundbreaking recordings that would revolutionize popular music in the 1950s.

And quite suddenly that spring, without a shred of embarrassment about its fickleness, the entire entertainment industry began throwing itself at his feet. “The whole world is changing for Frank Sinatra,” Louella Parsons wrote in her syndicated column of April 19. “Today he has so many jobs offered him he can pick and choose.”

Parsons was talking about movies, although television, radio, and nightclubs were also calling. Among the film possibilities offered to Sinatra: a supporting part alongside the hot-as-a-pistol young Robert Mitchum in the medical melodrama Not as a Stranger; the second lead in a Warner Bros. remake of Four Daughters, the picture that had catapulted John Garfield to fame; a co-starring role alongside Marilyn Monroe in the 20th Century Fox musical Pink Tights, even though Monroe soon dropped out when she heard how much more the studio was offering Sinatra than her. And, lo and behold, MGM—where Louis B. Mayer had personally fired Sinatra in 1950 after he made an impolitic joke about Mayer’s mistress* (and where Mayer himself was now history)—wanted him back, for the long-discussed St. Louis Woman, alongside Ava Gardner.

This was distinctly problematic for several reasons. For one thing, Gardner, who’d been outraged that Metro had dubbed a professional singer’s voice over hers in Show Boat, was determined never to make another musical. For another, she had come to hate Hollywood with a passion. She was living as an expatriate, cohabiting in Spain with the charismatic and brilliant bullfighter Luis Miguel Dominguín, the darkly handsome torero whose rivalry with his brother-in-law Antonio Ordóñez would later inspire Ernest Hemingway’s long Life magazine piece The Dangerous Summer. Most important of all, however, she was about to file for divorce from Frank.
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While the Hollywood of 1954 bore some similarities to today’s entertainment capital, it was altogether a sleepier, more rustic town. Not a more virtuous one by any means, but more tightly bounded. The studios still held sway; their publicity departments controlled access to stars and information about them, even when it came to police matters. There was a certain code of conduct for the press and other prying outsiders when it came to celebrities.

It is, for example, impossible to imagine any major star today living, as Sinatra did in the spring of that year, in a garden apartment, albeit such a glamorous one as Frank’s five-room bachelor pad in a redbrick complex at the corner of Wilshire Boulevard and Beverly Glen. A decade before, when he had first come to Hollywood, he had resided in a pink-walled stucco mansion in Toluca Lake. It was a mark of both his change of fortunes and his maturity (not to mention the change of times) that Sinatra no longer had to ward off hordes of bobby-soxers, or hordes of any kind. In the spring of 1954, he was approaching thirty-nine—lean and balding, not settled by any means (his defiant hedonism and overweening ego would guard against such a fate for a very long time), but grown up, in his own particular way. His oaken baritone on the Capitol recordings, rich with sad knowledge—or, on up-tempo numbers, with swaggering authority—was a sea change from the tender Voice that had soothed America through the war.

But the secret was that he was still yearning. (He would always yearn, even after he had gained all the world had to offer.) He had spent the previous Christmas and New Year’s in Rome, where Gardner was shooting Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s The Barefoot Contessa, desperately trying to hold on to her, even as she was edging away, already in love with the bullfighter. Ava loved Frank too—she always would—but her passion for him had ebbed, diminished in good part by his plummet from success, which had coincided with her own rise to stardom. He had drained her scant reserves of patience and sympathy. Unknown to her, just before she left for Europe the previous November, he had made a serious suicide attempt, cutting his left wrist in the New York apartment of his close friend the songwriter Jimmy Van Heusen: he would have bled out had Van Heusen not returned and found him.

And Ava smelled his desperation and hated it even as she loved him. She was heedless and restless and easily bored, and she was in love with another man.

The gossip columnists (Sinatra read them as closely as any fan) cobbled up a sweet fantasy: Gardner would come to the Oscars that March—she herself was up for Best Actress, for Mogambo—and the couple would reunite. But she stayed with her lover in Spain.

If Frank himself had harbored any fantasy that his renewed fame would bring her back, he was rudely disappointed.

“One night we went to Frank’s for a dinner party,” recalled the lyricist and screenwriter Betty Comden, “and we saw that one of the rooms was filled with pictures of Ava, and around the pictures were lit candles. It was like the altar of a little church.”

Yet another night, Gardner’s biographer Lee Server writes, Swifty Lazar, who lived in the same apartment complex as Sinatra, came home late and saw that Frank’s door was open.



Wondering if there was a problem, he stuck his head through the doorway and saw Sinatra by himself, evidently very drunk, slumped in an armchair, holding a gun. Cautiously Lazar stepped inside and as he did he saw that Sinatra was aiming his gun—an air gun, it turned out to be—at three large portrait images of Ava he had propped up on the floor. The three faces of Ava were full of pellet holes where Sinatra had been shooting at them—all night long, as it appeared.





If Gardner had been Delilah to Frank’s Samson while they were together, she would be his muse for years after they broke up—specifically and crucially, the great Capitol years. “Ava taught him how to sing a torch song,” Nelson Riddle famously said. “She taught him the hard way.” On May 13, 1954, Sinatra—with Riddle conducting a twenty-nine-piece orchestra—recorded three songs that could have been addressed directly to his wandering wife: “The Gal That Got Away,” “Half as Lovely (Twice as True),” and “It Worries Me.” On the last, Frank sang,



Just what did I do—was I mean to you?





Taken as autobiography (which to some extent it must be), the lyric may look disingenuous—of course he had been not just mean but brutal to her, and she to him, on innumerable occasions. But listened to, the line, sung with exquisite tenderness, is meltingly lovely. In fact, Frank in his new middle period was every bit the ballad singer that Frankie of the Columbia years had been—and then some. He had lived more, suffered more.
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On June 12, 1954, Ava Gardner arrived in Lake Tahoe to begin the six-week Nevada residence required for her divorce from Frank Sinatra. Las Vegas, where she had sojourned while splitting from her first husband, Mickey Rooney, was out; Frank was in town, playing the Sands, and Vegas was a small place in those days. (And, extraordinarily enough, both Rooney and Gardner’s second husband, Artie Shaw, were also appearing at casinos along the Strip: a constellation of exes.)

While in Tahoe, Ava and her maid, Reenie Jordan, stayed in a lakefront house provided by her inveterate suitor, the epically weird, immensely wealthy oil and aviation magnate Howard Hughes. Hughes, a control freak to the nth degree and a paranoiac master of intrigue, especially when it came to affairs of the heart, had a habit of installing girlfriends—both current and prospective—in rented houses, sometimes in proximity to each other, the better to monitor their comings and goings. For years, he had been trying to reel in Gardner, to bed or to wed, without success. He showered her with expensive gifts, jewels and fur coats and convertibles; she accepted his presents and laughed in his face.

Now he sensed an opening. Her marriage was ending; perhaps she needed a shoulder to cry on. But the emotionally tone-deaf Hughes needed data to press his campaign. He had the rented house bugged and retained a fancy Washington, D.C., investigator named Robert Maheu to surveil the premises while Ava was in residence.

Maheu, whose specialty was high-level cloak-and-dagger work (in later years, he would be intimately involved in a CIA-backed plot to assassinate Fidel Castro), was understandably loath to make a long trip for what was plainly a jealous-boyfriend job. He subcontracted the work to a local private detective, who quickly ascertained that Hughes’s competition was Ava’s never-say-die, soon-to-be ex.

One afternoon that summer, Frank showed up at the Tahoe house, no doubt with reconciliation in mind, and managed to persuade Ava to take a boat ride with him. Unwisely, the local detective elected to follow them in another boat. Sinatra quickly spotted him and gave furious chase; the detective just managed to make it back to shore and hightail it into the woods. Any hint of romance thoroughly spoiled, Frank left Tahoe without swaying Ava.

Romantic history: first as tragedy, then as farce.

At the end of July, she failed to show up for her court date for the divorce. She had asked him to repay the not inconsiderable sums she’d lent him when he was down-and-out; he had bridled at the request. They were at an impasse: still legally married, though apart. He would never get her out of his system, nor would she ever truly get him out of hers.
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And yet—to all appearances, at any rate—the bum was on cloud nine and refused to come down. If the middle-of-the-night Sinatra was tormented by Ava’s abandonment, his daytime self seemed to have thoroughly forsworn the doubt and contemplation that dogged his days through much of the early 1950s. Now, like a king returned from exile, he took the world’s measure and saw that it was good. He entered into a frenzy of personal and professional activity that would scarcely let up for the next dozen years.

Frank not only won an Academy Award in 1954 but also had his biggest hit record in eight years, “Young at Heart.” He went into the recording studio nineteen times in 1954 and laid down thirty-seven tracks. He shot three movies. He played two two-week stands at the Sands in June and November and did three weeks at the Copacabana over Christmas and New Year’s. He only dipped his toe into the still-youthful medium of television, making a mere four appearances (one of them the Oscars broadcast), but he was on the radio constantly: there was his twice-a-week, fifteen-minute show To Be Perfectly Frank; his weekly, semi-tongue-in-cheek detective series Rocky Fortune (he would quickly tire of the program, a less than dignified vestige of his hard-luck days, and wind it up in March); and later in the year, a series sponsored by Bobbi home permanents called The Frank Sinatra Show.

He worked hard, too, at distracting himself from Ava. Frank hadn’t been much more than a boy when he married Nancy Barbato in 1939, and though he might have acted like a bachelor throughout his twelve-year first marriage, he hadn’t been this free in a long time. In 1954, he would be linked romantically with, among others, the French actress Gaby Bruyère, the Swedish actress Anita Ekberg, and the American actresses Joan Tyler, Norma Eberhardt, Havis Davenport, and (perhaps) Marilyn Monroe. He also kept company with the singer Jill Corey and the heiress and would-be thespian Gloria Vanderbilt. There were probably numerous others. But more problematically, that spring he also seems to have begun a relationship with the not quite sixteen-year-old Natalie Wood.

Wood, whose early career was managed by her generalissimo-like stage mother, Maria Gurdin (Natalie called her Mud, short for Mudda; her alcoholic and feckless father was barely a presence in her life), had become a certifiable child movie star at age eight in 1947’s Miracle on 34th Street. Now, however, she was in an awkward period, wishing to transition into grown-up movie roles before she was a grown-up, trying to look older by wearing heavy makeup and falsies. At fifteen, she was birdlike—barely five feet tall and physically undeveloped—but despite her youth and small stature she was a formidable presence, with huge, emotional dark eyes and a quick, intuitive intelligence. With film parts for teenagers scarce, Natalie was marking time by working on an ABC sitcom called The Pride of the Family and hating every minute. In May, however, she was cast in Warner Bros.’ swords-and-sandals epic The Silver Chalice (in which Paul Newman, to his everlasting shame, made his movie debut in a brief toga). Wood had a small role, yet according to her biographer Suzanne Finstad, “Mud was scheming to upgrade that ranking.”



The two went to Warners off and on throughout May, fitting Natalie for her Grecian costumes … One day while they were at the commissary, Frank Sinatra walked in, preparing for his next picture, Young at Heart. Sinatra either approached Natalie, or her mother sent her over to introduce herself … Sinatra was taken with Natalie, and got “a kick” out of Maria, inviting them to a party at his house. Mud eagerly accepted, whispering to Natalie afterward that she would let her go alone, urging Natalie to get close to Sinatra “because it would be good for her career.”





Youth and beauty—male and female—have always been fungible commodities in Hollywood, which has a long history of stage mothers who, in essence, pimp out their underage daughters for career advancement and profit. And so, at her mother’s urging, Natalie went to the party, alone. There, Finstad writes, she “consumed quantities of wine … and in the course of the evening, told Sinatra about ‘Clyde,’ the code name for penis that Bobby [Hyatt, her teenage co-star on The Pride of the Family] had coined to fool Natalie’s mother. Sinatra was so amused, he and his friends … incorporated ‘Clyde’ into their hipster slang.”*

God alone knows what went on at that party. But Frank seems to have been touched by the young actress, who had precocious powers of empathy. (Not to mention a clear need for a father figure.) Perhaps he told her his troubles. In any case, Wood frequented his apartment that May and June, and her close friends at the time felt sure they were having an affair. Yet for all the unseemliness of the liaison, Wood appears to have been something more than a conquest where Frank was concerned. He was a man on the cusp of middle age, almost certainly nostalgic for the days when he had made all those bobby-soxers swoon. Surely on some level, Natalie Wood reminded him of those girls and their idolatry.

He was also a man in pain, and the vivacity and uncritical presence of a magically lovely young girl must have been balm to his soul, even if the liaison was, consciously or unconsciously, poison to hers. A complex emotional bond formed between them, one that would continue as Frank and Natalie stayed friends, and now and then lovers, until she died at age forty-three in 1981.
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Still, the most important emotional connection in Frank Sinatra’s life in the spring of 1954 was the one between him and his new arranger at Capitol Records, the sublimely gifted Nelson Riddle. The two had first struck gold together the previous spring, after Capitol vice president and creative head Alan Livingston, who felt Sinatra needed the kind of new sound that his previous arranger Axel Stordahl was unable to provide, cleverly introduced Riddle, in the guise of a substitute conductor. Sinatra had had no idea who Riddle was before their first recording session, but the moment he heard the playback of the Riddle-arranged “I’ve Got the World on a String,” he knew his life had been altered as irrevocably as it had been the first time he laid eyes on Ava Gardner. This was the thunderbolt, musically speaking.

“I’ve Got the World on a String” was issued only as a single. Frank’s first album for Capitol, Songs for Young Lovers, released in January 1954, contained just one tune orchestrated by Riddle, “Like Someone in Love.” The second Capitol album, Swing Easy!, recorded in April, was a different ball game.

Swing Easy! was post-meridian Sinatra in every way: he had won the Oscar and crossed the shadow line; now he truly could swing easy. And Nelson Riddle was the genius who would take him where he wanted to go. Young Lovers had been beautiful, but in the sense that it had been almost entirely arranged by Frank’s old-reliable up-tempo man George Siravo, it was fundamentally conservative: the most striking thing about the album was the voice singing the songs.

In Riddle, Frank Sinatra had met his musical match. Though the arranger hadn’t had anything like Frank’s early success—he played trombone and did some orchestration for the Charlie Spivak Orchestra in the early 1940s, then played third trombone for Tommy Dorsey after Sinatra’s departure—the serious-minded New Jerseyan seems to have had, from the beginning, a head full of complex music and a deep ambition to hear it played and sung. In contrast to his bandmates, who spent most of their off-hours boozing and trying to get laid, Riddle devoted much of his spare time to listening to Ravel and Debussy and Jacques Ibert on his portable record player. The lushly romantic Ibert composition “Escales”—“Ports of Call,” in English—was one of his holy grails. As was “Stomp It Off,” arranged by the great Melvin “Sy” Oliver for the Jimmie Lunceford big band.

The common thread between the two compositions was sex—slow and sensual, in the case of the Ibert; rock ’n’ roll, with the Oliver. Riddle was a sensualist with the demeanor of a scientist. And not a happy scientist. “Dad had a sadness about him,” Riddle’s daughter Rosemary Riddle Acerra recalls. “It was interpreted sometimes as sadness, where it might not have been in all cases. It was just this somber, serious mood. He was always thinking.” Julie Andrews, who worked with Riddle on her TV variety series in the 1970s, called him Eeyore.
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In the genius arranger Nelson Riddle, Frank Sinatra had met his musical match—and a kind of dark double.

Two major subjects were inextricably intertwined in his mind. Once, during a marital spat, Riddle’s wife, Doreen, accused him of only thinking about music and sex. The arranger later remarked to his son, with the glimmer of a smile, “After all, what else is there?” Riddle wrote of his work with Sinatra, “Most of our best numbers were in what I call the tempo of the heartbeat … Music to me is sex—it’s all tied up somehow, and the rhythm of sex is the heartbeat.”

He went on, “In working out arrangements for Frank, I suppose I stuck to two main rules. First, find the peak of the song and build the whole arrangement to that peak, pacing it as he paces himself vocally. Second, when he’s moving, get the hell out of the way … After all, what arranger in the world would try to fight against Sinatra’s voice? Give the singer room to breathe. When the singer rests, then there’s a chance to write a fill that might be heard.”

He had learned this lesson painfully, on an aborted early session with Frank: partway into a take of “Wrap Your Troubles in Dreams,” Sinatra stopped the band and called Riddle into the recording booth, explaining heatedly to his ambitious young arranger (Nelson was five and a half years Frank’s junior) that he was crowding the singer out, having simply written too many notes, beautiful as the notes might have been. Riddle never made the mistake again.

It was a critical moment. Sinatra, who was capable of firing associates at the drop of a Cavanagh fedora, could easily have axed Riddle then and there and returned to the comfort of Stordahl. But Frank was musically acute enough to realize that comfort was not what he needed at this point in his career. Nelson Riddle was taking him in new and daring directions: he just needed a little guidance in the art of arranging for Sinatra.

“I loved how Nelson used Ravel’s approach to polytonality,” Quincy Jones told Will Friedwald. “Nelson was smart because he put the electricity up above Frank … and gave Frank the room downstairs for his voice to shine, rather than building big lush parts that were in the same register as his voice.”

“Dad evolved, with Frank’s help, and some of his own,” Rosemary Riddle Acerra says. “I think Frank was very astute and generous.” At the same time, she says, her father was very clear about why he was there: not, like so many around Sinatra, as a mere employee, a hanger-on, or a supplicant, but as a musical collaborator of the first order. “Dad wanted to work with Frank because he saw something very special,” Acerra says.

Swing Easy! had artistic energy in abundance, much of it brought along by the scholarly-looking arranger, who knew which players could give him the sound he wanted: not, as Friedwald writes, “the conservatory-trained studio staff musicians of the ’30s and ’40s but guys who had cut their teeth as teenagers in the touring swing bands.” Guys like the reed players Arthur “Skeets” Herfurt and Mahlon Clark; the trombonists Milt Bernhart, George Roberts, and Juan Tizol; and, for the first time on Swing Easy!, the great minimalist trumpeter Harry “Sweets” Edison. The album was sheer grace; Riddle’s spare and gleaming up-tempo arrangements brought out Sinatra at the very peak of his art and emotional complexity. It was to be a long peak. His voice had ripened from the boyish tenor of his Columbia days to a baritone with a faint husk—from violin to cello, in a famous formulation attributed to both Nelson Riddle and Sammy Cahn—and the voice had become rich with knowledge.

The album’s first song, Cole Porter’s great “Just One of Those Things,” sums it up. It is a three-minute-fifteen-second symphony modulating from tenderness to bold defiance, with Ava in every breath. Sinatra’s reading of a song that many singers give a breezy interpretation is quietly devastating. Witness the contrast between the first chorus’s “So goodbye, dear, and amen,” all soft ardor and delicate sadness, and the second’s, a stammered mini-psychodrama of leave-taking: “So goodbye, goodbye, bye, bye, goodbye, baby, and amen …”

She taught him the hard way.

Even as Frank was recollecting emotion in the tranquillity of Hollywood’s KHJ Radio Studios, he was synthesizing it in new and fascinating ways for the movie cameras. That April and May, in the dusty railroad-stop town of Newhall, forty miles north of Los Angeles, he shot a new film—not one of the glitzy studio projects that the gossip columns were talking about, but a black-and-white noir piece called Suddenly, in which Frank Sinatra played, of all things, a man out to assassinate the president of the United States with a telescope-equipped rifle.

He had been interested in Richard Sale’s pulpy yet propulsive script from the moment he saw it, but since his grand new career plan—now that he could afford the luxury of having a career plan—called for him to alternate dramatic pictures with musicals, Frank had initially wanted to do Pink Tights at 20th Century Fox first. That idea went out the window when Marilyn Monroe, who’d finally become a big star the previous year in Niagara, decided (egged on by Joe DiMaggio, who knew a thing or two about negotiating contracts) that she was sick of dumb-blonde roles and refused to show up. Fox suspended her, and then, as big stars could, she simply went her merry way, marrying DiMaggio in January, then (to the Yankee Clipper’s chagrin) flying off to entertain the troops in Korea in February. Fox tested a newcomer named Sheree North for the dumb-blonde role, and Frank decided to make Suddenly his first picture after From Here to Eternity.

The assassin, Johnny Baron, is the one out-and-out villain Sinatra ever portrayed on-screen, and it is at once a mesmerizingly effective performance and a very strange one. Frank comes on-screen twenty minutes into the picture, taking a family captive and cold-bloodedly killing a Secret Service agent, and he’s the center of attention the rest of the way. As was the case with his first full-length role, in 1943’s Higher and Higher, you can’t stop looking at him—except that a decade later, his face has changed dramatically.

At thirty-eight, Sinatra was still a striking physical presence. He might have been approaching middle age, but he didn’t seem to have gained an ounce since his teen-idol days: on-screen, his waist, in high-topped pleated pants, is almost alarmingly narrow; his butt is nonexistent. Suddenly’s cinematographer, Charles G. Clarke, often shot Frank in tight, unnerving close-ups and amazingly frequently on his bad side—the left side of his face, the side deformed around the ear and neck by a forceps delivery at birth and a childhood mastoid operation.

[image: image]

Creepily effective as a presidential assassin in 1954’s Suddenly. At thirty-eight, Sinatra was still a striking physical presence, his features cleanly sculpted, his eyes avid and riveting.

But his features are cleanly sculpted, his eyes avid and riveting: this is now a mature face, one in which liquor and cigarettes and heartbreak have made deep inroads. And fame. It’s impossible not to notice that this would-be presidential assassin looks fresh from poolside in Palm Springs: he has a deep tan and a sleek, self-pleased aspect that a contract killer’s backstory doesn’t quite account for.

The sleekness—Frank’s bad side notwithstanding—infuses his performance. Unlike, say, Richard Widmark in his noir roles or Humphrey Bogart in The Desperate Hours, Sinatra’s psycho killer doesn’t quite have the look of a man who can’t help himself. He widens his eyes arrestingly when he threatens to slit the little boy’s throat, then slaps him down; he introspects convincingly when he reflects on how his wartime combat experience made him a murderer (a theme that will be revisited, hauntingly, in The Manchurian Candidate). It’s a solid, unsettling turn. Nevertheless, it feels controlled, tightly wound. There’s never the sense that this guy might really go off the rails—the way the real-life Frank was wont to from time to time.

Burt Lancaster, Sinatra’s co-star in From Here to Eternity, recalled that Frank’s performance in that film displayed a fervor, an anger, and a bitterness that had as much to do with Frank’s personal and professional travails in the preceding years as with the character of Maggio. “You knew this was a raging little man who was, at the same time, a good human being,” Lancaster said.

You also sensed that these real-life factors heavily influenced the members of the academy to give him the Best Supporting Actor Oscar.

With Suddenly, Frank was suddenly in new territory. As Tom Santopietro writes in Sinatra in Hollywood, the movie “marked the start of Sinatra’s dramatic career on film as a leading man; there was no Lancaster or Montgomery Clift in sight now. This was the Frank Sinatra show, pure and simple, a feature film that turned into a one-man showcase the second he appeared onscreen.”

Now he had power, and power meant control. He didn’t have to kiss up to anyone anymore. His role in From Here to Eternity had been the first and last in which Frank let himself be so emotionally naked. From Suddenly on, he would be an actor, acting—sometimes compellingly (how compellingly was almost always a function of how much he respected the director) and sometimes just going through the motions. With this movie, Sinatra had a point to prove, and he proved it: he was now a movie star as well as a recording star.


2
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Then we have Frank Sinatra. And Frank, who was in Young at Heart, he and I always got along beautifully. He was very protective, you know, and really dear to me. But he was late. Every day … Everyone was ready at 9:00 and we would maybe shoot at 11:00, and the studio was not too happy about that. Nobody knew what the problem was, but he was always late, which was not very professional … I’m a great admirer of his talents, but he does do things like that … He’s like a bad kid. He seems to enjoy keeping people waiting and things, which is not very attractive and annoys an awful lot of people. It’s the bad boy. It was a little bit of a macho image that I think he was putting across. But other than that, I really liked him very much, and still do, of course.

—DORIS DAY, RADIO INTERVIEW





Doris Day’s words, dripping with ambivalence about her co-star in Warner Bros.’ 1954 musical melodrama Young at Heart, remind us that human beings are complicated creatures and that no human was more complicated than Frank Sinatra. In the comeback year of 1954, as Frank regathered the vast power he’d lost, he also achieved new heights of arrogance. There was Sinatra, and then there was everybody else. He knew it, and the world knew it.

Doris Day had first gotten to know Sinatra when they worked together in 1947 on Your Hit Parade. In her autobiography, she recalled that when Frank’s fortunes had dipped and he was working the nightclubs, her husband, Martin Melcher, urged her to show her support by going to the Cocoanut Grove to hear him sing. “The Cocoanut Grove was a cavernous place,” Day recalled, “and when it was only a third filled, as it was that evening, it had a melancholy air. Frank’s voice had changed. He wasn’t singing the way he had sung before or the way he sings now. He seemed uncertain …

“Frank came over to our table and sat with Marty and me for a while and had a drink. He knew he wasn’t singing the way he wanted to. Of course, we didn’t talk about that, but he seemed a little embarrassed. About the small turnout, too.”

Sinatra had bounced back, but American popular music was still hip-deep in schlock in 1954, with hits like “Sh-Boom” by the Crew-Cuts, Archie Bleyer’s “Hernando’s Hideaway,” the Four Aces’ “Three Coins in the Fountain,” and Eddie Fisher’s “Oh! My Papa” blaring from the nation’s radios and jukeboxes. And Mitch Miller was still going strong at Columbia, still forcing great singers into recording mediocre material that, in the coercively conservative climate of the times, turned into popular hits. The bouncy, negligible R&B number “Make Love to Me,” foisted by Miller on the sublime balladeer Jo Stafford, hit number 1 that year, as did “This Ole House,” the hoedown-style monstrosity that he inflicted on Rosemary Clooney.

No one was telling Frank what to record at Capitol. Among the thirty-seven singles, soundtrack tunes, and album numbers he laid down in 1954, there were some interesting missteps, but they were his missteps. And Sinatra and Riddle were mostly making genius together. Especially on the albums. Continuing the prescient model he had initiated at Columbia with 1946’s Voice of Frank Sinatra, Frank organized each of his Capitol compilations around a specific mood or mode: downbeat or upbeat, ballads or swingers. The term “concept album” wouldn’t be coined until much later, but Sinatra invented the idea, and Riddle helped him perfect it. More than ever, he was far more than just a singer: he was an artist shaping his medium.

At the same time, there was always the dark undertow—the inner voices that told him that underneath it all he was nothing and nobody, a little street guinea from Hoboken. The furies that would frequently blind him when his vulnerabilities were touched. The terrible impatience—with the incompetence and stupidity that were so rife in the world, with things he needed to happen instantaneously, and so rarely did. The realization that he was like nobody else and therefore destined to be alone. His terrors: of aloneness itself; of sleep, the cousin to death. And always, always, the vast and ravening appetites.

When all these things are taken together, is it any wonder that he often showed up on the Burbank soundstage for Young at Heart two or three or four hours later than anyone else?
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The director was an amiable hack named Gordon Douglas, whose chief claim to fame was shooting the Our Gang comedies for Hal Roach in the 1930s.* The production was overseen by Martin Melcher—a man who, despite his kindness toward Sinatra just a couple of years earlier (or perhaps because of it), almost instantly incurred Frank’s wrath, apparently by trying to persuade him to sing inferior songs in the movie, songs to which Melcher controlled the publishing rights. Sinatra had him banned from the set. (The fatwa was enforced by Jack Warner himself.) Next to go was the Academy Award–winning cinematographer Charles Lang, a perfectionist who took forever with his lighting setups. “Of course Frank had no right to do what he did,” Day writes, “but when a picture is in production with all of its overhead in operation, there is no right or wrong; there is only that old devil, expediency.”

Sinatra would never in a million years have pulled such stunts with From Here to Eternity’s director, Fred Zinnemann. Not only had he been hungry and powerless then; he’d had great respect for Zinnemann, as well as his co-star Montgomery Clift.

But that had been a very different time. Frank knew that selling records was all well and good, but being a movie star would give him a worldwide presence second to none. (Not to mention a financial hedge against poor record sales.)

Sinatra knew he had acting talent and screen presence but was also wise enough to know where his main gifts lay. He had never taken an acting lesson; he had come to the craft when he was close to thirty. He was insecure the moment he walked onto a movie set. Everything took too long—much too long—and there were far too many variables: lighting, direction, co-stars, and eventually editing. In a recording studio, he was boss. On a movie set he was just talent, and knowing that led to self-doubt, which was usually followed by an explosion.

He could be set off in a recording studio, too, but between his fanatical preparation—which included everything from choosing the material to making sure he had the best arranger and musicians possible—and his control over the whole process, there were far fewer grounds for insecurity. He could be impatient in a recording studio but was also known to do twenty or thirty takes of a song (some of them, admittedly, partial takes) in order to get it just right.

Making movies, he had long had a deserved reputation as One-Take Charlie. But as with so many things about Sinatra, this cut two ways. It wasn’t just his impatience and insecurity that made him work like this but the realization that his best and freshest acting would come in the first (or sometimes the second) take. “People think that because he would shoot only one or two takes he didn’t take it seriously, but that wasn’t the case at all,” Frank’s friend Robert Wagner wrote.



Spencer Tracy didn’t like a lot of takes either, and nobody thought he was casual about the work. Frank was very conscious of his lack of training; he was never sure that he would be able to reproduce an effect more than once or twice because he had to rely on emotion more than craft. He was very serious about his work; he went over his wardrobe, the look of the film, the dramatic arc. He didn’t just pick up a script, look at it, and shoot it. He prepared.





This would be less the case in the latter part of Sinatra’s movie career. But in the mid- and late 1950s, the years just after Eternity and a few years past, he was still serious about reestablishing himself at the top of show business, which meant appearing to best effect in the movies he made. In this light, his expulsions of Melcher and Lang make perfect sense: Frank could only do good work if the conditions felt ideal to him. Powerless to some extent, he exerted his power in the only way he could, and it wasn’t pretty. But the result was good work.

His character in Young at Heart was Barney Sloan, a moody, self-pitying, indeterminately ethnic musical arranger (it turns out he’s an Italian-American who changed his name, as Frank in real life had once refused to) who finds himself plopped down amid a Waspy, musical Connecticut family with three blond daughters—played by Day, Dorothy Malone, and Elisabeth Fraser. Barney might be the glummest character Sinatra ever played, but he’s far from the least interesting. With his pitiful backstory (orphaned as a child, deprived in the Depression, wounded in the war), he’s all pouts and frowns, sitting at the piano with a cigarette hanging from that voluptuous lower lip while his unseen fingers form gorgeous, moody chords (Bill Miller did the actual playing); he never smiles, let alone utters a kind word, until the preternaturally cheery Laurie Tuttle (Day) starts to work her magic on him.

And magic it is. At thirty-two, Doris Day was a huge star (she had top billing on the film) and for good reason. As a singer, she’d broken out in 1945 with her recording of “Sentimental Journey” for Les Brown and His Band of Renown; as a movie actress, she’d been in the Box Office Top 10 since 1951. The year before Young at Heart, she’d scored the full parlay, starring in Calamity Jane and notching a number 1 record with a song from the picture, “Secret Love.” And she wasn’t just a movie and recording star but a full-fledged sex goddess, whose long legs and curvaceous figure, freckles and turned-up nose and thousand-watt smile, had stirred the loins of a million men, including the troops in Korea, who voted her their Favorite Star of 1950, and the young John Updike, who would obsess over her in poetry and prose for the rest of his life. Day was the stealth counterpart to Marilyn Monroe: her all-American features, bobbed blond hair, and sunny forthrightness made her look like a farm girl but hinted at an excellent roll in the hay.

She and Sinatra have a strange chemistry in Young at Heart, or rather lack thereof: they seem to be working on two separate planes. He sings, quite wonderfully, standards like the Gershwins’ “Someone to Watch over Me,” Cole Porter’s “Just One of Those Things,” and Mercer and Arlen’s “One for My Baby”; she wastes her wonderful voice on nonentities like “Ready, Willing, and Able,” “Hold Me in Your Arms,” and “There’s a Rising Moon.” (Songs to which, no doubt, Marty Melcher controlled the publishing rights.) Frank looks middle-aged; Doris looks fresh as a daisy. He mopes; she grins, showing that enchantingly angled front tooth. And the more Barney mopes, the more Laurie sets her jaw and takes him on as a project, until—you guessed it.

In reality, Day’s life story was far more like Barney’s than Laurie’s: a car wreck as a teenager that almost left her crippled; two bad marriages behind her and one in process; abiding panic attacks, depressions, and hatred of much about the movie business. Young at Heart was her last movie on a seven-year contract with Warner Bros., and she was itching to escape what she called “peonage.” And in his own tortuous way, Frank seems to have felt a real affection and respect for her. Their characters in the picture might not have matched up, but he tried hard—one guesses for her sake as much as his own—to make his characterization work, and it did.

He also showed the unique brand of courtliness he would always extend to women he considered ladies (those he suspected of being otherwise got very different treatment). During the shoot, Ethel Barrymore, the grande dame of the American theater who played Laurie Tuttle’s spinster aunt, celebrated her seventy-fifth birthday, and Frank threw her a surprise party on the set. “She was very touched,” Day recalled.



Sinatra proposed a toast to her and she kissed him on the cheek. I knew that it was entirely possible that this might be her last birthday, and my emotions being what they are, my eyes filled with tears …

“Hey!” somebody called out. “Doris needs a Kleenex!”

From across the set, someone threw a box of Kleenex to me. I didn’t see it coming and the box struck me in the forehead. It stung a little and I gasped, more in surprise than pain. Frank sprang at the man who had flipped the box at me and grabbed the front of his shirt, pulling the fabric up tight under his chin.

“Don’t you ever do that!” he shouted at the man. “You don’t throw things at a lady, you understand?”

“It’s all right, Frank,” I said. “I’m not hurt—”

“That’s beside the point! You bring the box, you creep, and you offer a Kleenex—you got that? You offer a Kleenex!”

Frank let the man go and came over to me to be sure that I was all right. Often, over the years, whenever I pulled a Kleenex out of a box, I thought of Frank.





In all probability, the grip or gaffer who tossed the Kleenex box could have broken the five-foot-seven, 130-something-pound Sinatra in two like a stick—had the man not felt in the wrong, and had he not been surrounded by people far above him in the moviemaking hierarchy, and had his assailant not been the star of the show, who was, after all, Frank Sinatra. Or, more accurately, was Frank Sinatra again. For a couple of years, Sinatra had barely been himself. Now he was getting even bigger than the larger-than-life he already was. That was more than one man’s shirtfront he was holding.
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“I have never seen Frank in such form,” Louella Parsons had written in July of Sinatra’s June show at the Sands. “He sings and sings and sings, and jokes and jokes. Frank has gotten Ava completely out of his system, which now I’m sure of, after seeing how gay he is and apparently carefree.”

The overbearing Hearst gossip columnist was fond of issuing chirpy, authoritative pronouncements about Sinatra, as a way of trying both to rein him in and to assert her own power, and now and then she was even right. But she’d written these words around the same time that Frank made the long, fruitless trek from Vegas to Lake Tahoe to try to woo his wife back. And for someone as resolutely assertive as Parsons, “apparently carefree” had a dangerously hedged look about it.

Something in Frank was bubbling ominously that fall. Perhaps he was feeling anxious about the not-so-distant horizon of middle age or the growing certainty that Ava wasn’t coming back to him. Jule Styne, unable to abide his housemate’s middle-of-the-night obsessing over his lost love, moved out in September. And the gossip columns, as they loved to, piled on. “Nancy Sinatra insists there’s no chance of a reconciliation after Ava sheds the warbler in Nevada,” one reported in August.

He was largely without Riddle that autumn, too. After a September 23 session in which Frank recorded a “Someone to Watch over Me” of aching tenderness and two other tunes of aching banality—the tootling, Pied Pipers–backed “Don’t Change Your Mind About Me” and Mack Gordon and Jimmy Van Heusen’s gloppy Young at Heart duet for Day and Sinatra, “You, My Love”—he and Nelson barely saw each other for the rest of the year.

As always, Sinatra’s soul was divided. On the one hand, he must have realized how good—how great—Riddle was; at the same time, it was as though Frank couldn’t bear to settle into a committed relationship. And then there was his frantic schedule: throughout October and November, he was shooting another movie, a melodrama called Not as a Stranger, and in November and December he recorded the soundtrack songs for a planned (but never produced) animated feature of the Broadway hit Finian’s Rainbow. Lyn Murray, who’d arranged the vocals on Broadway, did all the conducting and most of the orchestrating, though Nelson dropped in to write the charts for two numbers, “Necessity” and “That Great Come-and-Get-It Day.”

Finian, a fascinating failure, was a victim of the corrosive political climate. The Broadway production, lauded as a classic, had a great score by Yip Harburg and Burton Lane; it had run all through 1947 and most of 1948. Six years later, the prospect of an animated adaptation generated great excitement. The producers raised $300,000 and recruited a stunning array of musical talent, including, besides Sinatra, Ella Logan (who starred in the original show), Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, and the Jazz All-Stars (Oscar Peterson, Red Norvo, Herb Ellis, and Ray Brown, among others). But after the entire soundtrack had been recorded, the whole project fell apart when Harburg, an avowed leftist, and the director and chief animator, John Hubley, both refused to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee and Chemical Bank withdrew the rest of the financing.

The songs are a tantalizing hint of what might have been. Particularly fine are the delightful “If This Isn’t Love,” on which Sinatra duets with Ella Logan, backed by a children’s chorus; the great “Old Devil Moon,” with Frank, Logan, and the Jazz All-Stars; and “Necessity,” a gorgeous duet between Fitzgerald and Frank, backed by the Oscar Peterson Trio. (It must be said that “Ad-Lib Blues,” a scat duet between Sinatra and Armstrong, reminds us how great a scat singer Satchmo was and how great Frank was at … other things.)

Sinatra’s patent joy at performing superb material with great musicians shows what a refuge music was for him. A movie set where he was marking time, on the other hand, was a different matter entirely.

Not as a Stranger, Morton Thompson’s multipage novel about the turbulent lives and loves of young interns, was a huge best seller in 1954 and therefore a natural to be adapted for the movies. But unlike that other popular doorstop, From Here to Eternity, Thompson’s book lacked both literary quality and historical resonance; it was merely a sexy melodrama and an odd choice as the first directing assignment for the successful young producer Stanley Kramer, who had a strong social conscience and an eye for good material. Kramer, who’d produced The Men, Cyrano de Bergerac, Death of a Salesman, High Noon, The Wild One, and The Caine Mutiny, all before turning forty, was a sharply intelligent, unapologetically earnest filmmaker. Unfortunately, as Robert Mitchum’s biographer Lee Server writes, “Kramer had unwittingly loaded the picture with a number of Hollywood’s most ferocious drinkers”—among them Mitchum, Broderick Crawford, Lee Marvin, Lon Chaney Jr., Myron McCormick, and, still in the apprentice phase but transitioning into the master category, Frank Sinatra. “It wasn’t a cast so much as a brewery,” recalled Mitchum, who became a good friend and drinking buddy of Frank’s on the picture.

And with Kramer at the helm, the stage was set for mayhem. Server writes,



The tippling would begin early, and by late afternoon the sets at the California Studios would become a full-blown bacchanal. Fights, with fists and food, erupted at a moment’s notice …

One day Broderick Crawford went berserk. The scrawny but fearless Frank Sinatra enjoyed needling the huge, powerful Crawford, likening the actor to the retarded character, Lenny, in Of Mice and Men … Crawford … took all the needling he could stand one day and attacked Sinatra, holding him down, tearing off his hairpiece, and … eating it.





Probably not literally true. But a great story nonetheless, and indicative of the disorder that had taken over the shoot.

In between the bedlam, a movie somehow got made—more’s the pity. With its strangely flat black-and-white cinematography and ham-handed direction, Not as a Stranger looks and plays like an excruciatingly long TV melodrama. Oddly, Sinatra, whose wisecracking (and, indeed, lushly bewigged) intern Al Boone carries a slight echo of From Here to Eternity’s private Maggio, is the liveliest thing in the picture—although he disappears for most of the film’s second half to make way for an uninteresting triangle between Mitchum, an achingly earnest Olivia de Havilland, and Gloria Grahame as the rich bitch who breaks them up.

If Not as a Stranger was an odd choice for Stanley Kramer, it was no less odd for the third-billed Sinatra. “Why did Frank Sinatra bother to make this movie?” Tom Santopietro asks. “Did he simply want to keep working continuously on A-list productions in order to build upon the success of From Here to Eternity and Young at Heart? Was it his well-known fear of being bored?”

Yes and yes are the answers, but the third and overarching answer is that he still wasn’t as big a star in the movies as he was in popular music. He had yet to prove he could carry a big film. (He’d won critical raves for Suddenly, by no means a big film, but the picture had died at the box office.)

In the midst of a career comeback, momentum was everything. He couldn’t afford to sit around and wait for the perfect movie role to pop up.

And momentum meant visibility. In December, Frank won Billboard’s disc jockey poll for best single of the year, “Young at Heart,” and best LP, Swing Easy! Down Beat and Metronome both named him the top male vocalist of 1954. To trumpet these honors and to boast about the movies he had in release (Suddenly; Young at Heart), in production (Not as a Stranger), and slated to start shooting soon (Guys and Dolls), he placed a full-page advertisement in Billboard, signing the ad “Busy, busy, busy—Frank.”

He wasn’t exactly whistling in the dark, but he remembered all too clearly what not-busy felt like. He remembered the demons to which idleness had introduced him. And even in the midst of bustle, idleness lurked, like death in Arcadia. Especially on a movie set. Especially on Not as a Stranger.

On Friday night, November 5, midway through the shoot, Frank and Lee Marvin went to a Hollywood restaurant to join Robert Mitchum and the film’s co-screenwriter Edward Anhalt for dinner. The Villa Capri, just a few blocks from Capitol Records, was a dark, smoky, noisy Italian bistro with straw-bottomed wine flasks hanging from the ceiling; it was run by Patsy D’Amore, who had introduced pizza to Hollywood in the late 1930s and was a great fan of Sinatra’s. By the mid-1950s, the restaurant had become a kind of clubhouse for Frank, who had a special booth in the back. Joe DiMaggio, another regular, was sitting at the bar that night, looking as though he had lost his best friend.

In fact, the Yankee Clipper was newly separated from Marilyn Monroe—their initial divorce hearing had been at the end of October—and he was as miserable about it as she apparently was not. A great deal of DiMaggio’s unhappiness had to do with public humiliation: he was a retired superstar, his great deeds behind him, and he was just as famous in 1954 for having married the hottest actress in the movies as for his erstwhile athletic achievements. And as a proud, old-fashioned, and furiously private Italian-American male, he suffered at the world’s perception that he was unable to control his mercurial and highly sensitive wife, who had never met a camera she didn’t like.

After the initial sexual thrill, the marriage had been hollow from the beginning. DiMaggio seemed to want a woman who would have babies and stay busy in the kitchen; had he spoken to Marilyn about this? He was distant, uncommunicative, and pathologically possessive; hating her Hollywood friends, he tried to keep her cloistered. At times, he roughed her up. Worse, once the passion wore off, he bored her deeply: soon after the honeymoon (much of which she spent entertaining the troops in Korea while Joe cooled his heels in Tokyo), she announced to a dumbfounded friend that she planned to marry the playwright Arthur Miller.

And then there was the last straw, the famous skirt-blowing scene in Billy Wilder’s Seven Year Itch. The scene, shot in midtown Manhattan in full view of a gaping public and press contingent, revealed Monroe’s crotch, in filmy white panties, to the world. DiMaggio beat her up in their hotel room that night; she had to have powder applied to the bruises on her shoulders when she played her scenes the next day.

Now Joe was moping around Hollywood, trying to drown his sorrow. When Sinatra and Mitchum approached him and asked if he wanted to join them, DiMag was reluctant at first, but after gentle pressure from Frank—he and Joe were old pals from Toots Shor’s joint in New York—and several more drinks all around, DiMaggio admitted he was desperate to find Marilyn but that she was giving him the slip. “A lot of drinks later,” Lee Server writes,



DiMaggio went off to the men’s room and Sinatra said, “You know, we ought to do something for him. He really is in terrible shape. We got to help him get to Marilyn.”

“But she’s hiding out,” somebody said.

Frank said, “I know where she is. We’ll go over there and we’ll tell her that she’s got to talk to him.”





From here on, accounts vary. Widely. Server had the advantage of interviewing Edward Anhalt, a direct participant in the evening’s activities, but between the volume of alcohol consumed on that night and the number of years that had passed since 1954, it’s safe to assume that elements of myth might have crept into his account.

Anhalt claimed that Frank knew where Monroe was because “he was balling Marilyn himself, but we didn’t think of that at the time.” DiMaggio’s biographer Richard Ben Cramer never mentions this theory. Instead, he says that Barney Ruditsky, a detective he claims was working for Sinatra,



had a man keeping tabs on Marilyn as a favor from Sinat [his old Toots Shor’s nickname] to DiMag … If there was one man in the country who understood DiMaggio—understood what it was to be a Dago poor-boy who was (all of a sudden, the very next day) the toast of the nation and the target of a million eyes—that was Sinatra. Frank also understood how it was with Joe and broads. Frank had his own too similar troubles with Ava Gardner.





Sometime that evening, Ruditsky’s man contacted Ruditsky, who phoned (or was phoned by) either Sinatra or DiMaggio.

Barney Ruditsky, a Jew born in England, was a legendarily tough and smart New York City police detective who, among other achievements, had helped bring in Louis “Lepke” Buchalter of Murder Incorporated. After retiring from the NYPD, he moved to L.A., where he opened a nightclub called Sherry’s and a private-detective agency that would become the go-to firm for Hollywood. Unsurprisingly, most of his cases involved unfaithful spouses. Frank appears to have hired Ruditsky as a favor to DiMaggio. Ruditsky’s “man” was a twenty-one-year-old rookie operative named Phil Irwin, who’d been tailing Monroe and on the night in question had spotted her white Cadillac convertible—not a hard car to spot—parked in front of a two-story Tudor-style house on the corner of Waring Avenue and Kilkea Drive, in a quiet middle-class neighborhood in Hollywood.

The house was actually a three-unit apartment, with two entrances on Waring, numbers 8120 and 8122, and one on Kilkea, at number 757. The addresses are key to the story. The building’s landlady, a Mrs. Blasgen, lived at 757 Kilkea; 8120 Waring was occupied by a thirty-seven-year-old legal secretary named Florence Kotz; and the tenant of 8122 Waring was a friend of Marilyn Monroe’s, a young actress named Sheila Stewart.

Sheila Stewart was a beard.

Although Kitty Kelley asserts in His Way that Monroe “was supposedly having a lesbian relationship” with Stewart, a relationship that Sinatra and DiMaggio were hoping to uncover as “evidence to use in the divorce [Marilyn] was seeking from DiMaggio,” Monroe had in fact been granted an uncontested divorce the previous week, and Sheila Stewart had lent her apartment to Marilyn to use for an assignation with her voice teacher, who was not a woman but a man named Hal Schaefer.

Schaefer, twenty-nine, was a gifted jazz pianist, arranger, and composer who had orchestrated the music for the 1953 movie Gentlemen Prefer Blondes and coached Monroe for her celebrated performance in the film of “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.” He was the precise opposite of DiMaggio—handsome but physically slight; an artistic, sensitive young man—and at some point, it’s not clear when, Monroe sought him out as a port in a storm. Schaefer later claimed that the two of them fell deeply in love. He and Marilyn might have been spotted together by Ruditsky or Irwin: one account says that while DiMaggio was dining with Sinatra on the night of November 5, a detective told Joe that if he went to a certain apartment house on Waring Avenue in West Hollywood, he’d find Monroe “in the arms of another man.”

What’s not clear is whether Ruditsky knew the identity of the other man. Nor is it clear what exactly Sinatra and DiMaggio hoped to accomplish when they, along with a sizable group, converged on the Tudor house at the corner of Waring and Kilkea.

The screenwriter Anhalt played the entire episode for laughs when he recounted it to Lee Server many years later. It had all been a drunken escapade, he claimed—a very drunken escapade. The way Sinatra presented it, Anhalt claimed, Monroe just needed to be persuaded to talk to DiMaggio. “This didn’t make a lot of sense at first,” Anhalt said. “But the more we drank, the more it began to seem reasonable. And we got to the point where someone said, ‘What if she won’t open the door?’ And Lee Marvin says, ‘Well, we’ll break it down.’ ”

It was decided that the only man for the job was the oxlike Broderick Crawford, who was drinking at another bar. Crawford was fetched, at which point, Anhalt continued,



We all went back to our cars and drove off to this address Sinatra told us … And we got out. Everybody’s staggering around on the sidewalk trying to stay upright, and we head into the building, Sinatra and his guys, DiMaggio, Mitchum, Lee Marvin, Brod [Crawford], everybody who was there. And I said, “What apartment is she in?” And Frank said, with great authority, “She’s in 3A.” And we all went upstairs, as many as could manage it. And Brod and some other guys leaned on the door and broke it open and went tumbling inside this apartment. And inside was a little old lady who looked nothing like Marilyn Monroe, and she started screaming. So everybody says, “Oh shit! Let’s get outta here!” They’re knocking each other over to get back out through the doorway. And everybody staggered back out on the street and got back into their cars and drove away. Somebody called the police, of course, and they reported it in the papers … and this woman said she had seen all these movie stars come breaking into her apartment, and I think maybe everyone thought she made it up, that she had had an attack of dementia.





Except that the little old lady in question, Ms. Kotz, was all of thirty-seven at the time, and the “building” Anhalt refers to (which had no apartment 3A) was in fact a nice house on a hitherto quiet street. As the Los Angeles Times later reported, Florence Kotz “was fast asleep about 11 p.m. when five or six men suddenly battered down the back door to her apartment, tearing it from its hinges and leaving glass strewn on the floor … A bright flash of light was shone in her eyes and she was confronted with a number of men
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