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Foreword

			I first became aware of Marilyn Monroe on January 5, 1953, when I was just seven years old.

			My stepfather, Fred Karger, was giving a birthday party for my mother, Jane Wyman—her thirty-sixth. It was a big Hollywood party with all their friends from the film industry. So my sister Maureen and I went to William Ruser’s jewelry store on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills to buy a present for Mom.

			Before we even entered the store, I saw what I wanted to buy. In the display window was a gleaming silver serving tray. Printed on the tray was a photo of a beautiful blonde, lying on red satin, as nude as the day she was born.

			She was, of course, Marilyn Monroe.

			I stood on the sidewalk, unable to take my eyes off that hair, those lips, those beautiful eyes, and…everything else.

			“Maureen, wait!” I said as she was about to enter the store. “Look!”

			My sister, who was four years older than I, said, “Look at what?”

			I pointed to the tray in the window. “Let’s get that tray for Mom.”

			“Michael!” she said, horrified. “We can’t give that to Mom!”

			“Why not? It’s pretty!”

			“Forget it, Michael. We’re getting something else.”

			My big sister won out. We ended up buying a sugar bowl, and we had Ruser’s gift wrap it and send it over to the house.

			As we walked away from the jewelry store, I cast a longing glance over my shoulder at the silver platter in the window. The luscious blonde looked back at me from her bed of red satin. I sighed.

			My biggest shock was yet to come.

			That night at the party, Fred and Mom gave me the job of answering the front door and admitting the guests. I’d stand there in my little suit and I’d give my little welcome speech and direct our guests to the party.

			At one point the doorbell rang and I opened the door—and my jaw nearly fell off its hinges. There, on my own front porch, stood that vision of loveliness from the jewelry store window. I could hardly believe my eyes.

			It was Marilyn Monroe in the flesh—but with her clothes on.

			I was in awe. I couldn’t think. I could barely breathe. I forgot my little rehearsed speech.

			People sometimes ask me, “Michael, when did you first know there was a God?” I tell them, “The day I opened the door and found Marilyn Monroe on my doorstep.”

			My stepsister Terry knew Marilyn long before she became a star. Terry’s dad, Fred Karger, dated Marilyn while he was her vocal coach, when Marilyn was an unknown contract player at Columbia Pictures. Fred first brought Marilyn home to meet his family when Terry was only six.

			Marilyn never had a family of her own. She never knew her dad, and her birth mother had been institutionalized when Marilyn was only seven years old. Marilyn lived in foster homes and an orphanage, and she grew up feeling unwanted. When Fred Karger introduced Marilyn to his family, Marilyn adopted Fred’s family as her own. And Fred’s family adopted her and gave her a new name: Maril. When she needed to escape the insanity of fame, when she needed to take off the “Marilyn Monroe” disguise and feel normal and at peace, she took refuge in her adopted family.

			I met Terry on Halloween night 1952. Fred and Marilyn had ended their affair several years earlier, and Fred had been dating my mother, Jane Wyman, for a while. That night, Fred brought Terry over to our house on Beverly Glen Boulevard to go trick-or-treating with Maureen and me. I had my cowboy costume on and I was ready to ring doorbells, but Mom called us all into the den. “Before you go out,” she said, “there’s something I want to tell you.”

			We all filed into the den, including Fred and Terry. Mom turned to Maureen and me and said, “Children, Fred is going to be your new father.” Then she turned to Terry and said, “Terry, I’m going to be your new mother.” That was Mom’s way of announcing that she and Fred were getting married.

			My parents, Jane Wyman and Ronald Reagan, divorced in 1949, and I only got to see Dad every other weekend as it was. When Mom said that Fred was going to be my new parent, I was afraid that Dad wouldn’t be my father anymore. That fear, of course, was unfounded.

			The next day, Saturday, November 1, Maureen, Terry, and I went out to the ranch with Dad. When we got home that night, Mom was gone. I asked Carrie, our housekeeper, where Mom was. She grinned and said, “She’ll be back.”

			Sunday morning, Carrie called Maureen, Terry, and me downstairs and told us to hold out our hands. Then she filled them with rice.

			I said, “What’s this for?”

			Carrie said, “When your mother and Fred get here, throw this rice at them.”

			A few minutes later, Fred and Mom drove up and announced that they had eloped to Santa Barbara. As they entered the house, Carrie signaled us, after which Terry, Maureen, and I pelted them with rice.

			Then Fred asked, “Where’s the toothache medicine?”—meaning, “Where’s the Scotch?”

			Soon after that, Terry moved in, and she was a great stepsister. She went with Maureen and me out to Dad’s ranch, and the three of us had many good times together. Mom’s marriage to Fred didn’t last—they were granted an interlocutory divorce decree in December 1954; their first divorce finalized in 1955. They tried marriage again in 1961 but were re-divorced in 1965.

			Terry and I have remained good friends even after our parents’ two divorces. In fact, because of those divorces, I still kid Terry and call her my “stepsister twice removed.”

			Now, here’s the interesting thing about Terry. You know how some people name-drop to make themselves seem important? Not Terry. She grew up around Hollywood, so she was never impressed by glitz and glamour. The biggest names in Hollywood were nobody special, just friends of her dad.

			After college, Terry became a teacher. Knowing her as I do, I’ll bet no one around her knew that her father was a renowned Hollywood composer who married an Oscar-winning actress, or that Marilyn Monroe used to be her friend and babysitter.

			I’ve told Terry for years that she should write a book about Marilyn. She’d say, “No, Maril was my friend. She was always so sweet to me, and I don’t want anyone to think I’m trying to profit from knowing her.”

			But one day, Terry said, “Michael, I’ve been thinking about your advice. Maybe I should write a book about Maril. She wasn’t like the Marilyn Monroe you always read about. I’d like to write a book about who Maril was behind the image. And I’d like to tell the story of how she adopted my whole family as her own.”

			And now she has written it. As you’re about to discover, it’s a fascinating book.

			This is a tragic story—and a beautiful one. This is not the story of “Marilyn Monroe, Movie Star,” because that Marilyn was a role she played. This is the story about Terry’s Maril, a sweet soul who got lost somewhere on the road to stardom.

			You may think you know Marilyn Monroe’s story. But the real Marilyn was so much more than the image. She was so much more than the nude girl on red satin I saw in a jewelry store window at age seven. And she was so much more than the sensational headlines that announced her death in early August 1962.

			Turn the page and peek behind the image. Meet the Marilyn Monroe the world has never known before.

			Meet Terry Karger’s Maril.

			 

			—Michael Reagan
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			Michael Reagan with his father Ronald Reagan





Introduction

			I see you, Maril—and I can’t believe it. I see you when we first met on that spring day back in 1948, so full of life as you stepped out of Daddy’s car onto the driveway of our West Hollywood home…and I can’t believe the phone conversation he and I found ourselves having this morning after I heard the radio news.

			“Daddy, they’re saying it was suicide. Maril wouldn’t kill herself, would she?”

			“I don’t know, Terry. I really don’t know.”

			“She sounded so happy when I spoke with her a few days ago. She couldn’t wait to return to work.”

			If you were in trouble, Maril, why didn’t you reach out to us, especially to my grandmother? You’ve always told Nana everything, including your fears. Did those fears finally consume you? Or did something else happen last night?

			* * *

			August 5, 1962, was a black day for my family. Twenty-one years old, attending the University of Southern California and residing in an apartment off campus, I was in a state of shock. Six decades later, I still don’t believe Maril took her own life. Yet, having consistently rejected requests to write a book about this sweet, fragile woman—because no words of mine could do her justice—I’ve now changed my mind.

			Few books, you see, have come close to capturing the heart of the Maril I knew. Fewer still have written about her relationship with the Kargers, stretching back to her days as an unknown twenty-one-year-old starlet under contract to Columbia Pictures. So I’m sharing my memories in the hope you’ll catch a glimpse of this wounded, beautiful soul who reached for fame, caught it, and frequently sought refuge from it—before suddenly passing from this world to the next and into our memories.

			Maril and my father, Fred Karger, were in a romantic relationship from early March 1948 until the spring of 1949, but their friendship never went away, and she continued to be a member of our family. Whenever she came to our house, it would be with her hair under a scarf, without lipstick or makeup, enabling her to relax and be herself.

			Whereas the carefully crafted media sensation known as Marilyn Monroe made an indelible impact on our culture, the quiet, shy, mischievous Maril I knew left a deep imprint on my life. That’s the woman I want you to meet: the one who, in many ways, was as innocent as a child—and who loved being around kids. We, in turn, embraced her whenever life proved to be overwhelming. And her upbeat moods were so infectious that, sometimes when my eyes are closed, I can still hear Maril’s laughter.

			Her life, her talent, and her spirit continue to influence the world today. In 2017, the public heard a song Maril recorded with my father in 1948 for the first time in Guillermo del Toro’s motion picture The Shape of Water, which was nominated for thirteen Oscars (del Toro won Oscars for Best Picture and Best Director) at the 90th Academy Awards.

			In late 1948, my father composed a song with producer-screenwriter Alex Gottlieb called “How Wrong Can I Be?” Gottlieb lived in the apartment above the home of my maternal grandmother, Bernice Sacks, just off the Sunset Strip. Daddy wrote the music in Bernice’s kitchen and Alex wrote the lyrics. They asked Marilyn to provide the vocals for the demo record. Daddy sent the demo and sheet music to a music publisher, but the publisher never returned it. The disk and its accompanying sheet music were found in the publisher’s files in 1992.

			On August 16, 1995, the New York Times reported the discovery of the record and described its sound: “Accompanied by a piano and muted trumpet, Monroe delivers the song in a torchy, seductive style with an occasional jazzy inflection… The voice is sultry, a little off-key from time to time, and instantly recognizable. ‘How Wrong Can I Be?’ recorded on a 12-inch acetate disc, was never released.” The label on the disk, said the Times, reads, “Fred Karger at the piano, Manny Klein on the trumpet, vocal by Marilyn Monroe.”

			Biographer Stacy Eubank wrote in her book Holding a Good Thought for Marilyn on page 123 about a discrepancy between the record label and the sheet music: “The music and lyrics were handwritten on three pages of Holograph Musical Manuscript paper. It is interesting that credit is given to Terry Meredith [my first and middle names] and Fred Karger on the sheet music, and not to Fred Karger and Alex Gottlieb, as indicated on the acetate disk. The sheet music had a handwritten note referring to Marilyn: Marilyn Monroe sings this beautiful song in the key of ‘C.’ ”

			After remaining hidden from the public for almost seventy years, it can now be heard by millions of people in The Shape of Water—and that’s just one of the ways Maril continues to touch our hearts and live on in our memories.

			Our Maril never left us—which is why, between these pages, you’ll find not only my recollections but also those of my family members.

			This is a book about a free spirit tortured by a troubled mind. About naiveté wrapped in guile. And about the beauty of mutual love and unconditional friendship.

			Looking back, I don’t like to think about the end. But I love to remember the beginning.





1:

			An Indestructible Drive to Succeed

			It was a beautiful spring day when Marilyn Monroe entered my life.

			Six years old, I lived with Daddy and my grandmother, who we called Nana, at 1312 North Harper Avenue in West Hollywood. It was a large house, with a rolling front lawn, a big backyard, and a long driveway leading to the garage in the back. One day in early March 1948, I was kneeling by the freshly watered flowerbed beside that driveway, dipping my hands into a muddy puddle, when I heard my father’s car stop a few yards behind me.

			“Hi, sweetheart.”

			“Hi, Daddy.”

			Walking around the car, he opened the passenger door and, because of that door, I could only see a lady’s shapely foot and ankle. I couldn’t see her face.

			“Terry, I want you to meet Marilyn.”

			As I jumped up, Daddy’s friend shook my mucky hand while pointing at the mud castle I’d been building in the flowerbed.

			“That’s a pretty house.”

			“It’s a castle.”

			“A pretty castle, then.”

			Giggling, she looked happy to have Daddy slip an arm around her waist as he guided his new twenty-one-year-old girlfriend into the house. And that’s how Marilyn Monroe became a part of my family and my life.

			Right from the start, we were all disarmed by Maril’s sweetness and innocence. To me, she was like an angel—shy and radiant, with luminescent skin and wide blue eyes that exuded both warmth and a sort of cautiousness. Perhaps she had been hurt too many times—even as a six-year-old that was my first impression. She looked scared of meeting people.

			At that time, six of us were living in my grandmother Ann Karger’s large house: Nana, Daddy, Aunt Mary, her children Ben and Anne, and me. So Marilyn had quite a welcoming committee—and she was clearly charmed when Nana opened her arms and gave our guest a motherly hug along with a kiss on the cheek.

			“What can I do to help?” Marilyn asked Nana while clinging to Daddy.

			“Not a thing, Maril dear,” came the reply. “We’ll have dinner on the table in no time.”

			With that, Marilyn Monroe acquired a new name, one that only our family called her. And she also moved into Nana’s guest room for the next three weeks. (Maril would soon move in across the street at 1309 North Harper Avenue with her drama coach, Natasha Lytess.)

			[image: ]

			Marilyn Monroe in 1948 
(From the collection of Terry Karger)

			Before Daddy and Maril met, she’d been a houseguest of actor John Carroll and his wife Lucille Ryman, who ran MGM’s talent department. From there she’d moved into the Hollywood Studio Club, a chaperoned dormitory operated by the YWCA for young women in the movie business. Located at 1215–1233 Lodi Place in the center of Hollywood, it housed many future stars, including Maureen O’Sullivan, Donna Reed, Dorothy Malone, and Kim Novak.

			According to Marilyn biographer Donald Spoto, Lucille Ryman recalled how, when “Fred drove her home after their first date, she directed him not to the Studio Club but to a grimy, flea-infested Hollywood tenement (recently abandoned by another Columbia starlet); this, she said gloomily, was all she could afford.”1

			Maintaining a spartan lifestyle, spending very little money on food, saving most of her funds for the weekly Studio Club rent, Maril hadn’t really lived in that dismal tenement. But she made Daddy think otherwise—and seeing the awful conditions there was what prompted him to invite her to our house for a home-cooked meal. That was the day Maril first shook my muddy hand.

			During the initial three weeks she stayed with us, our family fell in love with her. She helped Nana with household chores, babysat my cousins and me, and drove us on errands. Yet there was one flaw in Maril’s plan: instead of giving the Studio Club notice that she was moving out, she simply stopped showing up, prompting the manager to call Columbia Pictures to find out if she was all right. When Daddy heard about this, he realized he’d been deceived.

			“He said that because I lied about this, he couldn’t trust me with anything,” Maril would recall years later. “He didn’t think I would make a good example to the children in his family. It made me feel pretty rotten.”2

			My father soon forgave Maril, and their romance ended up lasting just over a year. He genuinely cared for her, but her lie may have persuaded him that he shouldn’t marry her.

			The rest of us Kargers only knew Maril was sweet and kind—and that she’d never had a proper family before. So when Daddy entered her life, we accepted her as one of our own while he became her teacher, lover, and in many ways a father figure.

			* * *

			Frederick Maxwell Karger Jr. was a vocal coach, songwriter, composer, and arranger. On March 10, 1948, Columbia boss Harry Cohn called Daddy to inform him he’d be coaching a young actress named Marilyn Monroe who’d just been put under contract. This meant elevating her pleasant but untrained singing voice to sound more professional.
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			Marilyn Monroe with Fred Karger in 1948 
(From the collection of Terry Karger)

			After he’d been doing this for only a short time, Daddy was ordered by Harry to let him hear Maril sing…now.

			“I’m not ready,” she justifiably protested. But, as my father was quick to point out, there was no arguing with the tyrannical studio head.

			“You’ll be fine,” he assured her. “Just relax and do your best.”

			She wasn’t fine. Frightened and shaking while Daddy drove her to the lot near the intersection of Gower Street and Sunset Boulevard, Maril flipped through a manila folder stuffed with Christian Science literature her Aunt Ana Lower had given her. Maybe something in there might help calm her down…until they entered Harry Cohn’s cavernous office.

			“I heard you were a singer,” Cohn boomed, a lit cigar in his mouth. “Let’s see what you can do.”

			The piano was near the door. Harry sat behind his desk at the far end of the room, and after Daddy gave Maril a quick word of encouragement, he played the piano intro while she put down the folder and began to sing.

			“Louder!” the mogul barked, prompting Daddy and Maril to stop and start again.

			Listening intently for a few bars, Harry then moved closer—inadvertently brushing the manila folder and scattering Christian Science literature all around his feet. So, picking up the papers, he placed them back in the folder—before holding it above his head once Maril had finished singing.

			“Do you believe in Christian Science, Miss Monroe?”

			“I do.”

			“That’s good. Keep working with Freddie. He’ll make a singer out of you.”

			A few days later, producer Harry Romm informed Daddy he needed a supporting actress for Ladies of the Chorus, a musical that would soon go into production. Daddy recommended Maril.

			Both he and Columbia’s head drama coach, Natasha Lytess, told Maril it could be her breakout role. And although she’d soon earn a reputation for arriving late on set (or not showing up at all), Maril was completely punctual when filming Ladies of the Chorus, worked hard on her acting and singing, and delivered beautiful performances of two numbers, “Anyone Can See I Love You” and “Every Baby Needs a Da-Da-Daddy.”

			This, she hoped, would secure the renewal of her six-month contract with Columbia. But it didn’t—probably because she’d made an enemy of Harry Cohn.

			Sometime in mid-1948, Harry invited Maril to join him on his yacht for a trip to Catalina. Subtlety was not his forte—the “invitation” had the tone of an order, backed by a threat. So Maril politely refused, leaving Harry red-faced and furious when she managed to avoid the casting couch and slip out of his office.

			“An executive tried to get me to go out on his yacht,” she’d recall years later. “When I turned him down—well, we had a battle and I was fired.”3

			Ladies of the Chorus was the first and only picture Maril made for Columbia.

			Beforehand, she’d spent two years as a contract player at Twentieth Century-Fox. There, in 1946, studio exec Ben Lyon convinced her to undergo a change of name from that on her birth certificate—Norma Jeane Mortenson; she sometimes went by Norma Jeane Baker—to one starting with Marilyn, after 1920s Broadway star Marilyn Miller. She then added her mother’s maiden name, Monroe. (Ironically, Marilyn Monroe would later become Marilyn Miller after marrying Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright Arthur Miller.)

			By the time Marilyn signed with Columbia Pictures, she had been divorced for a year and a half from Jim Dougherty, the former merchant marine she’d married at age sixteen. Meanwhile, my father was separated from my mother, Patti Sacks Karger; their divorce would be finalized in August of ’48.

			Daddy was handsome, elegant, and eleven years older than Marilyn, who fell deeply, wildly in love with him. They began their affair within days of first meeting.

			When Columbia dropped Maril on September 8, she was hurt and her confidence was shaken. She thought she’d performed well in Ladies of the Chorus, so the loss of her contract stirred up old feelings of rejection and abandonment. Initially, these stemmed from the absence of her father—Charles Stanley Gifford, a work colleague of her mom, Gladys Baker, at Consolidated Film Industries. Then, when Norma Jeane was seven years old, Gladys suffered a breakdown that sent her to a mental health facility—and made her daughter a ward of the state.
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			Patti and Freddie Karger in the early 1940s (From the collection of Terry Karger)

			Gladys’s friend Grace McKee Goddard was subsequently appointed Norma Jeane’s guardian. The two women had met at Consolidated Film Industries; later they’d both work at Columbia Pictures—Gladys as a film cutter, Grace as a librarian. Yet the child still ended up living in a variety of foster homes (including Grace and Doc Goddard’s) and, from age nine to eleven, at Hollywood’s Los Angeles Orphans Home.

			During those years, Norma Jeane became withdrawn and acquired a stutter that afflicted her as an adult whenever she felt highly stressed or insecure. The trauma of being passed from one foster home to another convinced the young girl that no one loved or wanted her.

			In a rare 1950 interview, she described the emotional scars of her childhood:

			“Do you know what it means to be a ‘nobody’? You have no mother or father to love and care for you… If you fall and bruise your knees, or have a nightmare and wake up terrorized in the black of night, or are frightened by imaginary ghosts or monsters, or some cruel child makes fun of your clothes and shames you in front of everybody—you have no one to go to for comfort and assurance.

			“That’s a pretty dreadful thing for a child. It means you’re not wanted. You’re completely alone… The other thing I had was my dream. This was the most important. Because I was a very insecure little girl who cherished a very big and beautiful dream—a lonely kind of dream because no one paid the slightest attention to it.”
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			1935 print sepia photograph of Marilyn Monroe (then Norma Jeane Mortenson) 
(From the collection of Harvey and Elsie Giffen) (The Broadway-Hollywood/Hollywood, California)

			Norma Jeane was eight years old when her acting in a skit was described by a teacher as “one of the best performances I’ve ever seen in this school.” At that moment, Norma Jeane realized that acting before an audience could generate the attention and approval she craved.

			“I remember how proud I felt,” Maril would recall. “It was strange and terribly exciting to know that somebody had noticed me, somebody cared about me. I was important. For the first time in my life, I mattered. I decided then and there to become an actress when I grew up…I learned to shut myself off in a private world of my own, where it was safe …

			“When I was onstage I felt like an altogether different person. All my shyness and inferiority dropped from me like a cloak to the floor…I took the part of a prince disguised as a beggar who rescued the princess and lived happily ever after. I loved every minute of it, and I was so absorbed in my role.”

			According to Maril, the realization she wanted to be an actress “brought meaning and joy” into her life.

			At age thirteen, she went to live with Grace Goddard’s aunt, Ana Atchinson Lower, and commenced the happiest, most stable time of her childhood. A devout Christian Science practitioner, Aunt Ana took Norma Jeane to her church every Sunday—and told the child that she too had once dreamed of an acting career.

			“I knew there was something special about you,” Ana confided. “You’re the daughter I always wanted… Your desire to become an actress only makes you dearer to me.”

			Whenever Norma Jeane became discouraged pursuing her dream, Aunt Ana would tell her, “Don’t be so pessimistic. You never can tell what might happen.”

			The child finally felt like she belonged to someone.

			“Here, at least, was someone who wanted me, someone who to me was a very beautiful person,” she’d recall. “What a rush of gratitude and love swept over me when I found myself able to confess to her my deep, secret yearning to become an actress. It was like coming out of a dungeon into lovely sunshine.”4
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			When Aunt Ana Lower was younger, she once shared Norma Jeane’s dream to become an actress

			Ana Lower transformed Norma Jeane’s life. And even though the teenager had to live with the Goddards when her sixty-something aunt developed high blood pressure and a heart condition, Ana and Norma Jeane continued their mother-daughter relationship through phone calls, letters, and visits.

			Norma Jeane was fifteen when Doc Goddard’s company transferred him to West Virginia. Because California wouldn’t allow the Goddards to take their foster child out of state, Grace could no longer act as her guardian and the girl would have to go back to the orphanage—a prospect that terrified Norma Jeane. So Grace arranged a marriage between the teen and twenty-one-year-old neighbor Jim Dougherty, who’d been driving her home from school for almost two years.

			Norma Jeane had a crush on Jim, and on June 19, 1942, a little more than two weeks after she turned sixteen, they were married. Thereafter, especially when Jim went to sea as a merchant marine, Norma Jeane frequently turned to Aunt Ana for advice and emotional support.

			In 1945, as an officer in the US Army’s First Motion Picture Unit, Ronald Reagan directed David Conover to take photographs of women at Radioplane, including Marilyn Monroe (then Norma Jeane Dougherty), who happened to be working there at the time right before the genesis of her career.

			Then, following Norma Jeane’s divorce from Jim in 1946, her change of name, and her securing of bit parts in a couple of Twentieth Century-Fox movies, Ana Lower became Marilyn Monroe’s first and biggest fan.

			On March 14, 1948—just four days after Maril was signed by Columbia Pictures—Ana died at age sixty-eight. The fledgling actress was devastated; Aunt Ana had cared for her, believed in her, and encouraged her dreams. Now she was gone, and Maril was alone again…until a few days later when my father brought her home to meet his mother.

			Nana helped fill the void created by Ana Lower’s death. Maril could always turn to her for a sympathetic ear, a shoulder to cry on, and a heart full of wisdom and love. My grandmother became the orphan’s mother for the rest of Maril’s life.

			* * *

			Marilyn Monroe was driven to succeed, and I can reveal, from what I observed, absolutely nothing was going to stop her—not Harry Cohn, not anything. Yes, she cried after a setback and felt wounded for a short time, but she was a lovely, warm, indestructible hurricane of positive energy, and she was going to take everybody along for the ride, whether they liked it or not.
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