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Ava

Some who knew their old movies said it was all just like the one of hers with the funeral at the beginning and the end and the blue-gray clouds and the black umbrellas and the mourners in the rain.

Sunset Memorial Park lay at the western edge of Smithfield in a small, flat expanse of trimmed lawn and looping drive open to the main street below and to the surrounding houses and mobile homes. An assembly of five hundred or so stood silently in the rain—local people and old acquaintances and fans and the ones who had read about it in their morning news and come out to have a look.

There were people who had known her long ago but not since who remembered her with proprietary fondness, and there were others who had known her only on the big screen or on the late show on TV but were pleased and proud that she had come home to her birthplace after so long a time away. There were some in the crowd who were there in the hope of seeing a celebrated face or two, one or another of the famous woman’s famous friends. A stretch limousine had rolled up the gravel driveway and stopped close by the grave and no one had come out and people had looked through the smoked glass windows, eager to know who was inside. (It was a hairdresser from Raleigh.)

At the grave site those who could claim more direct ties to the deceased sat on folding chairs within a roped-off enclosure, randomly protected from the weather by a leaking black canopy. In the front row was sister Myra with her children and their kin, and among them a stranger to Smithfield, the raven-haired South American woman who had come with the body from another country far away, now sitting with head bowed and weeping without pause. Great bundles of red and pink roses and tulips surrounded the cherrywood casket. The largest and most extravagant of the floral arrangements had been ordered from a local flower shop by a former husband of the dead woman; the check that came from California carried the signature of the man himself, and the florist would regret not keeping it as a souvenir, but it had been a very large order and a very big check.

Presiding at the grave was the Reverend Francis Bradshaw of the nearby Centenary United Methodist Church. He had not known the deceased personally (she had not lived in Smithfield for nearly fifty years), but he was a friend of her family, and it was to their world that she had now returned. The eulogy was brief—for a woman about whom a few million words had been written in her lifetime. She was authentic, genuine, said the Reverend Bradshaw, but no saint. She was who she was. In the movie there had been more to go on. It was Humphrey Bogart then remembering a dead star as he stood in the rainy Italian cemetery, with the good lines by Joe Mankiewicz, the lighting by Jack Cardiff, and the color by Technicolor.



She was who she was: Ava Gardner. Actress, love goddess. Resident of London, Madrid, Hollywood, and Grabt own. She liked jazz and driving too fast and nights that went on forever. She loved gin and dogs and four- letter words and Frank Sinatra. Once upon a time she was thought to be the most beautiful woman in the world. She had luminescent white skin, eyes like Andean emeralds, eminent cheekbones, a wide, sensuous crescent mouth, a sleek, strong body that moved with a feline insolence, and a dancer’s grace. She played temptresses, adventurers, restless women, in the movies and in private life. On the silver screen she conveyed a powerful image of dark desirability. To see her in the flesh was said to have made the blood race, the hair on the arms stand up. To know her more intimately was to surrender to mad passions, to risk all. “I’m a plain simple girl off the farm,” she liked to say, “and I’ve never pretended to be anything else.”

Hers was the old rags-to-riches story, a Cinderella rewrite, the barefoot country girl who became a reluctant movie queen. Fate or luck or genetic coding had given her an extraordinary appearance and the brains, style, and whatever were the incalculable ingredients for stardom (whether you were born with it or caught it from a public drinking cup, like the man said, she had it). As an unknowing teenager, she had gone direct from small town to the picture capital, drafted by the mightiest of the dream factories. At first it was not at all certain what she had to offer beyond her youthful beauty. A reluctant performer, she was modest and self-conscious, nervous to the point of illness before a camera. Coaches, publicists, and photographers set to work revising her to the studio’s standards, doing away with her backwoods accent, unpolished movements, and uncouth manners, trying to make her into someone else before she was quite sure who she was. She felt humbled, full of resentment. She nurtured a defiant rebelliousness that would drive her forever after.

In the beginning her social life—not her acting—got all the attention. She was famous if at all for her famous admirers, movie stars, swinging bandleaders, mad millionaires. Her mother far away would see the pictures and the stories in the gossip columns and wonder what her little girl was getting up to, but Ava could take care of herself (and the millionaire had the stitches on his face to prove it). She married for love, no matter what anyone said to the contrary, once and then again, and again after that. The first husband was too young at heart, the second one too cold. Love became her terrible habit, something hopeless to resist, impossible to get right. In the end she would find it, the one that she knew was forever, but that one became the most impossible of all.



She had been around a lifetime in starlet years when her break finally came. It was in one of those pictures that began to appear at the end of the war: dark, spiritually ravaged stories for a grim, wised-up populace that no longer believed in happy-ever-after, only lust and temptation and doom. A carnal, dangerous angel in the chiaroscuro dreamscape of film noir, she was a success at last. Smoldering in black satin, she loomed over Broadway, eight stories larger than life.

She became at once the principal sex symbol for the movies’ new dark age. Audiences responded to her style, an impudent, provocative blend of sweater girl and spider woman, the all-American accessibility of Lana Turner and the dark exoticism of Dietrich or Lamarr. Her cynical demeanor and sometimes less than wholesome glamour made her fit company for the new generation of male stars, Lancaster, Mitchum, Mason, Peck (in his surly early years), the corps of unsmiling, morally ambiguous men of postwar cinema. She played noir temptresses and big-city vamps and a statue of Venus sprung to succulent life, but never the girl next door. Audiences tuned in to her private persona as well, the one that seemed not so different from her screen image, the playgirl who lived for kicks, the denizen of nightclubs, the temptress who brought powerful men to their knees. Her popularity soared. Her acting grew in assurance, charisma, and variety. The studio execs dragged their feet—skeptical of her talent, fearful of her independence—still gave her the utility parts as the leading man’s bland leading lady, but in between there would come unusual projects and distinctive roles to which she would bring unique presence, elements of style, personality, and personal history. Her greatest films are hard to imagine without her.

She took no pride in her career, saw acting as an embarrassing ordeal. Psychiatrists wrestled with her issues of self-esteem. Friends called her a dedicated contrarian, someone you could depend on to do whatever she was asked not to do. She cursed the burdens of stardom, the prying of the press, the studio’s hypocritical codes of moral conduct, as she reveled in her privileges and pursued a scandalous romance with a married man. The affair demonized her as a home wrecker but fed her status as a symbol of sexual allure, made her more famous and popular than before. She would rise above the strata of movie stardom to some even more rarefied atmosphere, on the cover of every magazine everywhere, one of the handful of pop deities who made the whole world want to follow their every move.

The illicit romance became legit, but even in marriage the couple remained a scandal. They loved each other as if love were a battle to the death. When the obsession, the jealousy, and the destruction became too much she ran away, kissed off a husband and the industry town she despised in one flight, left America for new horizons, and never looked back. She was searching for something in her new surroundings, without and within, but finding it was something else.

In Europe and in adventures around the world she became the glittering expatriate, her life a hotly reported tale of glamour and sex and mad love. Existence became a daily contradiction as she craved her privacy and dignity but lived in headline type for the world to see, complete with front-page-worthy love affairs, drinking binges, public spectacles, and violence. She became first the prototype and then the caricature of jet-set decadence, a founding mother of la dolce vita, queen of the night, in constant flight from the paparazzi. Pleasure took the place of love, and love became something to be feared or at best enjoyed at a distance and in memories of what had or might have been.

Along the way she had turned into a good actress. Not that she wanted to hear about it. Professional compliments still made her uncomfortable and shy. You must be thinking of some other dame, she would tell people when they said something nice. She worked only for the loot, she would say, only to finance her extravagant devotion to fun and forgetting. Deep down, she would say, I’m very superficial.

The clock ticked toward midnight, and the face that had once awed the world began to go away, lost to age and assorted excesses. She escaped again, another new beginning. A quiet life at last, a return to common sense. There was peace in this but regret as well, time to look back and think about choices made and things gone wrong.

Screen goddesses, if they lived long enough, became Dorian Grays in reverse, placing themselves out of sight, hidden from the public in their cloisters in Paris, Los Angeles, New York, London, ravaged by time as their celluloid faces remained on view around the world, always the same, never growing old. Reclusive, she would watch herself on television late at night; see the films like moving scrapbooks, animated memories of amazing places and extraordinary people, touchstones for experiences, some that had been all but forgotten. She would look at her image of forty and nearly fifty years before and ask herself—not immodestly but with uncertainty and a sense of wonder—if anyone had ever been so young or so beautiful.



Life every now and then behaved as if it had seen too many bad movies, Bogart said, at the funeral in the rain. She was who she was, said the Reverend Bradshaw. The camera craning forward, Spanish guitar on the sound track, slow dissolve.





PART ONE
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ONE
 Goddess Country

She was born in Johnston County in the red-dirt heartland of North Carolina, beyond Smithfield, at the western bend of the old Grabtown Road. The baby was delivered from her mother at ten o’clock that December 24, 1922, healthy, noisy as hell. In the morning family and friends gathered around a candlelit Christmas tree and cheered the new arrival and everyone had a look at the infant girl and listened to her yell. Two cakes—one chocolate and one white coconut—were baked to honor a twice-blessed day—a Christmas/birthday ritual forever after. Though one cake was intended to honor the baby Jesus, the girl would come to think of them both as tribute to her alone. They named her Ava Lavi nia Gardner, the first after a beautiful maiden aunt, and the second because it sounded so pretty.



Her people were from the Piedmont plateau, the wide central strip of rolling hills between the Allegheny Mountains and the low-lying coastal plain and wind-whipped barrier isles to the east. Her bloodlines were a composite of the Piedmont’s migrant herds: English, Irish, Scotch-Irish, a drop or two of French Huguenot. They had come to North Carolina over the previous century and a half, come down the Pioneer Road, down the Great Valley Road in the era of European settlement of the Carolina backcountry that started in the 1750s. Few whites lived in the region before that time. Neighboring Virginia and South Carolina were settled and prospered, but North Carolina long resisted greater colonization due to its hazardous Atlantic harbors and the lingering stigma of Roanoke Island, the death-cursed lost colony where English America had falteringly begun. The land was as it had been since its creation, granite mountain, forest and foothill, ancient seabed plain, home to wildlife and for ten thousand years to scattered tribes of Amerindians: the Bear River, Cape Fear, Catawba, Cheraw, Cherokee, Coree, Chowan, Eno Hatteras, Kajawee, Meherin, Nachapunga, Neuse River, Occaneechi, Pamlico, Saponi, Secotin, Sissipahaw, Sugaree, Tuscarora, Waccamaw, Wateree, Waxhau, Weopomeoc. A young London-born naturalist and Crown surveyor named John Lawson would make the first formal exploration of the interior lands, traveling far along the upper reaches of the Neuse and beyond, visiting the tribal settlements and recording the unspoiled terrain and abundant natural resources. He would publish an avid account of his experiences in a volume titled A New Voyage to Carolina, producing much interest in the forgotten colony and helping set off a wave of migration to inland North Carolina that would last for more than a hundred years. Now arrived newcomers by the thousands from Virginia, Pennsylvania, England, Wales, Ireland, half a million from the ports of Ulster alone. The wilderness was cleared for farmland, the hills and valleys echoed with English drinking songs, Scottish reels, and Goidelic hymns, and the Native American tribes were all but eliminated by war, smallpox, and syphilis. Some years after the publication of A New Voyage to Carolina, and in thanks for spreading the good word about their homeland, some Tuscarora Indians would find John Lawson and stick his body full of sharpened splinters of kindling and set them on fire.



The backcountry settlers were scattered across a rural landscape in a region without cities and only primitive transportation routes before the railroad came, limiting trade with the outside world. The residents of the Piedmont were simple farmers, most of them, working fifty acres or less. They were known as plainspoken, self-reliant, ornery, blessed with an innate suspicion of government, politics, and religion (at least until the irresistible hegemony of the Baptists). On the subject of slavery—the explosive national issue that would one day be settled in an apocalyptic conflict, state against state—North Carolinians of the central and western counties were widely if not deeply ambivalent. Few farmers in the region owned slaves—few could afford to—but the wealthy planters who did owned enough to bring the black population in the Piedmont up to 30 percent and the culture of slavery thrived openly. In Smithfield, the county seat, there was a large slave market (not far from the present site of the Ava Gardner Museum) where as many as three hundred humans were sold on the block in a single day. “Dey uster strip dem niggers stark naked,” said former slave Josephine Smith of Johnston County recalling activities in the Smithfield market, “an’ gallop ‘em ober de square so dat de buyers could see dat dey warn’t scarred or deformed.” Family on Ava Gardner’s mother’s side were slave owners, with modest stock, at the time of the Civil War; her mother’s mother, Elizabeth Forbes Baker, then of Edgecombe County, was willed the ownership of two adult slaves in her father’s possession—”1 woman Maryann and 1 man Jim”—though with the outcome of the war she was not to collect on this inheritance. A flesh- and-blood link with the time of slavery remained well into the twentieth century. Growing up in Johnston County in the 1920s and ‘30s, Ava Gardner would cross the path of many an elderly African American who had been born and sold as human property.



North Carolina seceded from the Union in 1861, giving some 150,000 troops to the Southern cause, one in three never to return alive. A farmer from Wilson County, James Bailey Gardner was among those North Carolinians who would wear the Confederate gray and he would be one of the lucky ones who came back alive and unharmed. He was a farmer, as his father had been before him, working a parcel of land his father had cleared in western Wilson County. Since 1853, James Bailey had been married to Peninah Batts, a planter’s daughter, whose American roots went back nearly two hundred years to the first Atlantic colonies. Their union would be blessed with seven offspring before Peninah’s untimely death in 1867. That same year Gardner claimed a new bride, the teenage Mary Dilda, twenty-two years his junior. With her his issue would grow by another half dozen: Cynthia, Benjamin, Charles, Warren, and in 1878, Jonas Bailey, and two years after that their last, a daughter named Ava Virginia.

James Bailey Gardner was a disagreeable man, prone to black moods, drunkenness, and violence, increasingly so as the years went on. He was a chronic imbiber of moonshine, and when his black moods and his corn liquor converged he was a menace to all. At those times it was the designated job of the youngest child, Ava Virginia, to run into the house and find the old man’s gun and hide it. Gardner and his second family lived on the farm his wife had inherited from her father, and the main cash crop there, as on any farm in the Piedmont that could sustain it, was tobacco, the bright-leaf tobacco that grew best—and for a time almost exclusively—on the rolling red-clay hills of north-central North Carolina. Tobacco had been grown in the region for hundreds of years, but it was only in the 1830s that the secrets of bright leaf had come to be known, a male slave of Catawba County credited as the first to create the flue-cure process that began a revolution in the tobacco industry. Carefully cured, the golden leaves of the Piedmont were so mild that their smoke could be inhaled and held deep within the lungs, thus delivering to the bloodstream a quicker and more addictive nicotine kick. The worldwide cigarette industry—and habit—was born, and quality “yellacured” bright leaf became about the most desired vegetable on earth. Its cultivation remained specialized and painstaking, however, and while the heirs of Washington Duke and others made incalculable fortunes from processing and selling Piedmont tobacco, they would leave the growing to the small farmers who did the difficult and dirty work for far more moderate profit.

Tobacco farmers passed their skill from father to son, and James Bailey’s son Jonas had begun to learn the intricate cultivation of the bright- leaf plant by the time he could walk—the long process from January to late summer, seeding, plowing, cropping off, killing out, grading, sometimes literally making your bed in the barn with the tobacco so you could watch the temperature in the furnace all night long, and finally in August or September preparing the big juicy golden leaves for market. Given his father’s penchant for disappearing off the farm after every drunken dispute, usually holing up for days at the house of one of his older children, Jonas had run a good portion of the farm from the age of ten or eleven. He had little formal schooling, but he was a very learned farmer and he could tell you the story of twelve kinds of dirt just by running them through his fingers.

He was long and lean, hawkish and handsome with green eyes and a cleft chin, brown-skinned on his face, neck, and forearms from the years spent working outdoors. He was a good man, temperate, loyal, hardworking In his early twenties he found a girl, Mary Elizabeth “Molly” Baker, from Saratoga in Wilson County, the daughter of David and Elizabeth Forbes Baker, a red-haired, red-faced Scottish father and a mother who had died when her girl was very young. Molly was pretty, with dark eyes, skin as white and smooth as cream, and a soft rounded figure. She had a strongly maternal nature, ached to produce children, and was a diligent homemaker and a glorious cook. In January 1903, Jonas and Molly were married in the parlor of the Baker house in Saratoga.

They were opposites in many ways. Molly warm, outgoing, and emotional, Jonas introspective and shy of strangers. But they loved each other, and that love would last with few interruptions till the day that each one died. Nine months and some days from the hour of their nuptials a daughter was born, Beatrice Elizabeth, followed, at nine- and twenty-four- month intervals, by two more girls, Elsie Mae and Edith Inez.

Soon after his wedding Jonas began to search for land, a place to farm that would be his own, that he could cultivate and make flourish and that would become his legacy to his family and to those who came after them. He found such a place in the area of Boon Hill to the west of Johnston County, making a down payment for the purchase of two large parcels of rural land southeast of the town of Smithfield.

For three years he traveled to and from the homesite, building the wooden frame house where his family would live. He hauled the wood and he dug the well and he dug the outhouse. In 1907 they moved in, Jonas, Molly, and the three little girls. The house was on the old back road that ran through the area known as Grabtown. The derivation of the nickname is now only speculation: Some say it was after the way the local kids always hungrily “grabbed” at a traveling peddler’s gewgaws from the outside world. Their excitement was understandable: The residents, the children especially, lived in a near-complete isolation. Smithfield, the county seat, was just eight miles away, but it could seem like a hundred when bad weather turned the dirt road into mud. It was a region of modest family farms, the poorer ones no better than small clearings in the woods. Many in the 1900s still existed outside the cash economy, growing what they lived on. Some farmers owned their land, passed down over generations, but many were tenant farmers, kicking back a portion of their crops in royalties and fees to the landowner; mortgaged landowners like the Gardners worked to pay the bank and hoped for profits or at least enough to make ends meet. Like all of the greater Brogden area, Grabtown had no running water or electricity (and none to come until the 1940s). Children attended a little one-room schoolhouse along the road until it closed with the opening of the Brogden School a mile away. Like much of the American South, Johnston County was racially segregated. The black sharecroppers and fieldworkers had their own neighborhoods, their own churches and schools. Racialist views were common enough in the county, but among many of the struggling rural farmers there was said to have been a live-and-let-live attitude toward the black minority, with less of the overt antagonism and sense of entitlement of whites in the eastern counties where blacks in fact outnumbered the whites by a considerable margin.



On December 5, 1908, Molly Gardner gave birth to her fourth child, the first to be born in their new home, and the first boy: They named him Raymond. A family photo shows a delighted, sandy-haired kid in a straw hat. One early winter morning, two-year-old Raymond was standing near the warming fireplace amid the hustle and confusion of a new workday. A stray dynamite cap from the supply Jonas kept for use in clearing boulders had fallen in transit through the front room and been brushed into the roaring fireplace. The cap ignited in the flames. The explosion hit Raymond in the face and chest. He died on the way to the hospital in Smithfield.

The brutal random death of their baby boy would leave a permanently unhealed wound in the hearts of Jonas and Molly Gardner. Jonas was a practical man whose only propensity for the occult was an unswayable belief in the Farmer’s Almanac, yet he would sometimes in the years ahead come to think that a darkness had entered their lives with Raymond’s dying and remained, a black cloud of hovering bad luck. The farm would fall prey to natural disasters and to man-made ones as well. His land would not remain his own.

Pregnant at the time of Raymond’s death, Molly would give birth to a second boy, Jonas “Jack” Gardner, and four years later in 1914 another daughter, Myra, their sixth child—and, they assumed, with growing conviction as the years went by, their last.



At first they all called her “Liz,” in deference to Aunt Ava, her father’s unmarried sister who had come to live with them in Grabtown. She was made much of and spoiled by everybody. She was a beautiful baby, everyone said so, though for a time she was curiously deficient in hair; at last, in her second year, she began to sprout a layer of soft blond curls. She was a restless child, no sooner placed in her crib than she was standing at the bars and demanding to be let out. She was walking at eight months, ready to see the world. She once climbed through an open second-floor window and was on her way into midair when her brother, Jack, caught her by the drawers at the last instant.

Though her later success in Hollywood would bring the stretch of land called Grabtown a degree of lasting fame, Ava’s time there was brief. When she was not yet three, the family was forced to move on. Jonas could not make the farm thrive, expenses always increasing, profits always slim, and now the whole region plagued by an economic downturn. Jack’s liability for property destroyed in a fire (sneaking a cigarette, he’d dropped a match and burned the seed barn to the ground) didn’t help much. What options there might have been ran out suddenly and the house and the land were lost.

Someone at the county school board came to the Gardner family’s aid with a well-timed offer that combined employment with a place to live. Down the road in Brogden next to the new redbrick schoolhouse, the old school—the clapboard building a few steps away—was being used as a dormitory for the young lady teachers. In recent years Johnston County had begun an ambitious program to consolidate and raise the standards of primary education in the rural districts. Modern, multistory buildings were being constructed in a number of communities across the county, in many cases replacing primitive one-room schoolhouses where country children learned the “three Rs” and often not much else. For each new school the county supplied certified schoolteachers and provided “school trucks” to transport the children. The upgraded facilities had proved controversial: Some farmers and backwoodsmen suspected any intervention at all by government outsiders, even if they were only as far outside as the county seat, and the construction of one of the new brick schools, at Corinth-Holder, was delayed by local saboteurs who blew it apart with dynamite. The school at Brogden, happily, opened without incident. The faculty was by edict made up of unmarried (white) women, and the county provided them room and board at a Teacherage, a secular novitiate where they could live safely and away from temptation. The Gardners would manage the Brogden Teacherage and be given a portion of the house for themselves, with Molly serving as cook and housekeeper.

Molly took to the job at once. With her domestic skills and maternal warmth, she made the boardinghouse into a home, not just for her family—her husband and son and the girls—but for the young ladies who lived there with them, some very young and away from their own mothers for the first time in their lives. For a while Jonas Gardner sharecropped, working a landlord’s farm. He hoped to turn things around for himself and regain some portion of his own property, a dream that would not come true. The makeshift job and lodgings they shared at the county’s expense drifted into an unplanned permanence. They would stay for nearly ten years, and the Teacherage would be the setting of Ava Gardner’s young life, the big clapboard house, the school, and the fields and orchards and dirt roads of Brogden.



Of her earliest years at the Teacherage she would remember mostly her mother and the whirl of excitement around Molly’s long day of work, cooking and cleaning from early to late, moving through the halls and from room to room, never at rest, Ava toddling behind, trying to keep up, a hand on her mother’s apron. She would remember the wonderful smells and tastes in her mother’s kitchen, something steaming, baking, or frying, it seemed, every hour of the day. She would remember the lady teachers who shared her home, another whirl of activity in the morning, the floorboards creaking as all of them went from bedrooms to bath to dining room, getting themselves ready for school in the morning; and then all of them together again from the late afternoon, generating quieter sounds, relaxing on the porch or in the parlor in the evening, working on their school papers, reading books and newspapers, chatting together. The young lady teachers doted on Ava, talked with her and played with her and held her on their laps, many of them looking at her longingly, daydreaming of being finished with their single, working lives and having husbands and children of their own.

When she was old enough she went to school in the redbrick building across the lawn, joining a hundred or so kids who arrived each morning from all over and poured out of the school bus in screaming droves. Knowing all the teachers for so long and living right next door reduced the trauma of leaving her mother and going among the strange children. It was odd fun to be at school with the ladies and see them made up for classes and behaving with such formality—she’d seen them at home for so long, chattering and running around in their bathrobes, their faces smeared with cold cream. Her favorite teacher was Mrs. Williams, who taught her to read and write. Ava would remember a sweet, tolerant woman, who ran her classes with a “wonderful serenity.” Maggie Williams had the distinction of being the only married teacher at Brogden, an exception made because her husband was to be away for a very long time, in prison for murder. (Many years later, in 1952, his curious life story became the subject of a movie, Carbine Williams, filmed at M GM, Ava’s place of employment by then, with James Stewart in the title role and Jean Hagen playing Maggie.)

At school there was a brief portent, a glimpse of future events in miniature, her acting debut, and a lead role no less, as the narcoleptic fantast in the school production of something called A Rose Dream. It had less to do with any instinct for performing on the girl’s part than it did with her glowing prettiness and how everyone knew that she would look wonderful under the lights on the little Brogden school stage. At five and six she was already attracting attention for her appearance. Her hair was long, blond, and curled in those early years, oddly almost unique among her classmates—a photo of the children in her class posing together at the school shows row upon row of girls with dark hair and the popular but severe Colleen Moore cut (after the silent movie gamine, a short, straight bob with bangs) surrounding little Ava and her untamed golden locks.*

School captivated her in the beginning. She was filled with curiosity for the knowledge contained in her schoolbooks and in her teachers’ words, exploring the new worlds of history, geography, literature. She was a smart little girl, her teachers said. She studied, asked questions. But the time would come by the fifth or sixth grade when her excitement for learning would fade, replaced by new interests and urges. The gaps in her knowledge and her lack of education were things about which she would feel great regret and embarrassment in her adult life.

In the summers she helped her father with the tobacco crop. She would remember standing barefoot in the fields of tobacco, picking off worms, hauling the heavy leaves, helping to hang them out to dry and tie them together in great bundles. She would remember how the sticky black sap oozed from the tobacco and coated your hands and everything stuck to them like to flypaper, and you couldn’t get them clean till you washed them with a lye soap that was so strong it could take your skin right off. Rough work for a little girl and sometimes dangerous (nearly losing an eye once when her sister swiped at her with a hoe), but she enjoyed being outdoors—in the field you didn’t have to keep your hair combed and your shoes on your feet—and she loved being near her father, collecting an occasional word of praise. Jonas spoke so tersely that just to hear him say, “Good morning, Daughter,” thrilled her no end.

“She thought of her childhood as a very happy time,” said Spoli Mills, Ava’s close friend for the last thirty years of her life. “It was a time when she had her mother and father together, and she adored them both. And they gave her, I think, a great deal of freedom. Not in the way of being unconcerned but in letting her think for herself, make up her own mind about things. She never had any racial prejudice, for example, not at all.”

Her memories of those times would be mostly fond, of a Tom Sawyerish childhood: barefoot days, hot summers, the swimming hole in the woods, her friendship and adventures with a black migrant worker named Shine, the nights camped out with her father as they nursed the curing tobacco. She grew up under opposing influences—within the Teacherage the warm femininity and domesticity of her mother and the dignified, disciplined lady boarders; and outside, the allure of mischief, dirt, and adventure. It seemed clear early on which influence had the stronger pull. “She was a real tomboy back then,” Clarence Woodell would remember. He was a neighbor and a classmate in Brogden. “She liked to act just like the boys did,” he remembered, thinking back to a time nearly eighty years before. “You know, shoot marbles and climb trees, get down in the dirt. I remember one time she climbed the water tower out back of the school, maybe sixty feet up and hanging off a little ladder. You just didn’t see many girls doing things like that in those days. She was the prettiest thing and sweet when you got to know her, but she was a little tomboy, oh my.



Feisty. If you were playing and said something she didn’t like she came right at you; didn’t matter if it was somebody bigger, she wasn’t afraid.”

Her immediate hero was her scrappy brother, Jack, and some thought she was trying to emulate him, the boy who’d burned down the seed barn, who was always finding trouble, and who once as a youngster had a business peddling a near-lethal version of moonshine whiskey until his father caught him (in later life Jack became a politician). At school she made friends with sweet, smart girls like Clara Whitley, but on the weekends she would tag along with Jack and with some of the toughest of the local farm kids. They mucked around, smoked cigarettes (fresh tobacco rolled up in a piece of newspaper), broke a few windows, stole watermelons in harvest season (not an easy crime for a little girl to commit, with Piedmont watermelons sometimes weighing twice what she did). Boys taught her a rich vocabulary of four-letter words and obscene phrases, and she enjoyed using them as often and as inappropriately as possible (but never around Mama). She loved the way they gave a “satisfying jolt” to a conversation, making her daintier classmates at school drop their jaws when out of her little-girl mouth would come the words “goddamn,” “shit,” or “fuck.”

She had a natural-born laziness. She loved to sleep late, hated to do the daily chores her mother gave her, always slipped away when she was supposed to help with the cooking or wash the dishes. She loved having nothing to do but lie across the porch steps and chew gum and play with her dog and daydream, or gorge on one of her mother’s succulent Southern dinners. When she did rise out of her happy indolence it was often to seek out excitement, emotional release. Her family’s Baptist church was too sedate for her, and she liked to go sneaking into one of the passionate Pentecostal assemblages where the preacher shouted and the people would begin to shake and cry and dance in the aisles. She’d wait for the feeling to come and shake her up like that, too, and she would raise her voice to an angry God and shout and sing wildly with the other sinners.

Ava loved music of any kind and responded deeply to it. She loved to dance, feeling the rhythms of the music deep in her bones, and she ran to music wherever she heard it playing. There were guitar pickers and fiddle players to be heard on many a front porch in those days, putting out the old Southern melodies and folk songs. And there were the songs of the black laborers heard from the fields, their sinuous laments. If she came near a radio or a record player she was thrilled. Wind-up phonographs could play the thick black platters they sold at the store in Smithfield: “Lovesick Blues,” recorded over in Asheville, North Carolina, or one of the new “hillbilly” stringband recordings coming out of Winston-Salem, not far away. There was a piano in the parlor of the Teacherage, and if anyone got near the keys the girl was sure to be there to gyrate to the sound. Teenage Myra Gardner was once awarded a series of piano lessons, and Ava was so eaten with jealousy that her sister would learn the secrets of making music before she did that she angrily ran up to the piano and bit a chunk out of it. She could find a beat in anything, and even “Nearer My God to Thee” might be accompanied by Ava’s shimmy.

She discovered the movies when she was eight or nine. The talkies had come in by then, and a teacher with an automobile began taking Ava and her mother into Smithfield on the weekends to see pictures at the new stucco art deco movie theater. They were soon movie mad like everyone else. Ava loved romances and high adventures, the beautiful sad face of Greta Garbo and the working-girl struggles of Joan Crawford, and if she liked a picture a lot she would beg her mother to sit through it twice. Ava’s and Molly’s instant favorite was Clark Gable, when they saw him in Red Dust, the steamy melodrama of lust and rubber—years later a bittersweet memory for Ava, who would know Clark so well and remake the picture with him; she’d go back in her mind sometimes to that Saturday coming out of the old Howell Theater with her mother and think of Mama’s pleasure and die unimaginableness of the future that was to be. She did for a while nurse a daydream of becoming a movie star, a common fantasy for American girls in the 1930s, but one to which she gave some elaborate consideration. When she saw the Bing Crosby film Going Hollywood late in 1933 it seemed to her like a dream snatched from within her own head. There was her own future as she imagined it: Marion Davies as a starstruck fan who breaks into pictures, becomes famous, and winds up with the love of a famous sexy crooner. She went with the black girl who worked for her mother, and for some time afterward they enacted scenes from the movie. “I was Marion Davies and Bing’s part was taken by the colored girl,” she would recall. “We were acting this thing for weeks!”



Molly had thrived at the Teacherage. Much loved by the lady boarders, generations of them as the years went on, she treated them as warmly as her own children. Ava’s daddy had not fared so well. Jonas had given up the dream of regaining his land, his dream of a legacy for his family. He had taken various jobs through the years, but farming was what he knew and all he wanted to do. The years of sharecropping had meant dawn-to- dusk work and little to show for it. As the 1920s came to a close, tobacco farming was no longer the sure, steady business it had been ten and twenty years before. As the cigarette business had grown more competitive and the desire for greater profits increased, the companies in the big cities—where they could no more grow the bright leaf than they could smoke the red dirt in which it prospered—had repeatedly lowered the price they would pay for the “yellacured” crop. The farmers, with their special skills, who had nurtured the prized tobacco for the better part of a year, would go begging for a decent price at the auction house; oblivious to their potential collective power, they took what they could get. At one auction Jonas Gardner attended the price the buyers offered was one penny more per pound than it had been thirty-odd years before. Some farmers could not afford to go on when even subsistence living was uncertain (in the same period, falling prices would cut cotton farming in Johnston County by half). Conditions would only become worse with the ravages of the Great Depression. Jonas Gardner, like many rural farmers, blamed many of the country’s problems on the malevolent schemes of the wealthy manufacturers and speculators. He did not have the temperament to indulge in angry political bluster even if he had been articulate enough to do so, but he would follow with stoic, bitter interest the events that came to pass on Wall Street in 1929 and the black tide of economic disaster that rolled across the country in the years to follow. Other farmers may have expressed their frustration and resentment more aggressively: In 1932 two of Smithfield’s tobacco warehouses were burned to the ground under suspicion of arson. In the autumn of 1932 Johnston County would vote overwhelmingly for Franklin Roosevelt in the presidential election, desperate with the hope of reforms and relief to come for the beleaguered farmer.



Help did not come in time to save the Brogden Teacherage. In the fall of 1934 the Board of Education, suffering from reduced revenues, determined that the county could no longer afford the luxury of providing a boardinghouse for its teachers; with thirty days’ notice the ladies would have to find meals and respectable lodging on their own. The Teacherage would be closed down indefinitely. The Gardners were out of a job and a home. They had no savings, and Jonas’s uncertain income could not be depended upon to support them.

Molly had an old friend who now ran a boardinghouse up in Newport News, Virginia. There were many such places there, catering to the shipyard workers and the merchant seamen. The friend knew of one that needed a manager, and perhaps when they came there Jonas might find work in the shipyard.

And so they left Brogden, left Johnston County, and left the state of North Carolina, where they had all lived their entire lives.

Ava was leaving her whole world behind, friends and familiar surroundings, heading off to a strange place and unknown prospects, but she did not complain or cry about the move. She had seen it at first as a great adventure. Newport News was not New York or New Orleans or Hollywood or other places she had heard about and wanted to see, but it was the world beyond the mud roads and farmhouses of Brogden. When they rolled out of Johnston County, she looked at the road ahead and not behind at the scenes of her past.



Newport News was a noisy, intimidating place after bucolic Brogden. The Gardners’ new home was a run-down house on West Avenue in a harsh neighborhood near the docks. In place of the genteel ladies of the Teacherage there were sullen stevedores with red eyes, stale clothes, and stale breath. School was no longer the inviting brick building with her mother’s kitchen always within view and the teachers all friends from her parlor. In Newport News on the first day the teacher teased her about her country drawl, and the children mocked her backwoods background.

“The teacher said, right in front of all the people, ‘What does your father do?’” Ava would recall. “I said, ‘A farmer.’ Some big horrible jerk laughed. My eyes filled with tears.”
 
The self-confidence of the adventurous country girl drained away. A painful shyness began to inhabit and to inhibit her. She huddled in her seat at school, afraid to be noticed, afraid to speak and let them hear her accent and see the teacher’s disdain and the other kids laughing. At Brogden the children were all farm kids, and there were few great economic differences between them. But at Newport News she was conscious of the gap between herself and many of the other children, whose parents came from different walks of life. It was painful to go among the girls at school, Ava in her mostly homemade wardrobe, the others in their store- bought outfits in the latest styles. Her own school clothes numbered two, the way she recalled it, “one always in the wash while the other was on my back.” She would remember wearing her coat indoors when she could so that no one at school would see she was always wearing the same skirt. She felt isolated, demeaned. “Mother told me that clothes don’t make you beautiful,” she would recall, “but at that age you need material things to make you feel secure.”

Along with the social pressures causing her anxiety, there were physical and emotional changes to be dealt with—sprouting breasts, menstruation, romantic impulses, each stage of maturation carrying its own enigmas and embarrassments. Matters weren’t made easier by the awkwardness that her parents showed around the subject—anything to do with sexuality had always been forbidden and fraught with discomfort in the Gardner household. In her parents’ shame-filled view of sex, a woman could be only one of two things, “a prude or a prostitute.” When her first period arrived and the flowing blood had her on the edge of panic she turned for help not to her mother but to the hired woman who did the sweeping-up.

She charted her body’s developments—widening hips, pubic hair, a bustline—with a mixture of awe and dread. Others were noting the changes too, and she was increasingly sensitive to such scrutiny. Her baptism at the local church became a ritual humiliation when the pastor submerged her in the concrete bath at the altar before the entire congregation and she saw the water turn her baptismal shift transparent. She nurtured a distaste for the church from that time (organized religion would come to have little place in her adult life). At home there was more discomfort, covetous looks from her mother’s boarders, “revolting old men” as she remembered them, disgustingly flirting with a thirteen-year-old girl. She felt ashamed of where she had to live and the men there lying around with their rank smells and with their ugly alligator eyes following her, and she felt she could never invite a friend home to visit her in such a place. Trying to cope with the murky facts of life left her in a tizzy. “Even before I knew what sex was, I was afraid of it,” she would remember. “I had a child’s normal curiosity about ‘it’ but every time the subject came up in conversation with other girls I felt I should hide my head and not listen. If I did listen I went home with guilt complexes tearing at my mind.”

But what to do? She grew prettier every year, and boys grew more alluring. She would see them at school or on the street looking her over and smiling, and she would want to smile back and then become afraid and want to again and not know what to do. She was fourteen and wanted to talk to boys and know what they thought of her and know what they were like. But she worried about what her mother would say and worried about what the boys would want to do with her. One day it happened: She had a date. It happened so suddenly she was not sure it had really occurred. He was a good-looking football player three years older than she was, and when he came up to her in the hallway at school and asked her out she impulsively—”in one second I was in love”—said yes. The hours before he arrived to pick her up she spent sick with fear that her mother would see him or that he would see the men who lived there in her home. They went out for hamburgers and Cokes. She was a nervous wreck. “Couldn’t open my mouth,” she would remember. “A bump on a log. Bored him to death.” He took her home early and never spoke to her again. Other boys tried flirting with her, but she was plagued by insecurities. She was dying to go to the school dances but couldn’t bear to be seen in her poor clothes when all the other girls would be dressed in their finest.

She suffered through the years at school in Newport News—”I hate it more each day,” she wrote to her friend Clara in 1936—and with the seedy conditions at home, surrounded by the lecherous longshoremen, she felt a tremendous relief when her mother agreed to let her go away in the summers, to stay with her sister Inez and family in Raleigh and then for many weeks with Elsie Mae and her family at their home back in Brogden. She felt instantly more comfortable on her old home soil. The change seemed to happen as she crossed the state border from Virginia, the feelings of shame and self-consciousness left behind like a larval enclosure. By the time of her second summer in North Carolina she had blossomed to startling effect. As a little girl her looks had often drawn compliments, but the person who returned to Johnston County that summer was a young woman glowing with beauty, with a radiance to her eyes and smile and flesh; in alliance with the ripe contours of her body the effect was both lovely to look at and unsettlingly erotic.

The transformation of the tomboy from the tobacco fields did not go unnoticed at her seasonal homecoming, and that summer would become for her a kind of unofficial down-home debut. M. W. “Mokie” Stancil was a Smithfield boy who knew her during those teenage visits. “She was a very attractive young lady,” Mokie Stancil would remember. “Y’know, in those days—you don’t know this—but in those days girls just weren’t nearly as attractive. They didn’t have all this eye makeup and things they have today. And Ava was attractive without having all that stuff. There wasn’t anyone in these parts had anything like the look she had. So pure, her skin so beautiful and smooth and such. She was a really beautiful girl then, she was fourteen, fifteen.

“She wasn’t a person of any depth or any consequence to talk to at that time,” Mokie recalled. “She had some small talk, that was all, and she had a sense of humor. But she was a very attractive person. You were pleased to have her along with you. We’d get together at someone’s house in those days on a Friday and Saturday night. We had what we called our crowd, all the same age, but Ava was a couple of years younger. We sort of adopted her.

“In those days there was a pavilion out at the lake, Holt Lake, where they had a jukebox, and we all went out there to listen to some music and to dance, and Ava came with us. Boys and girls were there, and when Ava walked in everybody just stopped dancing and just looked at her, she was so pretty. They just stopped, I remember, and then the music stopped and no one fed the jukebox right off, they just stood around looking at her.”

There were other nights at the Holt Lake pavilion, and Mokie remembered how the boys would crowd around Ava, lining up to dance with her as the jukebox played Tommy Dorsey and then Artie Shaw and then Jimmy Dorsey. “Somebody would dance with her, and then somebody would break on in,” he remembered. “Nobody really had a conversation or found out much from her because there was always another boy behind him. She might ask the boy something about himself, and no sooner’d he try to answer than somebody’d tap him on the shoulder want to break in. I remember one of those boys crying to me that he didn’t think he was gonna ever get to dance with her, there were so many waiting.”

Boys wanted to take her out, and Ava’s mother didn’t think much of the idea, she and Ava’s sisters and brother, Jack, all fretted over it. In the end Jack said, “Mama, I’m watching her and nothing’s gonna happen to her, she’s a good girl,” and they thought it would be all right to let her go on one date since it was Smithfield and so long as there were chaperones and it was a nice boy. Mokie Standi, who was a friend of Jack’s, went on a double date with his girl and Ava and the boy who asked her out. “And you could see she hadn’t done much dating before. And she was shy with someone she didn’t know. She was shy and he was shy and hardly a word was exchanged between them. He wanted to keep dating her, but she said to me, ‘I just don’t want to date him again.’ “

But there were many others waiting. Ava’s mother remained very concerned and particular about whom Ava saw, and she told Mokie she was happy he was kind of looking after her daughter. As time went on he found himself with the job of screening the boys who asked Ava out. “The boys back then, we called them ‘wolves’ if they were fast, want to kiss the girl on the first date or something like that. And if she asked me about one of the boys here in town who was sort of fast with girls, I would tell her not to go with him. And o’ course this was all just between us or I would have been a dirt bomb with those boys. So she kept it strictly confidential, and it worked out fine.”

Boys who made the cut would submit to Mokie’s questioning. “I’d tell ‘em you can’t try any of this kissing-on-the-first-date business ‘cause she’s not going for that. And some of ‘em said, ‘Can I hold her hand?’ and I’d say, ‘Well, I think you can do that. Just don’t try to be too fresh with her ‘cause she’s not gonna like it.’ “

And there were boys who wanted a date but had a problem with their own mothers: “A lot of times the town people just looked down on some of those country people. I don’t think any of the boys ever made Ava feel like that, but some of the mothers of some of the boys might look a little askance at her, at their boy dating her, thinking that she was a little beneath them or something.”

Screening all those boys, Mokie sometimes thought that he would have liked to date Ava himself, but he had a girl and that would not have worked out at all, although one time at the lake his girl had to go back to town and Ava said, “How about we go on a rowboat? I’ve never been rowed around the lake.” And Mokie told her he would be glad to do it. And they rowed around Holt Lake on a warm blue-sky afternoon, an hour or two he had not forgotten in sixty-seven years.

“Those were good times in the summers,” Mokie Stancil remembered. “Nobody hated nobody, and everybody had fun and enjoyed life.”

 

Like his youngest girl, Jonas Gardner had not found much happiness living in Newport News. He had not fit in with city life. He was a farmer and that was all he knew, and now he lived in a boardinghouse in a city with ships. A sickness came upon him. Perhaps it had been there even back in Brogden, just a plain smoker’s cough then, and nothing he would ever have given a second thought. It had gotten worse in Virginia and never gone away, a heavy, choking cough that brought up thick viscous scrap from deep in his lungs. Like any sensible male Jonas hated doctors, and for many months he made do with bottles of drugstore cough syrup. He caught a chest cold in the winter, and the sickness in his lungs got very bad. When he went into the hospital and the doctors found a serious infection in his bronchial tubes, there was no money to keep him in the hospital for as long as he needed. He returned home, and Molly cared for him in their room on the second floor of the boardinghouse. It started to seem as if he would never get better. Sometimes it went on all day and all night, the strangled, agonized coughing. Molly had to move him to another room so the boarders could sleep. She had to work and take care of the house and nurse him. It wore her down. Once Ava saw her break down and cry, the only time she could remember seeing her mother like that, just crying from weariness and hopelessness. Ava would come home from school each day and sit beside her father as he lay propped up in bed and read him the newspaper. He liked to hear about politics and listened with pleasure when she read to him the latest doings of his man, President Roosevelt. He called her “Daughter,” as he always did, in happiness or in consternation, his only name for her since she’d been a little girl. Sometimes he would just look at her and hold her hand and tighten his grip when she smiled at him. Pain would come to him with the hard, deep cough that felt as if his insides were being flayed, but he would never complain or curse his fate to anyone. It would be many years later that Ava would look back at that time and really comprehend what she had witnessed, her father’s modest and undefeated courage in those worst months of his illness. And she would come to remember with a terrible regret her own sometimes selfish thoughts and behavior as she sat at her father’s bedside wanting to be out with her friends and she would think of the things not said then that should have been said and the moments thrown away that could never be regained.

 

He was buried in Smithfield, in the Sunset Memorial Park cemetery at the edge of town. Family comforted the mother and daughter, urged them to stay on awhile, but Molly told them that the house on West Avenue had to be managed; Ava had to get back to school. Molly forced herself to be strong. You could not fall apart—you had to hold on, keep going, and survive. Molly went back to her cooking and her chores and taking care of her boarders. She tried to go on. But nothing could be the way it used to be. She had always treated the scruffy, lonely men who lived there just as she had the bright young lady teachers at Brogden, with kindness and concern, whether they deserved it or not. But try as she did, her enthusiasm for her work had drained away. She felt useless, vulnerable. Jonas was no longer in the house, but she still felt his suffering every day. “My mother never got over his death,” Ava would say years later. “She was never the same person again.”

Molly and Ava would sit together in the evenings, and Molly would ask her if she was happy, and Ava would not know what to say, afraid to make her mother feel worse. But Molly did not want to stay where they were anymore, and Ava agreed with her that North Carolina was their real home and that maybe the time had come for them to go back.

That summer of 1938 Molly heard of a job opening down in Rock Ridge, a small town with surrounding rural community in Wilson County, thirty miles or so to the northeast of Smithfield. The situation was just about identical to the one she’d had at Brogden; she applied and was hired, and late in the summer Molly and Ava moved into the Teacherage adjacent to the fifty-year-old brickwork Rock Ridge School.

The school opened in the fall, eleventh grade for Ava, graduation year back then. She went not knowing what to expect; it was North Carolina and it was Rock Ridge, only a short ride from where she was born, but she was a stranger again, everything new. That first day, though, a teacher she knew from the boardinghouse made her welcome at once, and best of all she had her meet one of the other girls in that graduating class, a genial and beautiful girl named Alberta Cooney. “The teacher, who was a favorite of mine, introduced us,” Alberta Cooney would say, sixty-four years later, “and asked me to show her around and introduce her to some of the classmates. First thing I saw was how pretty she was. Then she spoke, and she had a very husky voice, and I thought she had a cold. And I didn’t realize that was her natural voice. And a lot of people who met her would say, ‘Oh, do you have a cold?’ But that was how she spoke. We talked some and I showed her around, and we found that we got along and had things in common and just became the very best of friends.”

The two girls had a special bond right off: Alberta had lost her father, too. “You had to take it one day at a time,” Alberta would remember telling Ava. “That was all you could do. She was handling it well, but she spoke of him often. She said she loved her dad very much, and she missed him a lot.”

Ava invited Alberta over to the Teacherage for lunch. “Ava’s mother gave me a piece of cake she had baked, and she served whipped cream on it and I had never had that before! She was the best cook. But Ava thought my mother was the best cook, too.…We used to spend the weekends with each other. I would go to her house, and she would come to my house. The Teacherage was right on the same street as the school, and they had an apartment, a kitchen, a living room, two bedrooms that I can recall, and we would sleep in one and her mom in the other bedroom. Her mother was such a loving person. When I stayed the night there she’d always come and tuck us in and kiss us good night. And I was not used to that. My mother loved me, I know that, but it just didn’t happen in my house. I had never been kissed good night by my mom.”

Alberta Cooney lived out in the countryside at Spring Hill. She felt abashed the first time she brought Ava out to visit, what was she going to think—it was real simple living then, no inside plumbing, and not even an outhouse. But Alberta relaxed soon enough—Ava was more country than she was. “Ava had to go to the bathroom, and my stepfather drove up while Ava was outside doing her business, and she just popped right up when she saw him and shouted ‘Hey!’ and then popped back down. We all laughed. She was just a plain old country gal. Soon as she came to our house she was always barefoot. In the summertime as soon as she got off the bus at my house she’d take off her shoes and put them in the mailbox. Not me; I never went barefoot, but she did. Our street was not paved at that time and she just loved it, the dirt and the grass in her feet. We would walk down to my uncle’s house; they had babies, and she loved to play with the babies. And every time she took her shoes and stuck them in the mailbox till she had to go home.”

Ava and Alberta went on double dates together. Ava enjoyed going out, but she never ended up with a steady boyfriend in high school. Alberta believed that many boys were standoffish around Ava because she was so good-looking. And if Ava didn’t intimidate them, then her mother did. On New Year’s Eve, when she saw Ava and her date come home from a school dance and the boy gave Ava a hug and a brief kiss, Molly came charging out, chased the boy back to his car, and then followed a mortified Ava into the house, shouting imprecations in her ear. It was Molly’s blind spot, the one subject that made her lose her temper and her common sense. With Jonas gone, she felt an even stronger compulsion to guard her daughter from temptation. “If you know a man before you’re married,” she told her more than once, “I’ll see you in your grave.”

“She would say to me that her mother tried to make her terrified of boys,” Ava’s friend Spoli Mills recalled. “She was very strict about that one thing. It was something a lot of mothers of that generation did. You know, keep close watch, make sure they don’t get into trouble.”

On that New Year’s Eve, Ava said, she ran into the bathroom, scrubbing her face with soap, trying to “wash off the dirt I was sure I had contracted from that kiss.”



As a student, Alberta Cooney would recall, “Ava was about mediocre. Like me.” In class the two girls were easy to distract from their lessons, preferring to exchange whispered funny remarks or work on each other’s nails. Ava enjoyed singing, dancing, and music but at school showed no interest in the performing-arts programs—though once in English Lit. she did stand before the class with a few others and act a part in an old play. According to Alberta, “She just wasn’t so good. We all laughed at her, you know how kids will do.”

Neither girl had much of a plan for the future. One time they were double-dating and had the boys take them to a fortune-teller who operated on the outskirts of Wilson. The fortune-teller looked at her crystal ball and told Ava she was destined to go far away across the water. “We giggled about it,” said Alberta, “but I don’t think Ava gave it much thought.…We figured we might get jobs as secretaries. That was about all we could imagine.”

Graduation time was nearly upon them when the school burned down.

 

No one was hurt, but it caused no end of confusion, finding temporary accommodations for the classes and then revising the graduation ceremonies. In the end they were held outdoors on the ball field on a hot humid day. The graduates sweated in their robes, and when they got up to get their diplomas the robes stuck to the chairs. Then came the time to hand out the annual “Superlative” awards that every senior class voted itself. It was widely understood that the “Most Beautiful” award was a two- girl contest, that it would have to go to either Ava or Alberta. It was hard for the two good friends, waiting to hear the announcement. In the end an extra award was created and Ava won Most Beautiful and Alberta Most Attractive. Ava said it was really a tie, but Alberta had always known she had never seen anyone prettier than her friend.

“The first time I ever met her I thought that. She would stay overnight with me, and this sounds sick, but she would stay overnight with me and I would wake up in the morning and I’d look over at her in the bed and I just never saw anyone so perfectly made as she was, just a beautiful young woman.”



One night in Rock Ridge there appeared a visitor from faraway New York City. She appeared out of the night like a glamorous phantasm, standing in the doorway of the Teacherage in a Broadway hairdo and neon red lips and wide-shouldered fox-collared coat and high heels and a fog of attar from the perfume counter at Macy’s. Considering the incongruity and extravagance of such a presence in the doorway of a boardinghouse in Wilson County, North Carolina, she might just as well have come from Oz, Glinda the Good Witch with a permanent wave.



Beatrice Gardner was the eldest of the five daughters, born late in 1903, the year in which Jonas and Molly were wed. Growing up, she had been known as a lively, smart, and sharp-tongued child. She was pretty like all the Gardner girls, although as a young woman Beatrice tended to give what she had an extra spin—the word to describe her would not have been openly applied in those days, but Beatrice was sexy. The girl had an independent streak, and at an early age she had eagerly gotten out of the house in Grabtown and put the tobacco fields behind her, moving to Smithfield and finding herself a job. In town she would meet a handsome law student named Bill Godwin and at the age of nineteen she married him, the same year that Ava was born. When Beatrice would come to visit her family the baby sister could never seem to get her name right. Ava called her “Bappie” and it stuck. It was Ava’s name for her forever after.

The marriage to Bill Godwin was not to last. There were accusations of infidelities. Divorce was not at all common in that time and place, and Godwin tried to patch things up, but Beatrice became determined to be free of him. The bonds were sundered and Bea, wanting to be away from the furtive looks of Smithfield gossips, left to seek her fortune elsewhere.* One day Beatrice would arrive in New York City, finding work as a department store salesclerk. Though her Carolina drawl drew a few cracks from her Brooklyn-accented coworkers in the handbags and gloves department (they nicknamed her “Dixie”), everyone soon warmed up to the ebullient Southerner. She came to feel right at home in the bustling metropolis, and in due time she shed her Piedmont style for the manners and dress of a sophisticated 1930s Manhattanite—or at least a drawling handbag shopgirl’s version of one. She met lots of men and fell in love with some of them, broke some hearts and had hers broken. One day at lunchtime she stepped into a portrait photo studio on Fifth Avenue, hoping to get a picture taken to give to a boyfriend who was going out of town. The photographer and manager of the place (one of several his family owned in the city) was a short, brash, fasttalking New Yorker named Larry Tarr. He took one look at Bea, and before she knew what was happening they were drinking cocktails across the street, and before she knew what was happening after that they were living together.

And now, after many years in New York, in a swirl of glamour, Bea- trice/Bappie descended on the house in Rock Ridge, bearing presents and fabulous tales of life in the big city. She found her little sister even more beautiful than the last time she had seen her. Although Bappie was old enough to be Ava’s mother and they had never even lived under the same roof, the two had through the years formed a special bond that did not exist with their other siblings. Perhaps Beatrice, the daring divorcee who had gone off to live in exotic New York, sensed some common affinity for adventure or unconventionality in her youngest sister. Or perhaps, near- ing forty and—unlike Inez, Elsie Mae, or Myra—childless, she simply saw in the girl the closest thing to a daughter of her own. She had often behaved as a self-appointed liaison between Ava and Molly, a generational intercept saving the pubescent girl from her mother’s decidedly antique country ways—as when Ava had first developed a need for a brassiere, and Bea swooped in with a new store-bought model before Molly could employ the rural method of binding the young ‘un’s breasts with a diaper closed in the back with a safety pin.

Now, in Rock Ridge, Bappie came bearing presents from the Big Apple, and like Glinda awarding Dorothy the ruby slippers, she gave Ava a very special pair of shoes—made of lustrous green satin, they had been handcrafted for movie actress Irene Dunne (who had recently starred in the screen version of Show Boat) and had ended up being sold at a charity auction where Bappie had made the highest bid.

“Put those on, sugar,” Bappie said, “and maybe they’ll walk you right to Hollywood.”

Ava would take them from their box and unwrap them and gaze at the fabulous movie-star footwear; later she would carefully rewrap them and close the box and then place them out of harm’s way on the top of the tall dresser in her bedroom. Despite what Bappie said, Ava thought they were far too special for her ever to put them on her feet. There was also the fact that she hated wearing shoes.



If Ava had felt any sense of achievement on her graduation from high school it faded fast, soon replaced by feelings of aimlessness and boredom. She looked for a job without success. The Great Depression still hung over the region, and there had never been many opportunities for women in the best of times. Alberta and another classmate had gone off to Washington, D.C., to find work as secretaries. Another friend—who had wanted to go on to college and learn a profession but had no money for it and was discouraged by her parents—found a job at the local five-and- dime. For most of the girls Ava’s age in that time, in that part of the world, the course of your life, even if you pretended for a little while to have some control over it, was preordained—a man to be found, marriage, home, kids, grandkids, death, all of it in the same county.

She had little else to do that summer but help her mother at the Teacherage, something she never did with great enthusiasm. She hated the domestic chores that were her mother’s life (with the exception of ironing clothes, which she found satisfying, therapeutic, a task she continued to enjoy even years later when there were maids and personal assistants at hand). She learned how to cook some of her mother’s dishes almost as well as her mother did—her fried chicken with all the trimmings best of all—but Ava had none of Molly’s devotion or discipline in the kitchen. She would cook up some food, leave a great mess everywhere, then slip away when it came time to clean or do the dishes.

Her social life was active, if demure. Molly had reconciled herself to the fact that her daughter was reaching marrying age and had to be available to meet the right fellow when he came along. Which didn’t mean, though, that she couldn’t continue to instill the fear of God in Ava about sex. She remained a vigilant presence even when her child was alone with a guy in the front seat of his car. Ava saw other girls kissing up a storm with their dates—right in front of her for everyone to see, but she held back, terrified of getting a reputation, of Molly finding out.



To this becalmed setting one day came a letter from New York City. Bap- pie wrote that she was lonely and invited Ava to come visit. To tempt her—as if she needed tempting—Bappie told her she might find a job in the city as there were hundreds of them advertised in the papers. With Molly’s permission reluctantly given, Ava packed a bag and took the bus to New York. As it turned out, there were not so many jobs available after all, but for a couple of days she made the rounds of employment agencies. “I didn’t land anything except aching feet,” Ava said.

Larry Tarr made much of Bea’s nearly seventeen-year-old sister. “She was such a beauty,” he would recall years later. “Skin like peaches and cream, those green eyes and that little cleft chin. And I never saw a happier kid.” He had his camera out during much of her stay, eagerly trying to capture her glowing looks on film. She would be plopped in a chair at the end of the day, exhausted, she remembered, and Larry would be buzzing around her with his big Speed Graphic saying, “I want to take your picture just that way, with your eyes half shut,” and the pop of the flashbulb nearly scaring her to death every time. He took some formal portrait shots, too. They decided a pretty studio portrait of Ava would make a nice gift to bring back to her mother. She wore a sleeveless print dress she borrowed from Bappie and a straw bonnet with a ribbon tied under her chin. She smiled at the camera with a sweet yet guarded smile. It was the photo that would change everything.



Back in North Carolina, brother Jack, who was doing well as a businessman in Smithfield, decided to do his bit to help his little sister find a career. Jack said if she enrolled herself in the secretarial course at Atlantic Christian College in Wilson, he was willing to bankroll her tuition. So she went back to school, in the autumn of 1940, learning to speed-type and take shorthand.

Atlantic Christian was a small but well-appointed college with an assortment of campus activities and social events. Ava’s physical appearance again did not go unnoticed. She was voted Campus Beauty and found many male admirers (and among the coeds pockets of simmering enmity). For a brief while she dated the son of Atlantic Christian’s president, Steve Hilliard. Nan McGlohon, for many years the wife of Loonis McGlohon, the North Carolina musician and composer, would recall double-dating with Loonis, Hilliard, and Ava; she remembered a quiet, very beautiful girl with a gorgeous face, and quite oblivious to that beauty and the strong effect it had on people. You found her pretty or you didn’t, but it wasn’t something in which the girl herself seemed to show much interest. One night they were out together and Ava was encouraged to enter a Cotton Queen beauty pageant being held in Tarboro. “Loonis played for the pageant,” Nan McGlohon recalled. “And Ava didn’t even get an honorable mention. And the little girl that won that night…it was just pitiful. She must have known one of the judges. But Ava didn’t give losing the contest a thought because Glenn Miller and his band were playing over in Wilson that night at the Center Brick Warehouse, the tobacco warehouse, and she didn’t care about the contest—she just wanted to go and hear Glenn Miller and dance.”



Another night, another boy, another dance hall, this one over in Rocky Mount. An imported swing band played loud up on the stand, and the hall was filled with frenetic young people. Ava’s arrival had its usual palpable effect on the stag line. A date, if he had any sense, took her to the dance floor fast and got in a few spins before the competition moved up. One of those who wanted a dance with Ava that night was a tall, self-assured man in his midtwenties, a wealthy man-about-town from Goldsboro named J. M. “Ace” Fordham.

“I thought she was pretty, and any girl who was pretty was all right with me,” Ace Fordham recalled, sixty-three years later. “She had a fellow took her there, a large fellow, larger than I was, and I’m six foot. I don’t know if he didn’t like me or he did; I wasn’t worried. Down here if somebody breaks on you you don’t say a word you just give up the girl and go on and break on somebody else. You don’t do that in New York, do you? Well, it used to be that way here. I haven’t been to a dance in a long time.”

Ava was a good dancer, Ace Fordham remembered, knew all the tunes. “She was a real jitterbug. She told me she was going to college at ACC— A Country College, we used to call that. And I said I’d like to see her again, and I told her more or less I’d be calling her. She was living with her mother then, in a house close to Wilson, where they took care of the teachers. They had a two-room apartment, and the teachers lived upstairs. It was not a first-class house by any means. Her mother was a very nice woman. Ava and her mother got along beautifully. On our first date we went to the Paramount Theater in Goldsboro. To the movies. We saw a Mickey Rooney picture.”

When they got back to the Teacherage that night, Fordham walked up on the porch with her to say good night. “She was about to go inside, and then she said, ‘I bet you can’t do this!’ And she bent over backwards on the porch and put the palms of her hands on the floor behind her. Stretched all the way back and put her hands on the floor. I call that double-jointed. Not many people can do that.”

Ava and Ace saw each other again and then began going together all the time. Fordham could offer her many new experiences, took her horseback riding at his ranch on the lower Neuse River, took her flying. “I’d been a pilot since 1935. We rented a plane out at the Rocky Mount airport, a five- seater, and I flew her around for about an hour. I think it was her first time in the air. Was she excited? She didn’t get excited about anything. I remember she asked me to buzz over the college.”

 

They had been going together awhile, and Ava wanted to visit her sister in New York, so Fordham agreed to take her in his car and spend a few days. They took turns driving, a twelve-hour ride in those times before the Interstate. In Manhattan, Fordham got a hotel room and took Ava to stay with her sister. Fordham found Larry Tarr to be all he had ever heard about “nervy” New Yorkers. “The first thing, he made some remark about my coat being too short. He told me I was out of fashion. My coat was from Edwards Young Men’s Shop back home.”

They went out every night, to restaurants and nightclubs, stayed out late, the later the better Ava liked it—New York was an all-night town, just the idea of which thrilled her. They went to the racetrack. She was so pretty she caught attention wherever they went, sometimes unwanted attention: At the track she was felt up by a pair of turf bums; her violent response sent them running in fear. At a restaurant she went to with Ace and her sister, she saw Henry Fonda sitting five tables away; he was the first movie star she had ever seen. “I’ve got to get his autograph,” she said, and when she went to his table Fonda’s glamorous female companion reacted to Ava as if she were the star. “Sweetie, you’re so pretty you should go to Hollywood,” the woman told her. Bappie and Larry Tarr thought the same thing. They watched in amusement and amazement the impact the girl had—she created more stir than two Henry Fondas. Years later Tarr told a reporter, “We kept saying to each other, ‘We gotta do something about the kid.’ “ But what to do? Ace Fordham said he had a friend who had backed a movie one time (“and lost his shirt”) and now worked in the theater, and he gave him a call and told him about the real pretty girl he knew who ought to be in the movies. The friend said, “Forget it. Pretty girls are a dime a dozen.”

The last night before they were to drive back to North Carolina, they were at a club to hear some music. Fordham and Ava were at the bar, and the bartender, taking a fancy to the good-looking girl, got schmoozing with the two out-of-towners. Ava told him, yes, she liked to sing, loved music, all the bands, and so on. As the talking went on the bartender told them that he knew a bandleader who was looking for a girl singer and that—well, if she had a voice half as good as she looked and if she was interested in something like that, being the girl singer in a hot swing band, how did that sound to her?

Ava, in her posthumously constructed memoir Ava: My Story— recalling slightly different circumstances, eliminating her wealthy boyfriend from the scene, and remembering the bartender in the conversation as the bandleader himself—reckoned that “the hope of my life was to stand in front of a big-band orchestra and have a crack at the microphone.”

Next day they waited in Bappie’s apartment for the guy to call, delaying their departure for home. “We waited,” said Fordham, “and he didn’t call and we were fixing to leave and get on the road when at the last minute he finally called and he gave her the appointment.” They went to an address, an office suite in a building in midtown, Ava, Ace, and her sister. Ace and Bappie sat outside while Ava was taken into the next room. In her memoir Ava wrote that she made a demonstration record, singing “Amapola” (a hit that year for Jimmy Dorsey) with a piano accompanist, and sending the record on to the bandleader, but Ace Fordham recollected it as more of a live audition, Ava singing for a few minutes while a couple of guys listened. “They had her sing a song. We sat outside, and we could just hear her through the walls a little bit. Then she came out, and we left there. She was very calm about it. She was always cool about everything she did unless you got her mad. She just said, ‘I think they’ll sign me up.’ But then on the drive back she said something like, ‘I hope I get it.’ So she wasn’t so sure.”

Back in Rock Ridge she waited for word from the bandleader telling her she was his new songbird and she was going on tour. She checked the mail each day. Nothing ever came.



But back in New York someone else had taken an interest in her.

Like the speck of grit, insignificant and unwitting, which in a chance encounter with the oyster makes possible the rarest pearl, so is the brief, random, and yet decisive appearance of Barney Duhan in the story of Ava Gardner. Although he would never know her, never even see her in the flesh but for a momentary introduction some decades later, his significance to the course of her life was such that without him little else in her future would have happened as it did, and the words on these pages, in the nature of commercial endeavor, would likely be about somebody else.

Barney Duhan worked as a runner in the New York legal department of Loew’s Inc., the worldwide theatrical organization and corporate parent of the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer motion picture studio. Duhan had little interest in the picture business himself—he saw his future in the law—but he was not unaware of the allure of the movies to other people, especially females, and he was not above using his tangential connection to the fabled MGM to impress attractive young women. “I’m Duhan from MGM/Loew’s,” he might say to some lovely he would encounter. “Baby, have you given any thought to being in the movies?” It was a bit as old as Edison’s Black Mariah, but still very effective.

One day in late spring 1941, Barney Duhan was making his way down Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue when his glance caught on an image he found arresting. It lay behind the display window of Larry Tarr’s photo shop, exhibited to the passing parade—artfully framed and matted, a blown-up print of the portrait photograph Tarr had taken of Ava as a gift for her mother, the black-and-white head-and-shoulders shot of the teenage girl in her print dress and bonnet.

Barney Duhan stood still amid the hustle and noise of the busy avenue, and for a moment or two he studied the girl in the photograph: the wide- eyed gaze, the lush dark curls, the full lips, the tentative Mona Lisa smile. He decided that this was a young woman he would like to meet. Exactly what happened after this, who did or said what, varies according to the teller of the tale. In Duhan’s version: “I was running late for a party, and thought what lousy luck it was with my looks and my income that I didn’t have a date for the party. I saw the picture and said out loud, ‘Maybe I can get her telephone number!’ “

He called the shop from a corner phone booth.

“I’m Duhan from MGM/Loew’s,” he said, and I’m interested in that girl in the picture in your window. What’s her name and where can I find her?”

The person on the phone informed him that the girl had gone home to North Carolina.

Duhan’s ardor cooled. It might have ended right there. But Bappie and Larry Tarr, excited by a movie company’s supposed interest, pursued the connection. Tarr printed up his best pictures of the girl in his window. He packaged them nicely and he delivered them personally to Metro- Goldwyn-Mayer’s office in Times Square.

 

After the excitement of her New York sojourn and the dashed dream of a job with a big band, Ava resumed an ordinary life in Rock Ridge—now more ordinary-seeming than ever. She would help her mother during the day—perfunctorily—and sit with her listening to the radio in the evening or sometimes go with her to the movies (singing cowboy Gene Autry was Molly’s new favorite).

She began now to contemplate the real, modest possibilities for her future. When she completed her courses at Atlantic Christian she could more than likely look forward to finding a job as a secretary. She could be a good one maybe. Her shorthand was 130 words a minute, her typing 60 to 65 per minute for accuracy. That was what it looked like she might do, she thought then, eight, nine hours a day of typing and dictation, five and a half days a week. What else was there? Marriage at last came up for consideration. Her high school best friend, Alberta, who had not seen much of her since graduation, remembered her coming by one night and telling her of a local boy she intended to wed. Was it a passing whim or something more serious—and who was her intended? Sixty-some years later Alberta could not recall. If it was Fordham, then the notion remained secret and one-sided. A friend of Ava’s spoke to him, slyly perhaps. “So when are you two going to get married?” Fordham replied, “We’ll see about that.” He never found out if it was something Ava had put her up to asking. “But back then I was young and I wouldn’t have married the Queen of Sheba. I was looking to know pretty girls but not to marry them.”



In that summer of 1941, as Ava pondered her future prospects, her mother began to show signs of chronic health problems. She suffered recurrent stomach pains, sudden vaginal bleeding. Stubbornly indomitable, she refused to seek outside attention for her ailments—she had never seen a doctor in her life for anything but to aid her in childbirth and once or twice when the kids themselves had been ill—she went on working without complaint, masking her pain as best she could with increasing doses of aspirin. Ava would later write that Molly and Ava’s older sisters shielded her from any details of Mama’s “women’s complaints.” It seems a curiously protective attitude toward a young adult, perhaps a convenient rationale for what might have been inattention to Molly’s growing ill health. Ava loved her mother with all her heart, but like many spoiled children she had always enjoyed receiving more attention than she gave, with little reflection or guilt.

In July a call came from Bappie in New York. She recounted for Ava the tale of the desirous messenger boy and the picture in the window and the photos sent to the movie company—it was all very fast and confusing over the crackling long-distance line.

“They want you to come in, hon.”

What for?

“They want to meet you!”

Who does?

“MGM.”

Where?

“Where Clark Gable works, baby!”



Another pipe dream, like the big-band job. Why go all that way for another disappointment? She could be stubborn when her feelings were hurt. But Bappie didn’t let up. Bappie said she had to get her be-hind up there to New York and not even think about letting a chance like this get away.

Molly agreed. Ava went to Ace Fordham and told him what was up. He thought again about what his friend in the theater business had told him about girls like her being a dime a dozen. “So I wasn’t too excited. I didn’t put much stock in her getting into the movies. She asked me did I want to go to New York again, and I said no.”

Ava went to Smithfield to catch the bus, sat by herself at the station with her suitcase. Ace Fordham figured he would be hearing from her in New York one day soon, saying, “Come and get me!” But he never did. “Maybe…I should have had an idea what would happen…as pretty as she was.”

The next time he saw her it was her picture in the newspaper, with the story all about the Tobacco Road girl who had made good.

*In adolescence her hair would darken to a reddish brown.

*Godwin much later became a judge and then the mayor of Selma, North Carolina.





TWO
 Zombies at the Beachcomber

To many who worked for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer in what they called the home office at 1540 Broadway, New York City, Hollywood was a provincial wasteland and the fabled West Coast studio a mere adjunct to a vast international enterprise. The movies were made “out there” in California, but their fate was largely determined in the Loew’s State Building on Times Square. At 1540 they approved scripts, casting, budgets, and production schedules; designed publicity and advertising campaigns; controlled print orders and worldwide distribution; and signed Clark Gable’s checks. And it was at 1540 Broadway that many of the biggest stars in Hollywood had their first contact with the movie business.

From early on a critical division of the New York office was the talent department, whose assignment was the contractual capture of potential effective film actors and actresses and, most important, potential stars. Originally the department was intended to go after only performers who were already established—on Broadway or the European stage, in vaudeville or nightclubs—luring them to their motion picture debuts. But with the success of Metro’s Joan Crawford, plucked from the back row of a New York chorus line, the studio realized that a discerning talent scout might find stars—unique and great and profitable stars like Crawford—in people without experience. These persons might even be without discernible talent but with some special quality that could connect with an audience in the dark of a movie theater and in doing so make lots more money for MGM and Loew’s Inc. It was an idea born in the early years of the picture business, when “legitimate” stars had often refused to work in the primitive new medium, but adapted by studio chief Louis B. Mayer to the industrial age of moviemaking: Find him the raw talent and he could process and package it like any other manufactured merchandise.

And so it came to be that the talent department in New York devoted much of its time to scrutinizing unknown, unproved individuals for signs, however embryonic, of that special, profitable star quality, stalking small theater productions, beauty pageants, sporting events, modeling agencies, and billboards and leaving their doors at least partly open to the solicitations of people straight off the Broadway sidewalk.

Early summer, 1941, Ava arrived at the Metro office on Broadway. The activities inside 1540 showed few connections to the glamour and mystery of the movies, and as she sat and waited to be interviewed it might have been for a job as a secretary. Someone led her to the office of a man named Ben Jacobsen, a specialist in talent, who sat and stared at her for some time without saying a word. At last he handed her a few stapled pages, with strangely spaced words on each one. She read to him as he asked her to, and the man folded his hands and smiled and after a minute or two he asked her to stop. Jacobsen would one day recall that the beautiful teenager had sounded nearly incomprehensible to his New York ears, everything drawled vowels that seemed to last forever and “gs” that dropped “like shattered magnolia blossoms.” It didn’t matter. She could have been speaking Chinese—he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

Jacobsen escorted her out of his office and down the hall to see his boss, a department head named Marvin Schenck, a relative of the Loew’s Inc. president, Nicholas M. Schenck. A sequence of events followed that was much like what had occurred in the first room. She answered questions, she read pages, she looked left and right and straight ahead. Schenck and Jacobsen huddled. They whispered. They stared.

Schenck said: “Test her.”



Al Altman is an underappreciated auteur of the American cinema. His films, short, sometimes experimental in nature, never seen by more than a small, select audience, were nonetheless highly influential and frequently featured some of the biggest names in movie history. Altman was MGM’s New York screen test director. A Massachusetts accountant and amateur magician (a pal of Harry Houdini’s) when he met Louis B. Mayer in the 1920s, he had been sent to New York to sign up Broadway talent when Mayer relocated to California. It was Altman who, in 1924, had discovered Joan Crawford. She had been hoofing in a speakeasy when Altman put her before a camera; MGM saw the test and turned her down, but Altman persisted, shooting her twice more before the studio finally signed her. It was the kind of story that brought tears to Louis Mayer’s eyes— how close they had come to losing that gold mine!

Altman’s ability to spot potential screen talent became one of the studio’s most valued assets. In later years he concentrated his efforts on directing tests, an art of his own invention. Altman used a variety of methods to bring out the best in his subjects on-camera, including interviews and improvisations, sometimes whipping up psychodramas, sometimes barking out odd, surreal instructions to a startled actor (“A large horse is coming at you—now it’s going up the wall!”), sometimes reshooting several times if he thought someone had something special that wasn’t coming across, trying to let the performer show off his or her range within a few minutes of screen time and to give them their best shot at a studio contract. He then often worked at editing the test reel to a perfected final cut, as diligent as any director aiming for an Academy Award, though Altman’s film would never be seen by more than a handful of executives on both coasts. Among those whom Al Altman introduced to the movie camera were James Stewart, Bob Hope, Henry Fonda, Franchot Tone, and, in preparation for The Wizard of 0{, an entire diminution of Munchkins.

Through the years Al Altman had interviewed or tested hundreds of pretty girls, some of them the”special friends” of executives, known as “must-tests,” some of them very pretty indeed, but he had seen few women in all those years he had ever chosen to describe as beautiful. It was an arbitrarily high standard, but by Altman’s definition a beautiful girl was a true rarity—a “freak.” And the teenage girl from North Carolina he met at the Loew’s Building that summer in 1941 he would identify as one of these rare creatures. “My father was not someone who often talked about women’s looks or anything like that,” his daughter, Diana Altman, would recall, “but he always said that Ava Gardner was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.”

They did the test over in Hell’s Kitchen at the Fox Movietone News studio,on the cramped soundstage on the first floor. Ava wore a long flared print dress with a lacey scooped neck, a pair of high-heeled shoes she borrowed from her sister, and her favorite chain necklace with a little stone. Her long hair was combed up high and back in the fashion of 1941. Al Altman brought her to the small set they had created—a sitting room with a cane chair, a table, a curtained window. They escorted her onto the wooden-platformed set, and she stood there for what seemed forever as the men fixed the blindingly bright lights and others adjusted the big movie camera and a couple of others did things she couldn’t see, moving around in the darkness beyond. At last the camera turned and a man stepped in front of her with a board with her name and those of the director, cameraman, and soundman written in chalk. Also chalked in was her height, five feet six, and her weight (118 pounds), held right up to the camera lens (how embarrassing! she thought). The slate was cracked, and Al Altman asked Ava to tell them her name, where she was from, what she did back there—who her favorite movie stars were. Then Altman came over to her on the living room set, told her that they wanted to show how she moved, and guided her through a simple piece of action. Ava walked across the small set holding a vase of flowers, which she placed on the table. She swiveled, turned her head. Her upper lip seemed to fold under as she tried to smile, her mouth gone very dry with nerves and the heat of the lights. They did it again, maybe three or four times, then switched to a medium shot, Ava holding the vase in her hands and staring at it, looking away. They moved over to stand her before some plain backdrop paper and posed her for close shots, Ava moving her head and eyes at Al’s direction, looking left, looking right, looking at last directly at the camera.

Then it was done.

Al Altman said, “Thank you very much, Miss Gardner.”



Ava stepped out on the hot pavement on Tenth Avenue. She stood in front of the building in the summer sun, began to breathe again. And that was that. She had been terrible, she knew, the way she must have looked, mouth dry, lips sticking together, holding those terrible flowers. No one would ever put anybody into the movies after seeing a routine like that. The heck with it. She had been given a screen test by Metro-Goldwyn- Mayer, and not many people could say that, it would be a little story she could tell her grandkids someday. She was sure she would hear nothing more from anybody.



“My father described that test as a disaster,” Diana Altman remembered. “He just thought the whole thing was a mess. She had been so awkward, could hardly move or look up, couldn’t talk.”

Al Altman had three choices after shooting a test: Ship it to the studio in California, shoot the person again and try and improve the results, or shelve it. To go as far as testing a person on film was already an investment by the studio, so Altman did not dismiss anyone out of hand, no matter how unpromising. And film, he had learned from nearly twenty years of experience, was a tricky medium: Sometimes it captured something you did not know was there. That evening Altman and some others from 1540 went to the Fox Movietone screening room to watch what they had done that day (in addition to Ava, Altman had shot tests of singers Vaughan Monroe and Hazel Scott).

Ava’s test began. Al Altman’s daughter, Diana, remembered him telling the story many times: “He said that when Ava’s face came on that screen every guy in the room fell madly in love with her.”

In the portion of the test—now presumed lost—when Ava spoke her responses to Al Altman’s prompts, she was said to have been awkward and difficult to understand. In the moments of her moving across the screen in the long homespun dress with flowers in hand she appeared tall and lean with a small bust and a long torso, pretty but not inordinately appealing. The silent close shots, though, head and shoulders and then a facial close-up, almost spectral against the blank backdrop, were something else, alive and alluring, a glimpse and no more, but a flash of something the stiff body movements and requested expressions and awkward speech had seemingly tried to deny. The large, shadowed eyes especially, for a moment looking straight into the lens, were filled with a flash of hypnotic fire, as if some other presence within had suddenly revealed itself. It was in those few seconds, a hundred frames of film perhaps, that her future was decided.

Al Altman eliminated the sound elements from the test and edited together the best shots, less than two minutes altogether.

Altman said, “Ship it.”

 

Ten days later someone called Ava from New York and told her they had liked what they saw in Hollywood and had a contract for her to sign. “Will you be ready to go to Hollywood within a week?”



Molly Gardner had gone with her daughter Inez to see a doctor in Raleigh. The pains and bleeding that had plagued her for a long time had continued, gotten worse. The doctor’s diagnosis was cancer of the uterus, inoperable. Nothing could be done. She had to stop working and just take it easy, the best thing for her now. It was decided that Molly would move in with Inez and her husband.

And what about California and MGM?

That was decided, too. Of course Ava had to go. Molly wouldn’t hear of Ava not going, such an opportunity. And Bappie would go with her, an eager volunteer.

“Somebody has to see that you drink your milk and eat your vegetables,” Bappie said. (Larry Tarr would be left to find nourishment unaided.)

The contract ran for seven years, with one-way clauses that allowed the studio alone to abrogate the deal almost at will (many “seven-year contracts” were severed within a year). Salary was fifty dollars a week, with periodic raises to the end of the contractual term. Ava looked through the pages of small type and strange phrases, shrugged, signed.



In New York, Ava and Bappie boarded the Twentieth Century Limited for the journey to Los Angeles, three days’ travel with a change to the Super Chief in Chicago. A young Metro publicity man named Milton Weiss traveled with them, assigned to make sure no harm came to the new employee before the West Coast boys got a closer look at her. Ava sat by the window, looked out at the people on the platform gliding away, at her reflection in the blackened tunnel, at the meadows and factories and homes going by. She didn’t show much excitement, Bappie would remember. She was an odd girl, her baby sister, not like other girls her age. Bappie herself could hardly hold on to her own enthusiasm, heading for Hollywood, and a free ticket to boot.

Later that first evening, Milton Weiss came back to the compartment with news. On the same train with them was MGM’s latest star, Hungarian import Hedy Lamarr. People were falling over one another trying to get a look. And could you blame them? She was gorgeous.

Bappie said, “That makes two movie queens on board!”

Ava stared out the window, and the train rushed on into the Midwestern night.



They arrived in Los Angeles on August 23. The sun was shining. In the station courtyard there were palm trees, and there were fragrant red roses whose color seemed amplified as if by electricity. A company car brought them to the stately Plaza Hotel on Vine Street in Hollywood. Bappie plopped down on a bed, saying she would sleep for the next twenty-four hours. Ava had to get herself ready to go out almost right away. Milton Weiss was coming back to take her to a party at the home of journalist Ruth Waterbury, where there would be other press people, a chance to show off the studio’s latest purchase and maybe get her name into the papers and fan mags. Weiss drove a slow scenic route, pausing on a hillside curve so Ava could watch the sunset. In those days before the war, before the freeways, and before the skies became copper with soot, Los Angeles was among the more pleasant places on earth, with endless clear vistas and the air smelling not of industry and exhaust but of sage and wildflowers and ocean.

At the party the men, many of them reporters and studio publicists, began to congregate around the new arrival. “Like tomcats in heat,” Ruth Waterbury would remember. This was supposed to be the place, the movie capital, where pretty girls were a dime a dozen, but it was just like Holt Lake all over again.



In the morning Ava saw her new place of employment for the first time. Behind high walls, imperious sandstone buildings fronted a sprawling complex that stretched across 117 acres of Culver City, a city in itself, though in places it more resembled a storybook kingdom. There were offices, cottages, laboratories, barnlike soundstages big enough to house zeppelins, a barber shop, a hospital, a schoolhouse, a Western Union office, a stable, an artificial lake, a stretch of railroad track, a street of New York tenements, a vaguely medieval castle, and a portion of African jungle. This was MGM, the dream factory supreme, the most celebrated and successful purveyor of filmed entertainment in the world. Approximately four thousand people worked there, from horse wranglers to linguists. One hundred or so at a given time were contracted actors, a roster divided among stars like Gable, Garbo, and Crawford; featured players and character actors like Marjorie Main, Frank Morgan, and Reginald Owen; and an assortment of presumably promising newcomers who could be put to work in insignificant parts while being groomed for bigger things.

Milton Weiss gave her the guided tour. He took her around to the various departments, to makeup, hair, and costume, places she would be coming back to every day, Weiss told her. They went past dressing rooms with the embedded names of cinema legend and Weiss told her maybe she would have one of those one day (she would, Norma Shearer’s, the largest dressing room of all—one day). They strolled up the cavernous driveways between the great soundstages, passing the costumed extras looking like Arizona ranch hands or South Sea cannibals. Weiss wanted to show her a working set, maybe give her a chance to watch a scene being filmed, and though many of these were closed to visitors they found one open— it was a Busby Berkeley picture, a “youth musical,” they were calling Babes on Broadway. They entered the soundstage and moved toward the set where the unit was in rehearsal for a scene, a raucous comic turn, a parody of Carmen Miranda, the exuberant Brazilian entertainer, singing “Mama, Yo Quiero.” Impersonating Carmen Miranda was the star of the picture, and in the summer of 1941 the twenty-year-old man who ranked—for the third year in a row—the most popular star in the movies: Mickey Rooney. He was wearing at this time a spangled bra and skirt, a fruited turban, had rouged cheeks, and his lips bore a thick coating of red lipstick. A famously short young man, he stood now on high platform heels favored by Miss Miranda. You know who that is, don’t you? Weiss whispered in Ava’s ear. She stared in wonder at the person Weiss identified as Rooney: She had last seen him as an impish boy on a big screen in North Carolina. Not that he looked much like a girl now (or anything else she had ever imagined). For a brief while they stood at the edge of the busy film set. Then Weiss nudged her; they had better be getting along.

All at once there was a parting of bodies and a sudden spangly, fruited rush in their direction, Mickey Rooney clomping over in his high heels. The introductions were made, Ava smiling shyly. Rooney shifting his turban to a rakish tilt.

They spoke for a few moments only, then he had to go, and Weiss led Ava away. Rooney glanced back at his departing visitor. Then he glanced back again.



When she came back to the studio the following day it was no longer to sightsee but to work. A new test had been scheduled. She had to be made ready, moved as on an assembly line from department to department. Wardrobe ladies charted her five-foot-six-inch height and her measurements—thirty-four-twenty-thirty-six, then handed her over to the wizards of hair and makeup. The cosmeticians and hairdressers circled around, studying, touching, mumbling with enthusiasm or often dismay, delineating what needed to be done with her numerous previously undetected flaws. Ava seldom wore makeup, only a layer of Tangee Red on her lips; now she became masked in pancake and blush, and her mouth turned into a smear of glowing scarlet.

Ann Rutherford, an M GM ingenue best known as Andy Hardy’s perky girlfriend, Polly Benedict, remembered seeing Ava on her first day in the makeup chair. “We were introduced and she was lovely, just darling. And I saw them getting her made up, and the makeup man was busily attempting, against his better judgment, to fill that dimple in her chin. Some brainless producer thought she would look better without that ‘defect,’ and the makeup man was filling it in with mortician’s wax!”

Ava—for the time being—succumbed to everything except an attempt to pluck her eyebrows in advance of penciling them back in. She objected with a violent squawk. The thick dark eyebrows would remain more or less intact.

The director of her new test was George Sidney, a savvy showbusiness veteran at twenty-five (he had acted in a movie opposite Tom Mix when he was four), the son of Metro executive L. K. Sidney, and a highly regarded troubleshooter at the studio, writer and director of award-winning short subjects, experimenter in stroboscopic and 3-D cinematography, and since April, a director of feature films (his work, in the years ahead, would include The Harvey Girls, Show Boat, Scaramouche,
 and Kiss Me Kate). He was considered a discerning judge, especially of young talent, directed numerous in-house tests, and was one of those who regularly weighed in on the screen tests from New York. Sidney had seen Ava Gardner in her silent debut and advised the studio to sign her.

Sidney: “She was a sexy gal. You can’t believe what a sexy gal she was. What was she, seventeen, eighteen? She had great skin, great eyes. She was from a small-town country background. And I think she found the whole thing very strange. And I think she thought we were all a little crazy. She would give you a look as if to say, Are you sure you have the right girl? She didn’t think she belonged there, but it was plain that she had something. There is a spark, a glow that comes off certain performers; they don’t even know they have it sometimes.”

He shot a simple test. Ava was seated in a swivel chair so he could film her from every angle. She read some lines of dialogue and answered a few simple questions about herself. She looked sensational, but it was clear to the director she was not ready for the big leagues yet. Her self- consciousness was almost painful to see. And the voice had to be trained. It was a beautiful, sexy speaking voice that Sidney heard, a sexy, Southern accent with a low, throaty tone and a raucous laugh; but you couldn’t have that regional accent then in a Hollywood movie, this despite the phenomenal success of Gone With the Wind two years before. (The general consensus then was that actors had to sound as if they were from nowhere in particular. It would have presented the same problem if she had come to them with a strongly regional accent of any sort.)

Together Sidney and Louis Mayer looked at the new test. The girl, it was decided, might work out. Yes. Maybe. It was too soon to tell. “At the studio under Mr. Mayer at that time they could train you if they were interested in you,” George Sidney would recall. “They didn’t just give up on you. They had an incredible program for young talent. They had almost a university within the studio walls. And I showed the test to Mr. Mayer and he saw that she had something.” Mayer, said Sidney, had an ability to see talent that didn’t even exist yet. A terrific feeling for talent. And Mayer said, “Let’s get her some coaching and see what happens.”



Ava’s MGM education began with a speech coach, Gertrude Fogler, a plump, seventyish woman who worked out of a tiny office on a distant lot.

 

She was a relic of the coming of sound, when experts were first recruited to teach silent stars not to speak through the nose and to overarticulate all vowels, a job ridiculed mercilessly in Singin’ in the Rain. But Fogler was actually an innovative teacher whose methods included mental imaging and yoga breathing exercises. A grateful Ava Gardner remembered her as kindly and helpful in a confusing time. Many years later Gertrude Fogler would recall Ava’s first visit: “In walked this timid, self-effacing, miserable, beautiful child. She wore horrid old clothes, no makeup, and her hair was all awry, yet she was so eager to learn.”

To gauge the girl’s manner of speech Fogler had her read a story out loud. Ava’s unspoiled soul was manifest: When she reached an unhappy passage in the story, she choked up with sadness. For an hour each day they worked on losing her Carolina accent. To change her “ahs” to “ers,” Ava read pages of applicable words, deliberating over each final syllable. Fogler gave her exercises to alter her vocal style, trying to change her slow-rippling, honey-coated drawl to something faster, flatter, and more Midwestern, something more acceptable in the deracinated, common-denominator universe of MGM characters.*

To teach her how to act, Ava was sent to Lillian Burns. Admitted to the Metro family in the mid-thirties with vague credentials and an abundance of pep, Lilly Burns was another member of Mayer’s personal team of trusted advisers. She was a small, sultry-looking woman with a theatrical personality, the intense air and slashing gestures of a tiny Bette Davis. Some who received her coaching swore by her ability to mold a performer and nurture fledgling talent; others found her rigid and self-absorbed. She had a tendency to instruct everyone with the same “grande dame” movements and facial gestures, and some thought her goal was to make every actor resemble a version of herself. Her greatest success story, as far as Mayer was concerned, was Lana Turner, the studio’s reigning sex symbol, whose early star performances were considered to have been completely mimetic, every single facial gesture, body movement, and line reading slavishly copied from Burns (adding only a crucial 1,000 percent more sex appeal). Gene Reynolds, a child actor and in 1941 a juvenile lead at Metro (later the producer of the acclaimed television series M*A*S*H), recalled, “Lillian Burns was a lovely woman, but very vain. In her office—which was kind of a living room setup with some soft chairs and a coffee table—she had a couple of large mirrors, and while she was showing you how to play a scene or read some lines she was often looking right past you and looking at herself in the mirror. She loved to look at herself in the mirror! But she was very talented, and she helped a lot of people enormously. If you knew something about acting, then she would just make suggestions and go over a scene with you. And it was really only if you didn’t have a clue what you were doing that she made you give these manufactured performances.”

Lillian Burns assessed Ava’s ability. She told George Sidney (the two married later that same year) that Gardner had extraordinary natural presence but turned wooden with self-consciousness when she had to “act.” Burns would have her read a few lines and then read them herself, demonstrating what to do, complete with pauses, raised eyebrows, flared nostrils. It was the Lana Turner routine again, making the student learn by imitation, gesture by gesture. Ava found Lillian’s exemplary style corny, but she did what she was told. Sometimes Ava would be paired off to run lines with one of the other new starlets-in-training, such as Donna Reed or Leatrice Gilbert. Seventeen-year-old Leatrice Gilbert was there on a minimum-wage novice contract like Ava, but their backgrounds could not have been more different. Leatrice was the daughter of silent-screen actors Leatrice Joy and John Gilbert, the legendary romantic idol of the 1920s, one of MGM’s first and greatest stars, lover of Garbo and Dietrich, tragically gone at the age of thirty-six. “We met in Lillian Burns’s office,” Leatrice Gilbert (now Fountain) remembered. “We read a scene together. I liked her very much. She was not sophisticated at all, but she was very bright. Very matter-of-fact about everything, nothing drippy or saccharine about her at all, a real no-nonsense kind of girl. We just got along right away.

“One day they sent us off together to the beach to do a photo shoot. This was what you did when you were under contract and you were a nobody. They took your picture with a firecracker for the fourth of July, and maybe one of the magazines or newspapers printed it and mentioned your name or at least mentioned the studio. They were always sending you out to do publicity photographs and pinups. They took us out to the beach, early in the morning before anyone else was there. I was told to put on this kind of two-piece tigerskin bathing suit. Now, I was skinny as a rail, and I had just had a very short haircut, so there I was with a boy’s haircut and no bosoms whatever. And Ava came out with her lovely long hair, which was kind of reddish brown and down around her shoulders, and wearing this beautiful white spandex bathing suit that showed every curve, and those greenish eyes flashing, and we were supposed to toss a ball back and forth on the beach. And she would catch the ball, and the photographer would snap. And she looked like a sexy goddess, and I never felt so totally embarrassed in my life. I said to her, Oh my God, I look terrible next to you!’ And she was so sweet about it. She said, ‘No, no, no, we’re just different types. You’re the Katharine Hepburn type.’ “



Ava and Bappie had moved almost immediately from their costly hotel room to cheaper lodgings they found at the Hollywood Wilcox, renting by the week an efficiency apartment with a pull-down bed and small kitchen facilities. Bappie got herself a salesclerk job at one of the big stores on Wilshire Boulevard. Ava followed a wearying routine: up and out by dawn for the three-bus transit to Culver City. Classes in speech, drama, and soon dance and singing lessons too. It really was like going back to school. Except that at Rock Ridge High or Atlantic Christian you weren’t likely to come within a few yards of Clark Gable arriving for work—as she did one morning and was struck dumb with awe—Clark Gable on a motorcycle and wearing big goggles and looking grimly hung- over, but otherwise as dazzling a sight as he had been in Red Dust or Gone With the Wind.

Nearly every day she spent some hours posing for photographers: sometimes long, formal sessions in the portrait studio, other times improvised work around the back lots or on the beach at Malibu or by a hotel swimming pool or anywhere else a bathing suit or short skirt might conceivably be worn. There were “cheesecake” shots meant to show off her figure—personality and holiday and gimmick and gag shots, photos of her swinging a tennis racket, milking cows, and feeding chickens. For one image, reflecting the dog days of summer, she held a thermometer in one hand, an ice-cream cone in the other, and perched her swimsuited bottom on a giant block of ice. It had not been easy at first, being the object of such direct attention from strangers, the photographers and assistants posing her, guiding her body this way and that, fingers bluntly rearranging her clothes as if she were a department store mannequin. The swimsuits were tighter, thinner, more revealing than anything she or any other girl had ever worn at Holt Lake. Inevitably, as the work became routine, her ingrained reserve began to lessen, although there would still be uncomfortable moments when the man behind the camera seemed to want more than she was willing to give, wanting her to lean her cleavage still lower or arch her buttocks higher in the air. She would hear Molly’s voice in her head at such moments, or see her reproving gaze and go cold. Nevertheless the figure in the printed results no longer showed much in common with the tentative girl in a straw bonnet in Larry Tarr’s shopwindow. In the cheesecake photos she was youthful sexiness personified, a sprightly dazzler of an American teen. In the formal portraits, some by veteran masters of light and shadow like Clarence Sinclair Bull, she was something else again: enticing, mysterious, and erotic, a dark dream of succulent desirability.

“She came up to my office one day,” recalled Berdie Abrams, then in her second year in the studio publicity department. “She came in very quietly, almost snuck in, because this was when she first started and was afraid of everything. And she says, ‘I know I’m not supposed to be here, but I’m really curious to see what my pictures look like.’ So I said, ‘Well, c’mon.’ And I went and pulled out the drawer of her stuff they had taken. And I spread the pictures out for her to look at, and she studied them. And you want to know something? Those were some stunning photos of her. She was the most beautiful woman on the lot, absolutely, nobody compared to her. But not only that, she couldn’t take a bad picture. And that was rare, y’know; everybody has a bad side. And she looked at the pictures for a little while, and when she was done she straightened up and kind of shrugged, and she said, ‘Jeez,’ she said, ‘From the way people went on so, I thought I was better-looking than that….”‘



The studio contract Ava had signed included what was generally known as a “morals clause,” a turgid proscription of any activity that would “shock, insult or offend” the community or public decency or otherwise bring shame upon the motion picture industry. Any violation meant instant dismissal. The clause was reflective of the high standards of MGM. Wasn’t Louis B. Mayer the man who did more than anyone to fight the stereotype of a licentious Hollywood, presenting to the world an upright, stern corporate image (his three-piece suits were emblematic in a land of plaid blazers and tennis shorts) and in his films a cinematic espousal of prudence, patriotism, and good clean living? Ava, in time, would come to jeer at this presumption of moral superiority. She would learn to see Metro’s aura of rectitude as a front like those propped-up facade movie sets behind which was a great deal of dirt and garbage.

A newcomer like Ava Gardner learned from the grapevine or, less fortunately, from experience, that bad behavior among the Culver City hierarchy was endemic. One heard the stories passed around at lunch or whispered in the makeup room. There was Eddie Mannix, the studio’s bulldoglike general manager and longtime Mayer confidant who had beaten his mistress so violently that she required multiple abdominal surgeries. And Ben Thau, the stone-faced executive of whom it was said that he “pissed ice water,” another notorious serial predator in the hallways and offices of MGM. And Arthur Freed, the producer of The Wizard of Οι, Babes on Broadway, and most of the classic Metro musicals, who, in a meeting in his office with Shirley Temple in 1941, exposed his penis to the then-twelve-year-old child.

Mayer himself was a recurrent if often inept lecher, offering the casting couch to select actresses, especially faded stars in need of a comeback and a paternalistic spanking. Judy Garland, a Metro employee from the age of thirteen, would recall Mayer, in his office, routinely groping her adolescent breasts. These men—most of them short, middle-aged, and ugly, surrounded by young and spectacular-looking women (some of these admittedly with more ambition than scruples)—regularly traded a key to the kingdom in return for physical pleasures, and what they couldn’t get by trade they were often raring to grab.

“A young woman starting out on her own was in a very vulnerable position at the studio,” recalled Leatrice Gilbert. “There was a lot of lechery and abuse.” One evening, she would remember, Ben Thau had lured her to his house on the pretext of giving her some mementos that had belonged to her late father, John Gilbert. Thau answered the door in a bathrobe and nothing else. “And suddenly he made the big move on me. I was seventeen and a virgin and scared to death and I just ran out of there.…But you heard of bad things happening to girls at the studio all the time.”

Ava would have her own close encounter with one of the squat wolves from the executive floor during her first week at work. An exec had invited her to see a new movie in his projection room, and the moment they were alone the man groped and tried to kiss her while growling some mixture of job offers, sweet talk, and vague threats. She got away and hid herself in someone’s office in the publicity department and later told the tale to publicity chief Howard Strickling, who was known to be a decent guy. He told her he would have a talk with the man and make sure he would never do anything like that again. Ava was upset and Strickling told her to hold on, he was sure she was going to be a big star and she couldn’t let one unfortunate incident ruin her great future. Then he told her not to tell anybody what happened.

Ava willed herself to forget about it, though it was not easy, and sometimes the memory would come back and she would flare up in anger and want to find the man and do what she should have done instead of running and hiding—do something with her shoe that he wOuld have a damned hard time forgetting. What made it worse, she thought, was how hard she had tried not to draw the wrong sort of attention. There was gossip about some girls at the studio that did not bear thinking about, and Ava had pointedly tried to not let anyone get the wrong idea about her. She turned away from men who attempted to flirt and turned down invitations to parties and after work get-togethers. It was tempting to mingle or go out with a boy, but it was intimidating, too, when you didn’t know what you were getting into (it didn’t help matters that she was shy of speaking at will, aware that her Carolina accent struck some people with horror).

She had even turned down a date with a movie star.



When they met that first day on the Babes on Broadway set, he in his eyecatching Carmen Miranda costume, Mickey Rooney had beamed from ear to ear, looking upon the newly arrived starlet like a boy contemplating the world’s largest ice-cream sundae. “Everything in me stopped,” he would write in I.E., his 1965 memoir. “My heart. My breathing. My thinking.” In another minute he was called back to the set and Ava had gone on her way. But Rooney had not been able to put her out of his mind. He sent one of his hangers-on to talk to Weiss the publicist, find out her story. With new female contract players you never knew if they were already the special interest of someone higher up (in Rooney’s words, “potential pussy for the executives”). He saw her for the second time in the studio commissary; they chatted, he fawned over her, asked her to come out to dinner that night. She said no.

He crept back to his cronies at the lunch table, hurting but elated and told them that was the girl he was going to marry.



Mickey Rooney: born Joe Yule, Jr., in 1920, in a boardinghouse in Brooklyn, New York. The son of small-time vaudevillians, he grew up a nomad amid the seedy glamour of variety and burlesque houses, surrounded by jugglers, baggy-pants comics, and long-legged showgirls. His cradle was a drawer in his parents’ backstage dressing room. Almost literally born a performer, he was said to have stolen his first scene at the age of one and a half when he crawled onto a stage in the middle of an actor’s monologue and brought the house down. Not much later he was doing his own act, singing, drumming, telling jokes in a custom-made tuxedo. When welfare workers in one city came investigating a possible violation of the child- labor laws, he had to pretend to be an adult midget. His parents split up when he was four, and his mother, Nell, settled with her boy in Los Angeles. She spent much of her time foisting him on movie producers. In one picture he got to play a midget again. His big break came at the age of six: He won the title role of “Mickey McGuire” in a new series of cheap two- reelers based around the character of the tough little urchin in the popular Toonerville Trolley comic strip. After a while the producers came up with a scheme to “do away” with licensing payments to the creator of the comic strip by making their little star change his name legally to that of the character he played, which he did (Joe Junior’s mother, for consistency, changed her name to McGuire, too). The series ran its course after fifty two-reelers, while the cartoonist finally won a lawsuit that incidentally required the young actor to stop calling himself Mickey McGuire on screen or off. The boy was at once out of a job and out of a name, a has- been at twelve.

It was around that time, too, he stopped growing. They tried stretching exercises and mechanical devices—nothing worked. He would top out at a hair over sixty inches, the size of a boy for life.

A publicist at Universal came up with his new name, this one with no legal injunctions against it. David O. Selznick saw him cutting up at a charity Ping-Pong match and, knocked out by his energy and talent, elbowed him into his new production, Manhattan Melodrama. Mickey played Clark Gable’s character as a child. The picture was a hit, helped along by all the free publicity when John Dillinger went to see it and got shot to death by G-men on his way out of the theater. Metro signed the fourteen-year-old to a long-term contract. For a while he simmered, stealing scenes from the edge of the frame (it was said that his on-screen energy could take the spotlight even from “a cooing baby playing with a forlorn puppy”). Then in 1937 he appeared in the first of what would be known as the Hardy Family series, enormously popular, gentle comedy- dramas about the household of a small-town judge. Mickey Rooney played Judge Hardy’s son, Andrew—a rambunctious, lovelorn American teenager—and following the audience’s response, he was soon made the focus of the series. The diminutive, not particularly handsome young man (his face was cruelly reckoned by one critic to resemble a squeezed grapefruit) became Metro’s hottest property, rushed into films that in their variety (comedies, dark dramas, musicals) revealed the scope of a phenomenal performing talent. By 1939, with the regular Hardy installments and stand-alone hits like Boys Town and Babes in Arms, he was the box-office champion of the world.

“He was just one of the most gifted people, just amazing,” remembered Gene Reynolds, a fellow Metro child actor and a supporting player in several Rooney vehicles. “No education to speak of…at the Little Red Schoolhouse there at MGM they could never find him, they were always chasing him down for a lesson.…I think he could barely read…but he was just naturally talented, intuitively smart: He taught himself to play piano, write music, dance, a great golfer. Anything. On those musical numbers everyone would rehearse all day, all week, from Monday to Friday. And Mickey would not show up. No one could find him all week. He would be off at the track or somewhere. He would come in on Friday morning—everybody else had been working on the number all week long—and he’d say, Okay, show me what I do.’ They would walk him through the damn thing, do this, now it’s a time step, then this—by noon he had the whole thing and be gone, hop in his car, and drive off to the races. It was all too easy for him.”

Rooney was strong evidence of the gulf that existed between MGM’s wholesome public image and the often rough reality of the place. To moviegoers he was the grinning Everyboy of the Hardy movies, puckish yet decent, earnest, innocent. But Mickey Rooney in real life was no Andy Hardy, no naive small-town boy whose interest in the opposite sex could be sated by a kiss and an ice-cream soda with two straws. Mickey Rooney in life was a wised-up Hollywood playboy. “I was about three years younger than Mickey,” said Gene Reynolds. “But I was like thirty years younger. Are you kidding? Mickey at fifteen, sixteen, he would get off work and pop open a beer and then go off and get laid. There would be some party with all the young ladies from the studio, and Mickey would be saying ‘You see that one over there, the redhead? I’ve had her.…see that blond over there? I’ve balled her.’ He would meet them and charm them and so forth, and the next thing you knew they were in bed. He could even get laid on the Great Plains of Omaha, Nebraska, when we were out there tor Boys Town.”

Rooney, said an article in the Saturday Evening Posty “had studio watchdogs assigned to bail him out of scrapes. He was a belligerent kid with no inhibitions…a confirmed wolf, junior grade. When he wasn’t smoking cigars or driving cars too fast the big boss had him on the carpet constantly for lectures, and Rooney displayed his best acting at such sessions. He wept, beat his breast and swore to reform, then promptly cased the horizon for personable females.”



After the ravishing young contract player’s cool dismissal of him in the studio commissary, Mickey Rooney’s interest in Ava had only increased. Get me that Southern babe’s phone number, he told one of his flunkies, and that evening he called her at home.

“Miss Gardner, won’t you reconsider? I would love to take you out to dinner.”

“No, I’m sorry. I can’t.”

He called her again the next night.

“Miss Gardner…Ava.”

“No, thanks all the same.”

The next night the same thing, and the next.

“No, I’m awful tired.”

“No, I…G’bye.”

It drove him a little crazy. Once he really set his sights on a girl, it was not normal for him to get the brush-off like that. It was a blow to the ego, not a pleasant sensation at all. It caused one to question oneself, equally unpleasant. He was single, twenty years old, with a very large paycheck forty-eight weeks a year. He was used to having girls fall into his lap, wait in hiding, beg him for a date, even if it was only a run up to the top of Mulholland Drive and a few minutes in the backseat of his car. “Ava didn’t give a damn who I was or what I was or what I could do for her,” he would recall. Her face and body were unsettling enough, but her intransigence went under his skin, touched a raw nerve of vulnerability that lay beneath his often unbearably brash surface. He was the most popular movie star in the world, wasn’t he? What was wrong with him? Was it because he was short?

At the studio he sent another minion to find her and plead his case, tell her all she was missing. Dick Paxton, Mickey’s stand-in, found her in the “shooting gallery” getting some pictures taken. Mickey’s a great guy, Ava, he told her. Mickey can do a lot for your career. Go out to dinner with him, willya? What have you got to lose?

Bappie said the same thing, back in their little room at the Hollywood Wilcox. Every night they ate hamburgers across the street, played rummy, listened to the radio, and went to bed at nine. She was bored stiff with her baby sister the movie queen. Bappie said, “Why don’t you let him take you to dinner, sugar? I bet he goes to some real nice joints. A helluva lot better than that hamburger stand.”

Ava said she didn’t want to get people talking about her the way they did some of the other new females at the studio. And Mickey had a reputation. He’d been with a million girls. Who knew what a movie star expected you to do on a date? And Ava told her again how small he was the time she saw him at the lunchroom and he wasn’t wearing his Carmen Miranda platform heels. He had barely come up to her breasts.

“Well, give me the phone next time,” said Bappie. “I’ll go out with him.”

In the end Ava gave in. And Bappie did come. Ava said she couldn’t leave her sister behind, and Mickey, not about to lose his opening, said, “I’ll pick you both up at seven!”



He picked them up in a new red convertible that glistened like wet rubber. They roared up Sunset Boulevard. At every red light people stared, waved, shouted: “Hiya, Mickey!” “That’s Mickey Rooney!” And Rooney glowed with an infectious comic ecstasy. It was like sitting next to the boy-king of the universe. They went to Chasen’s, an expensive industry hangout. He plied them with cocktails, champagne, filet mignon, crepes suzettes for dessert. The room was spinning, from booze and from Mickey Rooney—he dazzled them, an exploding pinwheel. The sisters were gasping for breath, no letup.

He urged Ava out of their booth at one point and glided her over to one table and then another, all of them filled with friends and boosters, some of them recognizable faces from the screen and from fan magazines, but she was too dizzy to remember who was who.

“Fellas, this is Ava Gardner and she’s new in Hollywood. Isn’t she gorgeous?!”

Later they went dancing. And Mickey was a great dancer. Everyone in the club watched them and grinned and applauded. His spirit lifted the whole place higher, like a round bought for the house. It was nearly two in the morning when they pulled up at the Wilcox. Bappie stumbled along ahead and let her baby sister say their good nights. They went up and Mickey clung to her, escorting her down the hallway of the tatty hotel. She looked down at him and he beamed up at her, held her arm tighter.

“Ava,” he said. “Will you marry me?”

She pulled her arm away, took one more startled look back, and ran into her room.



And so it began. He called her in the morning to tell her how much he had enjoyed the evening. He tracked her down at lunchtime, took her out that night. Ava told Bappie, “He’s not my type at all!” And Bappie said, “Baby, just go out and have fun and don’t worry about it. Mickey’s a great guy.”

They went out that night, just the two of them. The next night too.

 

They had zombies at the Beachcomber, caviar at Romanoff’s. Went dancing at the Trocadero. He introduced her to movie stars they met along the way: Uncle Spence, Uncle Wally. They looked older and drunker than they did in pictures. He showed her everything he had—fame, charm, money—and then he showed her again.

He knew she didn’t want him. Her disinterest only increased his desire. He would later reflect that if she had only felt about him what he felt for her, the romance would have ended like all those before it had—”on the spot…or on some other spot a few weeks later,” lust gratified and replaced with “instant boredom.”

He began picking her up in the mornings and driving her to the studio. He would keep the car top down even on cold mornings so everyone could see what he had in the passenger seat. Sidney Miller, a young actor and part of Rooney’s retinue, would recall to Rooney’s biographer Arthur Marx how Mickey would drive slowly along the studio streets shouting to passersby, “Hey, this is my new girl. She’s going to be a big star!” and Miller would remember Ava sitting there, embarrassed as hell.

He took her around to meet people at the studio, producers, directors, casually but with intent, partly to help her along, partly perhaps to let them know to keep their hands off. Sid Luft, a friend of Rooney’s then working for Metro star Eleanor Powell (and later to marry Rooney’s favorite costar, Judy Garland) remembered being introduced to Ava in those early days of the relationship: “Mickey was completely gone for her, like I’d never seen him act before. I met her and we talked a little. She was a very beautiful girl but very, very naive. She seemed like she had just walked in out of the woods.”

Other than her two screen tests, Ava had yet to work in front of a camera. One day Mickey went up to the office that produced Metro’s short subjects, the one- and two-reelers that ran between feature films.

“I was running the shorts department at that time; I was executive producer,” remembered Richard Goldstone. “And Mickey Rooney just came in to see us, very friendly, and said he had a favor to ask. He said that he had found this lovely girl and asked us did we think we could find her a spot in one of the shorts. She was new, he said, and he just wanted to get her a start. And I think…I mean, obviously he wanted to impress her. This wasn’t something he had ever done before to my knowledge, and he was a big star at Metro, and he was a very nice guy so we obliged him. I okayed it. We were making about seventy shorts a year back then, and we had one we were shooting, and we put her in it. I believe it was the first thing she ever did.”

It was titled Strange Testament, part of the Passing Parade series of one-reelers dramatizing odd but true historical anecdotes, with narration written and delivered by journalist John Nesbit. The short was filmed silent, with an ex-vaudeville dancer named Sammy Lee directing. “It was a restaurant set,” said Goldstone. “Ava played a waitress. I think she walked over to the table and poured a cup of coffee. She looked beautiful. And that was it.”

That was it: She was in the movies now. Mickey beamed at her: “I’m telling you, kid, you’re gonna be big!”



Suddenly—it felt like overnight, with the tornado that Mickey kicked up, never a moment to stop and think what was happening—suddenly they were a couple. She had looked away, and when she looked back she was “Mickey Rooney’s girl,” and strangers in public places were popping flashbulbs in their eyes. She was on his arm at the hottest nightspots, at the prizefights, at a movie premiere at the Chinese with a red carpet laid out before them. The press took note. Louella Parsons, the queen of the Hollywood columnists, wrote: “Mickey Rooney’s latest is Ava Gardner, brunette stock actress at MGM.” Jimmie Fidler announced that she looked like Hedy Lamarr, only better, and Sidney Skolsky reported to his readers that Rooney’s new interest was “a North Carolina beauty…who is much taller.”

On October 3 the Smithfield Herald ran an entire feature on the hometown girl: PRETTY AVA GARDNER IN LIMELIGHT AS MICKEY ROONEY’S “LATEST” GIRL FRIEND. It read, “Ava Gardner, recently of Johnston County…doing all right at the movie capital…a glimmer of stardust in Ava’s hair…box-office smasher Mickey Rooney chasing after her.…It shouldn’t be long before the folks back home can be seeing Ava at their local theater.”

Pictures appeared of the two of them dancing at the Mocambo. In her spike-heeled shoes she stood ten inches taller; in the pictures it looked as if she were in a different latitude. Towering over him and wearing her MGM makeup and hairstyle and the chic clothes Mickey bought for her, she looked more sophisticated and in control than she was. Rooney was the driving force in everything they did and Ava the mostly passive object of desire, but some people saw the pictures of the towering gorgeous woman and the short, boyish, excited Mickey and figured her for a gold digger, figured that she had hit town and craftily latched on to Mickey Rooney as a career move. Ava was too unsure of herself and too indifferent and surprised by each day’s events to hatch as calculated a scheme as that. The farthest she could think ahead was to the evening’s necking session in the convertible and how she was going to keep Mickey from going too far.

He was feverish to possess her. She would squirm on the front seat and tell him, “I can’t do…that…before I’m a married woman!”

And then he would propose marriage.

He later calculated that he asked her twenty-five times.



“Ava and I and Dorothy Morris, another actress, would go eat lunch at a drugstore on the corner,” recalled Berdie Abrams. “We would go there because it was more peaceful than the studio cafeteria. And we’d sit in the little booths and talk. And she wanted our opinion about Mickey. And we’d say, Oh, he’s adorable. Everybody loves Mickey.’ And we did. He used to call me ‘Legs’ because I won a contest for best legs at the studio. And she would ask some more about him, and we’d say he was cute and nice. And one day she said, ‘Mickey asked me to marry him. What do you think?’ And I said, ‘Well, that’s a big question. You shouldn’t ask anybody else. You have to know that for yourself.’ But she wasn’t sure what she felt about him. And he was just wild about her.”

People at the studio—spies from the studio, like Mickey’s assigned caretaker, Les Petersen—began to sniff around, ask what was going on with the brunette dame, why he was tying himself down like this instead of playing the field. Which had the effect of making Rooney—who hated the studio’s dictates and its attempts to run his life—more determined than ever. Ava’s turning him down was a challenge and a rebuke. He could sell more movie tickets than Clark Gable; surely he could win over one virgin from North Carolina. He employed what he called an “allcourt press,” not letting her do anything without him, overwhelming her with sheer Mickey Rooneyness. He worked on Bappie as well, charming her onto his side. “He’s awful sweet, Ava, don’t you think?” she would say to her sister. “Isn’t he funny? Did he do his Lionel Barrymore imitation for you? And when are you two gonna get hitched?”



December came. And on the seventh the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, and the United States was at war. Clouds of uncertainty, fear, and panic hung over Los Angeles. There were rumors of imminent invasions. At enlistment offices young men lined up around the block, eager for battle, revenge. There was tension and drama in everything now. No one knew where it was all going to lead, only that there would be more blood and horror in the times ahead. On the evening of the ninth they had been out to dinner. Later that night the two of them had gotten into his car to head back to the Wilcox. Mickey didn’t start the car right away, and for a time they sat there in silence in the dark.

“Ava,” he said then. “Will you marry me?”

Maybe it had something to do with being far from home during such a terrible week; maybe she had been feeling somber and vulnerable as so many people did in those first days of the country at war; or maybe he had just won her over at last. Fifty million moviegoers couldn’t be wrong.

She said, “All right, Mickey.”



She imagined a big wedding. Not because she was marrying the biggest star in Hollywood, but because a big wedding was supposed to be the dream of every girl who was getting married. She called long distance to tell her mother about it, and Molly was so happy for her and yet a little unbelieving. It was all such a strange thing, her child in Hollywood, now to be the bride of a famous young man. Ava wanted to make arrangements for her mother to come out to California. They would pick out a nice wedding dress and all the rest. Molly was so happy for her, and Ava said yes, she was happy, too. Mickey was a great guy. They were going to be very happy. He was so talented and so crazy about her.

Mickey had said they had better keep their intentions a secret for the moment, but then he had been ready to burst with it and broke the news himself. He called the Hollywood columnist Hedda Hopper and gave her the scoop on his engagement. But then Hedda called up MGM for confirmation, and they told her the story wasn’t true, and of course she believed MGM. She wondered what had gotten into the boy, making up a thing like that.

Soon came a message from Culver City, from the third floor. Mr. Mayer would like to see Mickey and his…friend. Right away.

They arrived arm in arm, Ava parroting her fiance’s subdued demeanor as they neared the mogul’s lair. White-haired Ida Koverman, Mayer’s stern, devoted executive secretary, looked at them with open reproof as she would at anyone or anything that caused her employer distress. They entered the colossal private office, the size of a tobacco warehouse but considerably more plush (regal-modernist design courtesy of Academy Award—winning Metro staffer Cedric Gibbons). And now Ava looked upon the fifty-six-year-old former junk dealer from Minsk who was the highest-paid executive in the world and one of the handful of men who had invented the motion picture industry. Short and unhandsome, with a heavy, bespectacled head set upon a thick, powerful torso, he looked like an owl made of pig iron. He gave her no greeting at all but launched into Rooney with a righteous fury.

“How dare you do this to me! Who has been like a father to you! To this studio that has been your family who has raised you to great success!”

Mayer fumed behind his colossal desk. Behind and to his side were Bennie Thau and Howard Strickling, silently hovering, ominously observing, like two henchmen backing up the big boss in a gangster movie. Mayer went on with his rage. He was known for his temper tantrums when those under contract disappointed him, but for Rooney he always reserved a particularly savage exasperation. To Mayer the Hardy series was not only an incredible moneymaker but a profound cinematic expression of the studio’s Main Street values—Mayer’s much-vaunted personal values—a veneration of family, home, innocence. And Rooney, to Mayer, was forever doing something to threaten that pristine image. Mickey’s own mother had once come to the office to complain that her son was throwing all his money away on hookers. And there was the time a year or two ago—it had nearly given Louis B. cardiac arrest—when he received the news that the teenage Rooney was having an affair with Norma Shearer, the Queen of the Lot—shtupņing the thirty-eight-year-old widow of Irving Thalberg the length and breadth of her Marie Antoinette trailer! (“She was hotter than a half-fucked fox in a forest fire,” Mickey would recall appreciatively in his memoir.) And now this—Mayer treated Rooney’s “engagement” as just another transgression, no more honorable than the others. Where did he get the temerity to go off and get engaged? Engaged to be married? Did he know what the public would think when they heard that America’s favorite high-school-boy virgin was planning to marry some hotsy showgirl? Had he even considered how such an action might damage the box-office potential of the next Hardy picture or the next one with Judy? Were people going to believe he was still a sixteen-year-old dating the girl next door when there were pictures of him with a sexpot wife?

Mickey told Mayer he and Ava were in love. He was a grown man now. The public would have to understand.

Mayer growled, “You won’t listen to reason? All right. I simply forbid it. That’s all. I forbid it.”

Then Rooney, with a look of cheerless resolve, explained that he was going to marry the woman he loved and if Mr. Mayer could not respect that and did not think they should continue their working relationship, then he would have to see if there was some other studio that wanted him.

Few in the world of the movies had contradicted the wishes of Louis B. Mayer and thrived. Mickey Rooney’s box-office standing would mean nothing if Mayer became determined to destroy him. There would be no “other studio”; they could keep the boy in litigation and off the screen for years (that was the whole point of the studio system, to make sure no one was more powerful than the studio they worked for). Rooney, despite his youthful impulsiveness, had to understand all this. But his determination was fanatic. This was Ava’s allure at nineteen: The biggest movie star in the world was ready to risk professional annihilation rather than give up the girl he had known for fifteen or sixteen weeks. He had diligently (and God knew celibately) courted her for all that time, and now that her charms in full lay almost within his grasp, nothing—not even the great and powerful Mayer—was going to stop him from getting what he had to have.

Mayer, face-to-face with such grotesque defiance, gave perhaps his first serious thought to the root cause of the commotion, suddenly conscious of a heretofore barely-acknowledged fifty-dollar-a-week contract hopeful with a hopeless hillbilly accent. Ava Gardner? That had to be one of Strickling’s concoctions. What was her real name? Lulubelle? And here she was out of nowhere threatening the future of one of Metro-Goldwyn- Mayer’s most valuable assets?!

The tension in the big room grew, peaked—ebbed. Mickey Rooney was, after all, a very valuable asset indeed. However much Mayer might have wanted to call his bluff it was not in the interests of the studio to risk the loss of such a uniquely talented moneymaker. New York would not understand such a decision. It would not be good business to punish Mr. Rooney at this time. Better to wait for a day that would surely come—perhaps not for many years but one day—when the willful boy’s value would be less and he could be made to regret his arrogant behavior (Mayer had a long memory). For now, let the boy have his hillbilly.

The mogul’s mouth became a chilling smile.

“Mickey…you know it would break my heart to see you unhappy.”



The studio would handle all the arrangements. It was decided. Ava waited for details, daydreaming with Bappie about the fantastic ceremony MGM was bound to produce. But Metro’s wedding planners up on the third floor felt the best thing was to get it over with quickly and without a fuss, minimizing the publicity and cutting their losses. Ava was told not to bother asking any of her Carolina relatives to come out. And an elaborate wedding dress was deemed to be out of place and an unnecessary expenditure. Ava was disappointed, angry, and embarrassed, but shared her feelings only with Bappie. Mickey had already gone out on a limb with the studio, and now they were supposed to keep their mouths shut and follow orders. She found solace in a friendship with Judy Garland and her musician husband, David Rose. Like Mickey (and probably bolstering his own resolve), Judy had defied the studio in the name of love. Like Ava she was nineteen years old. In the previous summer— during the filming of Babes on Broadway, just before Ava and Mickey had met—Garland and Rose eloped to Las Vegas. Judy had asked for a couple of days off for a honeymoon, and Mayer and Arthur Freed furiously demanded she return to the studio that very day, and she did (but with a simmering resentment). Ava and Mickey visited the Roses at their house in Bel Air. Judy was hilariously caustic about her bosses. Ava was nervous about the wedding and Judy, for laughs, got them to rehearse the ceremony in the den. Judy wanted to take a picture of the couple and send it to Louis B. and the rest of them—”You were cordially not invited”— inscribed with an obscenity.

They went into January with the wedding in a holding pattern. Mickey had to finish the new Hardy picture. A date was set for the end of the week and then had to be canceled: Mickey was needed for a few retakes. “If the picture is out of the way on Saturday,” reported Louella Parsons, “the wedding can take place.” Ava wanted to thank Louella for the news. The studio at last gave the nod. On January 10, a small wedding party drove out of Los Angeles in two cars. There were Ava and Mickey; Bappie (who would be maid of honor); Mickey’s mother, Nell (a tough old bird whose first words upon meeting Ava were, “Well, I guess he ain’t been into your pants yet”), and his stepfather, Fred Pankey; his father, Joe Yule, Sr. (who was currently working in a strip joint in downtown LA), and Dad’s new wife, Theota; Les Petersen, Mickey’s appointed “keeper” from the studio (and self-appointed best man); Eleanor Stewart, an actress in Hopalong Cassidy Westerns and Petersen’s wife; and a staff photographer from the studio. They picked up a marriage license in Montecito near Santa Barbara and then continued on to the small village of Ballard and the obscure Santa Ynez Valley Presbyterian Church. Petersen had chosen the location and quietly reserved the Santa Ynez, although Ava was a Baptist and Rooney a Christian Scientist; the joke was that Petersen picked it because Andy Hardy was a Presbyterian.

The group gathered inside the church at a few minutes before eleven. Ava wore a feathered hat, a plain blue outfit, and a corsage (she still brooded over being denied a fancy white gown). Rooney wore a sedate dark suit. Both the bride and the groom looked grim and distracted. Ava’s uncertain mood was understandable: There had been little that could be called normal in the past half-year, and this least of all, a wedding to a movie star among a group of strangers (only Bappie had known her as long as six months ago), thousands of miles from home. The Reverend Glen H. Lutz performed the ceremony; his wife pumped out the wedding march on a wheezy organ. Mickey slipped a platinum ring onto Ava’s finger; the ring bore the inscription, “Love Forever.” Les Petersen had picked it out. Lutz pronounced them man and wife. Ava leaned down to kiss her husband. The Metro photographer prepared to take the official wedding portrait, and Petersen scurried up ahead of him with the little stool he had brought from the studio, plopped it on the floor, and helped Mickey to stand on it, bringing him up to Ava’s height for the picture.

One car took the guests back to Los Angeles. Mickey, Ava, and Les got into Mickey’s convertible and headed up the Monterey coast to the place Les had chosen for them to stay for the next four days, the sprawling Del Monte Hotel near Pebble Beach.

“You’re married now, doll, how does it feel?”

Ava looked at her husband. Then she turned and looked at the other man in the car, the publicist and minder from MGM.

“Are you coming on the honeymoon, Les?”

“Sure. I go where you kids go.”

He was joking, sort of. He checked the couple in to the hotel and joined them in the suite for some iced champagne, then dinner; at last he left them to themselves. As the night came on, the prospect of facing her matrimonial bed left Ava visibly disconcerted, which in turn spooked Mickey, and they both drank too much. Ava would give a discreet, vaguely satisfied account of the night in her memoir, but Rooney’s recollection would be blunt: An evening-long booze-up had diminished his resources; while the bride was locked away in the bathroom he rolled over in bed and passed out. Ava, fully primped for her ordeal, came out to find her husband sleeping. The night of bliss he had risked so much to enjoy was his for the having, and he’d let it slip away.

On day two of the marriage, Mickey said they were going to play golf, or Mickey was going to play and Ava could watch. With the wedding night having passed uneventfully—anyway, without the main event taking place—and the morning proceeding briskly to breakfast, Ava might have wondered when exactly her husband was going to claim the prize for which he had so long feverishly clamored. For most of that day, however, the object of Rooney’s pleasure was not the breaching of his bride but of the eighteen holes on Pebble Beach’s legendary course.

In the evening, though, his attention returned to her in full.

She was tense, skittish to his touch. Why couldn’t it be like in the movies? A kiss, some pretty music, and a fade to black, not this embarrassing intimate grapple. Mickey, by his reckoning, was contrastingly confident, attentive, and then “tremendous.” Her body gave proof of what for months her words and the prohibitive snap of her thighs had declared: She was a virgin. He made love to her, and Ava, “agreeably surprised” by the thing her mother had taught her to fear, soon opened herself to it absolutely. They made love all night long. A “sexual symphony,” said Mickey Rooney.

In the morning, more golf. Ava followed him around the course with a puppyish devotion, euphoric from the night before, and when the time came to return to their suite she rushed them along in eager anticipation. Another symphony was performed. Ava would much later rave to intimates about Mickey’s expertise in bed. “Don’t let the little guy fool you,” she told Ann Miller. “He knew every trick in the book.” According to journalist Radie Harris, Ava said she had been so ignorant of sex in the beginning that for a time she completely surrendered herself to Mickey’s domination, but that her enthusiasm for the activity was such that she quickly developed a more active and aggressive approach, “such a technique,” as Harris reported, “that no man would ever dominate her in bed again.”

It was good that Ava was so pleased and consumed by their sexual encounters because Mickey paid little attention to her away from the mattress. “It was an ideal honeymoon,” he wrote. “Sex and golf and sex and golf.” After the first couple of traipses around the course, though, Ava had had enough and spent her remaining mornings at the hotel lying in bed; she would have lunch with Mickey in the clubhouse, then play cards and get treated to a chocolate milk shake with Les Petersen, then dinner and back into bed for the next course in her sexual education.

After four days they drove to San Francisco. Metro had decided to make it a working honeymoon from there on and tie the star’s travels to various public appearances and publicity events, some connected to the war effort, some to the promotion of their new release, Life Begins for Andy Hardy. From San Francisco they took the train east. They stayed a night in Chicago, promoting, then caught the Twentieth Century Limited for New York. Putting them up in a suite at the New Yorker Hotel near Penn Station, Les coordinated a meeting with press and photographers at the hotel. The Metro man scurried about making sure the poses looked proper—Ava seated in a deep chair and Mickey on the arm so that he loomed above her. Bappie arrived from Los Angeles by train, and the sisters were loosed on the Manhattan stores with a blank check from Mickey. They went to Boston and attended a charity function hosted by the mayor and attended by a contingent of area blue bloods. Ava was overwhelmed by the pomp and could barely function for fear of picking up the wrong piece of silverware.

She had naturally wished to include a stop to see her mother and family while they were in the East, and so the MGM planners, not wanting to waste their boy on a strictly personal side trip, booked him to make a morale- boosting visit to North Carolina’s Fort Bragg. Mickey shook hands with some generals and fired a machine gun as flashbulbs popped, then went with Ava to Raleigh, where Molly was living with Inez and her husband, John Grimes, at their small but comfortable house on Fairview Road. Everyone in the Gardner family who could make it arrived for a big welcome-home- and-meet-Mickey party. Molly’s illness had taken an evident physical toll, but she rose to this joyous occasion, delighted by the return of her beautiful daughter and the chance to know her famous son-in-law. Mickey lavished Ava’s mom with attention, poured on his legendary personality, joking, dancing, trying out a song from his new picture, leaving the crowd of young and old laughing and applauding, Molly most of all. Ava watched, almost in tears with appreciation for her new husband.

The next and last stop of the tour was Washington, D.C., and for Ava the most impossible experience of an unreal six months. They were to be among the star-studded Hollywood contingent attending Franklin Roosevelt’s sixtieth birthday party at the White House. The president and first lady greeted them on their arrival, and Ava, curtsying nervously, could not stop imagining her father’s expression if he could have seen this moment—his daughter meeting the man he had always spoken of as a kind of god. Ava, Mickey, Bappie, and Les Petersen sat together in the vast dining room, Ava causing much attention, the radiantly beautiful newly- wed, stunningly turned out, the regal sweep of her shoulders highlighted by a strapless black gown. The protocol for the event was for FDR to sit at a different table for each course, and soon the time came when he was wheeled up to his place at the table with Ava, Mickey, and the others. They were allowed a few minutes of small talk between bites, though Ava was too nervous to speak or eat. FDR, too, seemed to be distracted. Some would recall that President Roosevelt could not take his eyes off the dazzling young woman at his side.

The honeymoon ended. Married life, real life, began.

Rooney owned a big house in Encino where his mother and stepfather had been living with him, and it was decided to let Ma stay there and let the newlyweds get a place of their own. Les Petersen found them an apartment in Westwood. Right away, Rooney was needed back at the studio, a new slate of films waiting to be made. No longer the unattained object of obsession she had been for the previous six months, Ava found herself faded into an adjunct position in her husband’s life. He was often too busy to see her at the studio—he was starring in as many as four movies a year—and many of his free hours he returned to spending as he always had, handicapping horses, playing golf, and joyriding with his gang of buddies and sycophants. Mustering little interest in an ordinary married home life, he only seemed bored by Ava’s initial assumption of a wife’s traditional activities of keeping house and making home-cooked meals. He much preferred to spend every night at Chasen’s or Romanoff’s, with the noise and the smoke and the visible fealty and the glad- handing between courses. Day by day Ava became more aware of how little they seemed to have in common. Mickey, as everyone said, was always “on.” He liked performing, noise, fun, crowds; he had a manic mind that seemed to fear quiet and calm as if they were death. Ava liked to be “off”—to laze around in bed till the sun was halfway across the sky; shuffle around barefoot and aimless; eat long, lingering meals; and lie on the floor for hours listening to records. Like her father, she was wary of strangers. Mickey greeted every stranger’s gaze like the warm caress of a spotlight.

One thing seemed to sustain their mutual interest: Rooney was the happy beneficiary of his wife’s recently uncaged sensuality. Back in Monterey nineteen years of trepidation had evaporated in a night of pleasure. Now Ava approached the sex act with an animal enthusiasm, wanted to make love all the time, in all ways. She would signal her need with a smoldering look or a provocatively raised eyebrow or come to greet him in a pair of panties and nothing else. Or dispense with subtleties altogether, growling at him: “Let’s fuck!” By Rooney’s reckoning, she was custom designed for intercourse. Her body seemed to possess something “extra”— something wonderful. He’d had a wealth of experience behind him for comparison, from good-time girls to horny widows, and, he would write in his memoir, there had never been anyone like Ava “down there”—it seemed to have a life of its own, as supple and expressive as “a little warm mouth.”



One night Ava began screaming from shooting pains in her abdomen. It reminded her of her mother’s cancer and the painful spasms she had seen Molly suffering, and she screamed as much in terror as in pain. Mickey got an ambulance that rushed her to the hospital. She was operated on for acute appendicitis and remained at Hollywood Hospital for a week of convalescence. Mickey had come to the hospital repeatedly, full of gifts and affection, but when she returned home Ava found what she believed to be telltale evidence that her husband had been entertaining one or more other women while she was away. Rooney denied it—then and in later recollections (which did not often fail to reveal regretted behavior)—but Ava erupted with jealous fury.

They would kiss, make up, and go on, but the relationship had been exposed to serious discord—and in Ava’s version to betrayal. From now on each disagreement and every suspicion she felt accrued a greater and lasting weight. It was a downhill turn from which the marriage would never recover.



Since Ava’s debut before a camera the previous autumn, her career had moved at a very modest pace. She had gotten more bit parts in short subjects and then the same in feature films, most in the Β or low-budget unit but a couple of A productions as well, including We Were Dancing, starring faded Metro diva (and Mickey Rooney’s former flame) Norma Shearer. She was nervous and unsure of herself on the film sets, and on some of those early jobs Mickey had been there to help her. For a bit she did as a movie cashier in an Our Gang short called Mighty Lak a Goat, Robert Blake—then a boy actor playing a member of the gang— remembered Rooney bringing her to the set and privately directing her through the very brief performance. She told journalist Adela Rogers St. John, “Mickey was so patient, so kind…when I got my first parts he showed me how to walk, to stand, what to do with my hands, how to ignore the camera. If I ever do anything big, I’ll owe a lot of it to Mickey, bless him.” Her memoir, curiously, contained a much less generous recollection, saying Mickey had never taught her anything and never gotten her an acting job. It was more likely that he had gotten her not only her first part but some of the other early work as well. But his influence was somehow not great enough to land her a more substantial job, even on an Andy Hardy picture. When he asked producer Carey Wilson to give Ava a role in the latest installment, The Courtship of Andy Hardy, Wilson refused, saying she was not ready for it (the part went to Donna Reed). (The Andy Hardy films had made a tradition of introducing the studio’s newest ingenues, including Lana Turner, Esther Williams, and Kathryn Grayson.)

All of Ava’s earliest appearances were uncredited, nonspeaking parts, hardly more than extra work, some virtually incorporeal. “We did a lot of those together,” said Leatrice Gilbert. “You didn’t know what the film was half the time. You’d get in and get your hair and makeup done, and then you hung around the set for hours, and then you did your scene. And sometimes you weren’t even in the sight of the camera. And we’d go down to the commissary for lunch and say, laughingly, though we wanted to believe it, ‘We’re actresses!’ There was one Ava and I did together called Hitler’s Hangman [the film was released as Hitler’s Madman] and we were dressed up as little Czechoslovakian girls in the village where the Nazi Heydrich was hanging everyone. Neither of us had anything to do, really; we just stood around all day looking like mournful refugees.”

After some months of silence Ava was at last entrusted with speaking parts. Her brief first chance occurred one day when she was plucked out of a group of starlets playing students at Miss Hope’s Finishing School in Calling Dr. Gillespie, shooting from early February. In the final scene of the movie, she sits outside with four other young women, laughing with surprise at the romantic advice of the geriatric, wheelchair-bound Lionel Barrymore. Ava’s laugh, throaty and real, is heard above the tittering of the other girls. In a moment she is sharing a two-shot with the film’s leading lady and, startlingly so, making the lovely Donna Reed look like she is playing the ugly duckling sister. Then her voice, low and melodious, devoid of accent. “Can it really be a happy marriage,” she asks, of all things, “if a girl deliberately goes after a man?” Barrymore harrumphs: “No marriage was ever spoiled by the trivial question of who started it.” She will remember him fondly, the old actor kind and patient with the nervous newcomer. A boy comes for her, she leans toward the camera, whispers in Dr. Gillespie’s ear: “I’ll let you know in ten minutes whether your advice was any good or not.” And she glides away, breathtaking. It is a sudden glimpse of the celestial in an earthbound programmer. A star’s presence is clear in the half-a-minute of celluloid, the radiant face, the voice, the floating movement. For MGM it ought to have been the moment of elucidation, bells and whistles sounding: let’s do something with that girl! But no one noticed. Uncredited bit parts and a few more lines were her only reward.

Her first officially assigned dialogue, and the public debut of the voice that had once caused Metro so much consternation, was to be heard in the film Kid Glove Killer, previewed at the Ritz in Los Angeles on March 10, 1942. Kid Glove Killer was a Β movie with a three-week shooting schedule under producer Jack Chertok’s supervision, a small-scale mystery about a crime-solving police lab technician. The movie marked the graduation from the shorts department to feature directing for a man who would later become one of the more artful and acclaimed of postwar filmmakers, Fred Zinnemann. Ava’s bit was efficiently staged in two shots on a soundstage set representing the exterior of a drive-up diner. She played a carhop paying call on leading lady Marsha Hunt and second lead Lee Bowman in their convertible, stopping first to leave a tray on the door of a jalopy and suddenly kissing the young man behind the wheel.

To Bowman and Hunt she spoke her first line of two, “Anything for dessert, folks?”

Bowman, gesturing to the scene of the kiss, says, “I don’t see that on the menu….” Ava replies, “Oh, him? Well, he’s my husband.”

Cut.

The appearance lasted all of twenty-five seconds on screen, and was not extraordinary but was not bad either: Eye-catching in her twenty-five seconds, with a beautiful smile and the sleek sexiness and precise movements of a fashion model (in her snug sort-of-paramilitary carhop uniform looking unexpectedly chic), she gave the otherwise homely film its only moment of glamour.

Proof that it was acting was the fact there was no sign of the great anxiety the work had caused. For the entire time it took to complete the scene she was wretchedly nervous, queasy, close to vomiting. “So unhappy was she about the awful job she thought she had done,” Fred Zinnemann remembered, “that she wanted to go back to North Carolina immediately.”

Other speaking parts followed, but the studio had no coherent plan for her career, and she experienced no clear hierarchical advancement—she continued for some time to be used as needed in silent walk-ons. Her anxiety when she had to perform remained, though along the way she discovered that a slug or two of booze before a take did wonders; she found that if you befriended certain of the prop men they could be depended on to have available a little liquid encouragement, poured into a paper cup. She hated the taste of straight liquor and took it down like an awful medicine, but she was becoming increasingly fond of its relaxing effect. It relaxed her on the set and it relaxed her at social gatherings, parties where she had often found herself sulking on a chair in a corner while Mickey and the other Hollywood extroverts held court.



The marriage had continued to deteriorate. By summer the arguing and recriminations were an almost daily occurrence. There were good days, and they continued to have sexual relations—now that she had been introduced to that pleasing aspect of married life she was reluctant to give it up. But the dream of love and marriage had dissolved for Ava, and she now increasingly saw only disappointment and betrayal where there had been hope and trust. Her husband was immature, selfish, and, she believed, chronically unfaithful. She disliked his friends, was distressed about his endless gambling losses, suspicious of his frequent late-night disappearances. One night she was with him at a drunken party at the Ambassador when some of his pals began teasing him about his “little black book” of girlfriends’ numbers. A new friend of Ava’s at the studio, the young Peter Lawford—suave, shallow English playboy actor ever on the make—whispered to her that Mickey had a new dolly he was meeting daily at his country club. She looked for signs of his infidelity, pondered evidence of unexplained activities, looked for lies on his lips and in his eyes.

Thinking that they could use a change of scene and more breathing room, Mickey moved them to a large rented house on Stone Canyon Drive in Bel Air. It solved nothing. They simply no longer got along. They fought when they were alone, they fought in public. She had been drinking more and more. It had helped her nerves at the studio, relaxed her at parties. Now it briefly erased some of the pain of a crumbling marriage and gave her courage to complain. As drinking became an increasing component in her social life, it was also becoming clear that she was chemically ill-equipped for the amount she might consume, one of those who with sufficient alcohol in her system could become startlingly transformed, prone to emotional imbalance, paranoia, even violent outbursts, a Jekyll-and-Hyde syndrome, as some would come to describe it.

Rooney had to wonder: Where was the bashful farm girl he had helped down off the hay wagon nine or ten months before? She would tear into him, obscenity-laced complaints; she once threw a heavy inkwell at his head during an argument; at a party—”juiced on martinis”—she flirted and danced intimately with other men, intent on provoking or humiliating him. Where was the girl? he would wonder. He was still the same, fun- loving guy she had married.



One weekend that summer they had gone down across the Mexican border to Tijuana, to the races. They had had a good day, watching the horses, drinking chilled tequila with lime. They drove back to California, a beautiful summer day with a flaming orange sunset at the end. They got back to Los Angeles and had a late dinner at Chasen’s. Ava said she was tired and wanted to go home after they ate, but Mickey was caught up in his usual whirlwind with a hundred admirers. Ava drank too much, brooded, became angry, stormed out of the restaurant, and had a taxi drive her home. Raging from the liquor and mounting dissatisfactions, she took a carving knife from the kitchen and went around the living room stabbing and tearing at the sofa cushions and the upholstered chairs, leaving clouds of cotton batting floating in the air. Then Ava went upstairs and got into bed, knowing her marriage was over.

Mickey returned, less than sober himself, finding everything shredded and overturned. What the hell?



She left. The next day or the day after she returned to the apartment in Westwood Village, still under lease. She had a brief falling out with Bappie—now living at her own place on Fountain Avenue—who sounded to Ava as if she was taking her husband’s side. Mickey was after her at once, calling, pleading with her to come home. Leatrice Gilbert stayed with her for a while to keep her company. “She didn’t want to talk about it much,” Leatrice recalled. “She said she was done with him and she felt like she was breathing free for the first time in months.”

If Mickey had often taken her for granted in their time together, her sudden absence from his life, from his bed, made it painfully apparent how much she meant to him. The thought that he would never again touch her glorious body or hear her hoarse whispers of appreciation left him shaken, desperate. He called all day long, pursued her at the studio, sent presents. He sent a messenger to deliver a ten-thousand-dollar mink coat. One night, frantic with desire, he showed up at the apartment and demanded she take him back. Leatrice Gilbert recalled the night: “She was terrified. He had driven up on a motorcycle, as I remember it. She wouldn’t let him in. He was crying for her. He so wanted to be back with her that it made him crazy.”

Ava called the studio and told them what was happening and threatened to go to Louella Parsons or maybe the police if they didn’t help her, and Metro, holding its corporate head at the prospect of the bad publicity, revised the schedule for the picture Rooney was shooting, A Yank at Eton, and sent him at once across the country to some locations in Connecticut. He called every night, but Ava refused the calls or hung up on him. In September the press reported the separation. In the Smithfield Herald it was written that “Johnston County’s glamorous Ava Gardner admitted…that her marriage to filmdom’s greatest box office attraction had ended in failure.”

“We just couldn’t seem to hit it off,” Ava told a reporter, “things just weren’t happy around home and we decided to call it quits. As things stand now I’ll ask for a divorce later.”



Now MGM stepped up. In August, Mickey Rooney had been classified ΙΑ by the Draft Board and was eligible for induction into the army in September. MGM intended to fight with everything they had against their valuable employee’s being drafted. Eddie Mannix, Mayer’s bulldog, requested the actor be given an “occupational deferment.” In an affidavit Mannix explained that Rooney in his movie stardom was an asset to the war effort, and that in the next Andy Hardy movie Rooney’s character would propagandize for American boys to volunteer for service, and further that Andy and the Hardys represented to the public “the highest type” of the American family. Mannix could be damn sure that headline stories of a pending divorce were not going to help them make their case for Mickey/Andy’s moral standing, not in an America where many considered divorce a sin and a scandal. He called the couple in and pleaded with them to reconcile, for their own sake, of course, in the name of true love.

And so she took him back. But it was not a happy reunion. It was clear that the romance had outlived its expiration date. The dynamics had changed, the sense of dependence had reversed, and Ava seemed at times to be pursuing a cruel payback for Mickey’s real or imagined offenses. Now she was the one to aggravate him, disappear, come home late without a good excuse. She had pals from the studio, some of them with a reputation, party girls, hard drinkers. How could a guy know what his wife was doing out there?

Ava had acquiesced to the urgings of the Metro executives— intimidated, uncertain of the future—but she resented it at once. It felt intolerable to have them managing her private life. At times she felt not much happier with her own behavior. The dissolution of the marriage often haunted her. It was how people behaved in Hollywood: Love and marriage were what you did until the next romance came along. But it was not how it was supposed to be. She thought of her mother and father, never wavering, together to the end. She struggled with uncertainty, disappointment, and apprehension, questions of right and wrong, what she was doing in that town, what she was becoming.



In December, Ava and Bappie went to Raleigh to be with their mother for the Christmas season. Ava had planned on a January visit, but Molly had become very ill early in December and no one knew how bad it might get. They arrived at the Grimes house on Fairview Road on the eighteenth. Molly was tucked under blankets on the living room couch. It seemed she had aged a dozen years since Ava had seen her the previous January. Molly beamed and cried with happiness at the embrace of her glamorous daughter. They sat together and talked and laughed. They exchanged gossip about Hollywood and Smithfield and Rock Ridge. They celebrated Ava’s birthday, and they celebrated Christmas. Bappie and Inez baked the chocolate and the white coconut cakes as one or another in the family had done since Ava was born. There were presents for everyone from the fancy stores on Wilshire Boulevard.

Ava departed on the twenty-eighth. The newspaper in Raleigh reported that she was eagerly returning to her husband in anticipation of their first wedding anniversary.



In reality the marriage was over. On January 15, after four months of ambivalent reconciliation, Ava filed for a formal separation.

Mickey surrendered to her wishes, succumbed to the legal fact of it. But her loss obsessed him. He was full of self-recriminations, abstract jealousies. Why hadn’t he done better? Who would be taking his place? There were some people at the studio who said you could see his distress on film; he looked older than Judge Hardy. What a dame could do to you! Some nights he drove around her apartment house and made himself crazy thinking about her: “Ava in the shower. Ava in bed…Ava with a parade of guys, singly and in bunches.” It was impossible to accept that he could not have her again.

Ava waited to see what the reaction would be. Would the studio turn against her, despite Mickey’s assurances to the contrary? Would she be shunned at the nightspots and restaurants where Mickey’s patronage was valued and frequent? She decided to stay away from them rather than have an unpleasant time. Instead, she would try to do something less frivolous and contribute her presence to the local USO, bringing good cheer to the servicemen on leave. Once in a while someone from Johnston County would turn up, an old schoolmate or a relative, now in uniform, bound for overseas and the fighting. She would chat and dance with them, introduce them to some stars, take them out to dinner or home for hot dogs and beers.

Metro did keep her on. Mickey, certainly, had done nothing to impede her employment. And when a friend eventually persuaded her to go back to Romanoff’s one night for dinner, Mike Romanoff himself came to greet her and escort her to one of the better tables. For better or worse, it seemed Hollywood was not ready to send her back where she came from.

 

On a morning in January in Los Angeles, Howard Hughes read with interest the newspaper item about the breakup of Mickey Rooney and wife. He looked with even greater interest at the photograph of the sumptuous brunette pictured standing beside her diminutive husband.

Hughes twisted the page with the photo in the direction of a nearby underling and with a thin smile said, “The little runt couldn’t satisfy her.”

Hughes, a busy man, often looked for new friends in the newspaper, also in magazines, new movies he privately screened, and in pictorial calendars of the sort that hung on the walls of barbershops. He liked very young girls, very sexy and especially sexy and bosomy girls, and he liked movie stars, who were often in possession of those first-named enticing characteristics as well as offering in their renown proof of his power to attain what other men imagined unattainable. Hughes was also particularly enthused about dating young women who were freshly separated or divorced and therefore he imagined in a state of great sexual avidity.

Hughes left the initial contact with Ava to an operative named Johnny Meyer, his press aide, fixer, and liaison with the female gender. Meyer was a man of many talents, and could schmooze up a date for his boss with a beauty contest winner and bribe a United States senator in the same afternoon. He went to Ava to “size her up” and reported back with a ringing endorsement. She was gorgeous, friendly, just what the doctor ordered. Hughes then called and asked her out to dinner and she agreed, at least in part because Meyer had implied that Hughes might be on the lookout for a new star for one of his pictures. She felt no great new compulsion about her career, if that was what it was called, but she had to pay some mind to her future; it was a tentative time with MGM, they had not gotten rid of her, but their intentions were not clear.

The man who came to her door for their dinner date was tall, rail thin, with the lined, rawboned face of a cowboy or a leathery farmer. At once he reminded her of her father. He behaved with a confidence bordering on the arrogant, but in his manner there was also something shy, boyish, and absentminded, something like the diffident charm of Gary Cooper.

Howard Hughes was, in 1943, not yet forty years old and the most legendary and flamboyant rich man in America. The son of a Texas tycoon, orphaned and an inheritor of millions as a teenager, he had lived an impossibly colorful life, at once a powerful businessman, highly independent filmmaker, and reckless, wildcat adventurer. He was an inventor, a record-setting aviator, the majority owner of Trans World Airlines, and a celebrated ladies’ man whose string of famous girlfriends had already included Jean Harlow, Billie Dove, Ginger Rogers, Katharine Hepburn, and Bette Davis.

Ava, for most of her first, perfectly pleasant evening with the man, gave no thought to his wealth, his legend, or anything else, having come out on the mistaken understanding that she was with movie director Howard Hawks. Hughes took the mixup with modest amusement (oddly, Hughes had recently fired Hawks and taken his place on his latest film production The Outlaw). Ava found him at the outset a charming fellow, quirkily funny, interesting. They were fellow Capricorns, in fact shared the same Christmas Eve birthday. When he asked her out again she agreed readily, and soon they were seeing each other several times a week and more.

Though he was often crude and lustfully chauvinistic about women to the aides who helped him manage his social life, Hughes played it modest to a fault with his new companion. For the first few weeks he pressed to be allowed to kiss her on the cheek, but nothing more, which was all to the good, as Ava did not find him an appealing prospect as a lover. As she related to friends then and through the years ahead, for all the affection she came to feel for the man as their friendship progressed, they were sexually incompatible as far as she was concerned. She simply could not relate to him that way. In time, she would have more specific reasons for avoiding his bed: he was too strange, had an offensive body odor, and there were rumors from reliable sources that he was infected with a venereal disease. Hughes pursued her with patience, certain of his ultimate victory. He was crazily generous with her. She would later complain that you had to watch yourself not to say anything nice about anything or glance too long at something in a store window or Howard would rush off and buy it for you. Ava’s sister and her girlfriends at the studio would listen to this complaint and not sympathize.

But it was not all fur coats and baubles he bestowed. Some of his gifts were of a more personal and humane sort and were received much more warmly by Ava. He learned that she was a dog lover and had not had a dog since she was a child (the family pet had been lost on the road when they moved from North Carolina to Virginia) and one day Howard presented her with a young Belgian sheepdog. Of course, the pooch was exceptional, trained by the top performing-animal trainer in Hollywood; the dog could walk itself and practically make its own dinner. There was another time, a day she had called back east to talk to her mother and Molly had been in a lot of pain and could not come to the phone. And Ava was distraught, and Hughes arrived and asked what was wrong. She told him about her mother and he said he wanted to help and a few days later one of the country’s top cancer specialists arrived at Molly’s home in Raleigh. It had seemed to Ava the most generous and the most amazing thing anyone had ever done.

He moved in on her life. He seemed to know what she was doing, what she needed, at any given time, and he or an underling was there at once to provide it. He would book her for dates weeks into the future, and if his business called him away he had John Meyer drop whatever he was doing—probably corrupting a government employee—and hurry around to be Ava’s surrogate date at Ciro’s or the Mocambo. When she was looking for a doctor for herself Howard arranged for her to see one of his, Dr. William Smith. “She was a wonderful girl, still a small-town girl in many ways then,” Dr. Smith recalled. “She came for a routine checkup when I first saw her. At the time I was taking care of Howard Hughes, and he would send me all his young ladies. I guess he and Ava were an item at the time. But he had a lot of items then.”

For a time Hughes seemed content with their flirtatious but platonic friendship. A kiss good night at the doorway, a brief squeeze of her hand at the wrist. Then one evening, over dinner at Preston Sturges’s Players Club, Hughes produced a little velvet box and slid it over to Ava, instructing her to open it. The box contained a substantial square-cut emerald ring.

“Howard, what is this?”

“It’s an engagement ring.”

“And who’s supposed to be getting engaged?”

“We are. I want you to marry me.”

“Don’t be silly, Howard.”

“Yes. Yes, you will.”

“No, I won’t.”

“Well…I don’t much like that.”

Ava thought it was ridiculous. They weren’t in love. She didn’t love him. He had never hinted at such a thing before, and now he acted surprised when she turned him down. For Pete’s sake, she was still married to Mickey Rooney! But Hughes was only following his standard procedure, in romance as in business. He had plied many women with proposals and engagement rings in the past and would do so in the years to come. In fact the emerald ring he offered Ava had already spent time on the finger of Ginger Rogers. Hughes looked upon such utterances and such offerings with the dispassionate eye of an Indian trader. They were made in simple exchange for something he wanted and that apparently could not be gotten cheaper. It was thought by those who would make a study of his psychological makeup that Hughes, due to the peculiarities of his childhood and the probable presence of an undetected mental illness, was without normal interpersonal guidelines and was incapable of feelings of love. His relationships were fueled by lust and curiosity and sustained by a coldblooded obsessiveness. The “sanctity of marriage,” the sacredness of love, meant nothing to him. He was capable of plighting his troth almost at will and without a trace of guilt. He was once engaged at the same time to both Lana Turner and Linda Darnell. When he first proposed marriage to Ava, Hughes was simultaneously pursuing an interest in a teenage Jane Greer (in time to come the noir vixen of Out of the Past), while at his mansion in Los Angeles he was keeping a seventeen-year-old mistress, and at the same time he had scattered around the city other females in various stages of “cultivation.” Nevertheless in the months ahead he pursued Ava Gardner with an appearance of righteous single-mindedness, for all the world as if she were the only girl in the world. He told John Meyer and others he had found in her the ultimate beauty: “I can do no better.”



Meanwhile a humble development occurred in the slow professional ascent of the actress Ava Gardner. Ben Thau informed her that she was being given a featured role in a movie. Whether the assignment was somehow connected to alimony negotiations with Rooney or to the fact that she was now making a hundred dollars a week on her contract and there was more reason to seek a return on MGM’s money is not clear. In either case it was no proof of their faith in her talent, since the breakthrough role was to be done on loan-out to another and considerably less prestigious studio. Monogram was a small B-picture factory that specialized in three- and five-day Westerns, cheap serials, and the like. Ava’s assignment was a quickie called Ghosts on the Loose, the latest entry in the East Side Kids series, starring Leo Gorcey, Huntz Hall, Bobby Jordan, and so on, the continuing adventures of the juvenile delinquents introduced on film in Dead End in 1937 and now grown into knuckleheaded adults. Playing the sister of Hall’s “Glimpy Williams,” Ava in the film gets married and heads with her new husband for their honeymoon cottage only to find it is being used by Nazi propagandists led by Bela Lugosi; the East Side Kids come to a noisy rescue. Shot in a week at Monogram’s tiny redbrick base, the production startled the actress with its shoddiness and haste. There was no time to rehearse anything, and when cues were missed or props dropped, they just kept on going. The conditions on the set were too hurried and rough-hewn for her to feel her usual butterflies, not enough attention was paid her to allow her to become self-conscious. You went to your mark on the dirty, scuffed floor and did what you were told; and by the time you did it the people behind the camera were already paying attention to something else. Director William Beaudine shot everything in the primitive, unblinking style of Edwin Porter’s The Great Train Robbery of 1903; the camera turned and the actors shouted and bumped into one another, and you moved on. Ava’s part called for a few lines spoken, a few expressions of bemusement, and a lot of affectionate gazing upon her bridegroom. She found Bela Lugosi to be a sweet old man, and she went on a dinner date with her lumpish and unskilled leading man, Rick Vallin. For Ava there was one satisfaction derived from the assignment, an unexpected thrill a few months later when she and Bappie were walking in Hollywood and came upon a grindhouse marquee that read: GHOSTS ON THE LOOSE STARRING AVA GARDNER, the first such recognition she had ever received.*



Howard Hughes continued his pursuit, plying Ava with gifts and increasingly fantastic offers, most of which she met with indifference or annoyance. The more he tried, the more she would feel he was trying to buy her favors. Did he think she was a courtesan? That he simply had to find the right price and she could be bought? She wished he could relax and enjoy their companionship as she was doing. Why couldn’t they just be friends? Howard was fun and crazily exciting. Mickey was a star with money to burn and had shown her a big-spending life she had never known, but Hughes made Mickey seem like a boy who had just gotten paid from his paper route. Howard was a kind of wizard, capable of breathtaking acts of magic. Did you want to fly to the desert at Palm Springs for dinner? Or to Acapulco for the weekend? Did you crave a quart of barbecue from Scott’s in Goldsboro (her favorite—the secret sauce had come to the Reverend Scott in a dream—)? You had only to ask; Howard had only to snap his fingers. Of course she enjoyed it. But then Howard would go too far, expect too much, and she would have to put her foot down, sometimes a stiletto-heeled foot right on his instep. It became a kind of game, a teasing, sometimes torturous game at which she was becoming increasingly adept. Hughes took it and came back for more, though there were times when his patience would snap. One weekend he had taken her on a trip to San Francisco—planned an elaborate, grand weekend that seems to have been intended to lead up to another proposal of marriage. Ava had grown bored and was reading the comic strips just when Hughes had expected her to be eating out of his palm. He slapped the paper away in a sudden rage, and Ava’s temper flared back twice as fast and hot.

As Mickey Rooney had done, Hughes went to work making Bappie an ally. It didn’t take much effort. Bappie would repeatedly growl at her in disbelief. “You’ve got the goddamn richest man in the goddamn country wants to marry you and you turn him down?”

Ava tried to tell her of the man’s eccentricities, weirdnesses, hygiene problems. He ate exactly the same meal every day of the year (steak and peas, the latter numbered exactly twenty-five). He hatched million-dollar deals at gas station pay phones like a cheap traveling salesman, afraid that the government had his office telephones tapped. He wore dirty old clothes and tennis sneakers unless he was forced to wear a presentable or formal outfit. Then he put on something out of a box direct from the nearest clothes store, or on one memorable occasion a Roaring Twenties vintage linen suit and celluloid collar that looked like wardrobe from a revival of Good News. Ava harbored a growing suspicion that he was cer- tifiably crazy.

To all that Bappie said, So what? Then Ava would say that anyway she wasn’t in love with him. And then Bappie would tell her that she was crazy.

Once Ava and Howard were fighting and Ava refused to make up, and Hughes summoned Bappie to act as mediator. She came running to her sister with news of Howard’s peace offerings: rings and bracelets, diamonds and rubies, piled in a heap like a sultan’s treasure, waiting for her. Bappie was orgasmic. Ava said: “Tell him to fuck off!”



In the second week of May 1943, Howard took Ava and Bappie to Las Vegas, Nevada, piloting them himself. They took a suite at the El Rancho, one of the few resort lodgings in a town that had not yet found its fame. On the morning of May 16, Hughes left Ava and Bappie to breakfast and the swimming pool and drove out to Lake Mead, where he was flying some test runs in his beloved Sikorsky amphibian before handing the aircraft over to the government for military use in the war. Hughes took the controls, with his mechanic and flight engineer and two representatives of the Civil Aeronautics Administration (CAA) sitting beside and behind him. The plane went up in the bright desert sky, banked around Hoover Dam, and after a short scenic cruise descended again on the lake’s Vegas Wash. On touching the water the plane spun out of control. It tore and split in several places and one of the propellers shot loose and flew at the cockpit, and sliced away half of mechanic Richard Felt’s head. The ravaged parts of the aircraft churned in the water and then began to sink to the bottom of the lake, taking along the body of one of the men from the CAA who was trapped in his seat. Hughes, the other aeronautics man, and the flight engineer, clutching Felt’s blood-slicked body, managed to swim away and were rescued by an approaching boat.

Hughes had a gash in his forehead but was otherwise physically unharmed. He returned to Las Vegas in the afternoon. He had had to discard his waterlogged clothes and someone got him a cheap pair of pants and shirt to put on, both several inches too small for his six-foot-plus frame, leaving his pale belly and calves exposed. When he walked in on Ava and Bappie at the hotel, Ava burst out laughing.

Hughes said, “I’ve killed two men.”

 

On May 21, Ava was granted an interlocutary decree for divorce from Mickey Rooney She had asked for no alimony, accepting a cash settlement of twenty-five thousand dollars (approximately ten weeks of Rooney’s salary), plus the fur coat and jewels she had accumulated from her husband, a fraction of what she might have gotten if she had wanted to fight for it; MGM promised to be grateful in return for her not taking their boy to the cleaners. The divorce decree would be final in one year.

On the same day she received the news that she had been expecting and dreading for months. Her mother was gone. She had been taken to the hospital at Raleigh, and in the morning just after sunup she passed away. Molly was fifty-nine years old (the same age at which her husband, Jonas, had died).

It was wartime, and flights east were perpetually, totally booked, but Howard Hughes did what was necessary (that is, canceling other passengers’ reservations) and Ava and Bappie flew out to arrive for the Sunday funeral in Smithfield. A connection to Raleigh-Durham was missed or a flight cancelled—they arrived too late. For the sake of the two sisters a special graveside service was conducted on the following day.

Ava remained in town till the end of the week, grieving.

She went out by herself to the Teacherage and some of the other places where her mother had lived her life. She stood in her mother’s kitchen, imagining it as it had been and the swirl of activity when Molly had cooked her glorious meals, and she thought about how happy it had made her mother to make other people happy.



She couldn’t be sure when they had begun spying on her. At first it was just a feeling on the back of her neck. They came in shifts to her apartment house, sat in their cars across the street. Then sometimes she saw one of them outside a restaurant or a nightclub, the same cars, the same guys sitting in the dark watching her. It took a while longer to find out that Howard was responsible, that he had her under twenty-four-hour surveillance. When she confronted him about it he said he was just looking out for her. Howard said he had secret sources in Washington who told him that Nazi spies might be trying to get to him through the people he cared about. She had no idea—not yet, anyway—that Howard had all his girls followed and watched, that photographs were taken and reports filed, that he had his own spy ring that the Nazis would have envied.

Though he seemed to Ava to have become a major presence in her life, she was severely compartmentalized in his. When they were together he spoke only elliptically of his day’s events, and she had only the vaguest knowledge of the many other facets of his eventful existence, his responsibilities to business interests like TWA and Hughes Oil, his overseeing the fulfillment of huge military contracts and his other complex and often nefarious dealings with the American government, his legal and public relations battles with censors over the release and exploitation of The Outlaw, his controversial “sex Western.” And at first she knew just as little about the variety and duplicitousness of his romantic pursuits.

One night Hughes had taken Ava to see singer Frances Langford at the Cocoanut Grove. At the end of the evening they were driving back to Westwood, headed west on Santa Monica Boulevard. Stopped at a red light, Hughes looked across the street at the facing traffic and saw a familiar convertible roadster paused there waiting for the green. The light changed, the two cars moved past each other, and for a moment Hughes’s eyes locked with those of the driver of the sports car, the haunting, dark, sensuous eyes of Hughes’s seventeen-year-old “fiancee,” Faith Domergue.



Faith: just fifteen—but a disconcertingly sultry fifteen—when she had come aboard Hughes’s 320-foot private yacht Southern Cross for a Warner Bros, publicity event. With the wary blessings of her parents—who were quickly put on the company payroll—she was moved into Hughes ‘s Los Angeles estate, becoming his protegee, his special project, privately groomed for stardom, and along the way—and sometime before the statutes of California allowed it— becoming his lover. She had been carefully nurtured and adored by this man old enough to be her father and in Faith Domergue’s teenage mind she and Howard were deeply in love, betrothed, and destined to be wed sometime soon after her next birthday. He called her his ‘Little Baby. “ For much of their time together, Hughes had kept her locked away like a caged butterfly. Like a lonely Beauty to his Texas Beast, she lived a strange fairy-tale existence, alone most of every day, roaming the halls of a palatial aerie at the peak of Sorbonne Road. Now, at seventeen, and in receipt of a shiny new sports car from her patron, Faith did on occasion get out of the house.

 

There was a squealing of rubber behind them as the roadster did a sudden U-turn. Hughes looked up to the rearview to see the sports car following them. He turned down a side street and then another, trying to lose her. Ava, languidly resting beside him, felt the surge in speed and glanced up to see Howard twisting his head front and back, and then to see through the car window a flashy convertible coming up as if to pass them in the oncoming lane.

“Christ, what is she doing?!” he said.

Ava saw the young woman behind the wheel. For a moment a streetlamp flashed by at an angle to light up her face, and her eyes seemed to be glaring past Howard and directly at Ava.

Now there were cars coming from the other direction, aimed for a head-on collision with the convertible. Howard took a sharp, sudden right turn into a deserted parking lot on Fairfax.

“What the fuck was that about?” Ava yelled, pulling herself back into her seat.

Then the sports car was in the parking lot with them and arcing around them till it was pointed at the passenger side of the car.

Howard Hughes cried out, “Holy hell!” as Faith Domergue’s car shot forward at Ava’s passenger side door. The impact was only enough to leave the sedan trembling against its springs. Faith quickly backed up, returned to position like a bull about to charge, gunned her engine, and sped forward. Ava screamed and Hughes pulled her over him as the roadster crashed against the passenger door, backed up, tires squealing, came forward again—shhboooml, the metal of the sedan door crumpling inward and the big car heaving in a giant convulsion. Domergue’s car stopped moving. The front grille of Faith’s vehicle was smeared against the crumpled passenger door and the hood spurted steam.

Another car had pulled up, and the driver got out, having witnessed the entire spectacle, and rushed over to see what could be done. Hughes urged him to get Ava away from there, take her home, and let him deal with the rest. Faith Domergue sat inside her steaming car and looked unhappy. Ava, too shocked to ask questions, made her way to the other man’s vehicle and was driven away.

 

Howard called her the day after, explaining why she had nearly been killed by a crazed beautiful girl, how the girl was a bit delusional, an aspiring actress and so on, who had come to him for help with her career, a sad case, really, but he was going to make sure she got the proper medical help. To help her forget the upsetting night in the parking lot, he sent Ava with Bappie to Mexico City for a weekend shopping spree. He had every faith that Bappie, with his line of credit in hand, would help Ava think well of him again. One of his operatives, Charlie Guest, accompanied the sisters to Mexico and reported back on their every move.

Bappie became very fond of Charlie. He had started out as Howard’s golf instructor. Soon he was being useful for a variety of odd labors, graduating to become one of the inner circle managing Hughes’s romantic interests, keeping track of many of the actresses and models and young beauties; he made introductions, handled surveillance, took care of a lot of the details of housing and transportation. He was a nice guy, a quiet drunk when he wasn’t working, with a world-weary, beaten-by-life style that Bappie seemed to find attractive. They began sleeping together. When Ava moved with Bappie to a two-bedroom bungalow in Bel Air, Charlie moved in with them. For Howard it was a bonus, having his own man right inside the henhouse. On the other hand, Charlie, in his cups, would eventually let Ava in on many of the details of Hughes’s busy personal life—the different girls stashed away, the relationship with Faith Domergue, the constant trawl for new prospects. It had all been a game with Howard, she realized. She was one of the pieces—perhaps, it was nice to think, the most valuable and desired of all of them—on Howard’s game board. From Charlie she would learn the extent of Howard’s spy network, the way he would send his teams to stake out a girl’s life—Ava’s included—taking photos, logging reports (she did not yet hear about the even more invasive room bugs and phone taps Hughes would put in place). She would confront him with her knowledge, Howard would apologize, say he was only trying to make sure she was safe. In time, of course, he would return to his sneaky ways, the snoops, the surveillance, and the intimate reports. It made you a little crazy yourself, being with Howard. She thought Charlie Guest had it right when he said that Howard did with his relationships just what he did with his airplanes, pushed to see how much they could take before they crashed.

Their odd alliance continued. To keep Howard in her life was a great, luxurious advantage. She had been honest with him, made it clear there would be no romance and no marriage in their future. If he wanted to continue to offer his friendship and all the perquisites that went with it, she could have worse friends. There was as well an element of perverse play in what they had together. As Hughes seemed willfully, masochistically to punish himself in pursuit of her, so was there cruel pleasure to be derived in withholding herself from the man who could have everything.

Hughes carried on, obsessed with her, determined to possess her body and soul. It didn’t help matters that she was still not officially free of her husband. Aware that Mickey Rooney had been sniffing around her of late, looking to make a reentry in his almost-ex-wife’s life, Hughes urged her to go to Las Vegas and finalize her divorce with a six-weeks’ residence rather than waiting the entire year for the California decree (since 1931 the renegade state of Nevada had offered streamlined marriage and divorce laws in addition to legal gambling).

It was a good idea, Ava thought, to get it done with Mickey and move on with her life. And so, at the end of July 1943, with Howard’s blessing and financing and with one of his minions to fetch for her, Ava headed into the desert. “She just wants to get it over with,” Bappie told a reporter.

She checked into the Last Frontier and remained there for much of the next six weeks. Even the isolated resort showed the tumult of the war. Soldiers were everywhere, and all across the lobby and up and down the halls were stressed families and straggling kids come to visit their husbands and fathers stationed at the training camps outside town. Many of these camp followers, to the dismay of the management, had turned the swank lodging into something more like a hobo jungle, cooking on little burners in their rooms, hanging laundry from the windows. There were young lovers on a last weekend together, tearful girls saying good-bye to their soldier boyfriends about to go off to the unknown. Ava Gardner—there to divorce a movie star, enjoying the patronage of a millionaire twice her age—could only look upon it all as upon a scene from another world. Each morning after breakfast she lay by the pool in one of her hundreddollar swimsuits from I. Magnin, oiled and glistening in the 115-degree summer heat, under the Nevada sun. Each day went by like the last. On the forty-second day her divorce was granted, and she returned to Los Angeles a single woman again.



The funny thing was, she went looking for Mickey and not the other way around. The studio had given her a nice part, a funny part. One of the casting guys said, “This is a cute piece. You could do something with this if you wanted.”

It was another in the Dr. Gillespie series (until 1942 the Dr. Kildare series, when Lew Ayres, in the title role, had refused military service as a conscientious objector and the names Ayres and Kildare became anathema to Louis B. Mayer), hospital dramas starring Lionel Barrymore and now a newcomer, Van Johnson. The innocent yet tawdry plot of Three Men in White concerned Gillespie’s attempts to test the resolve of Dr. Van. Ava was to play, along with blond starlet Marilyn Maxwell, a tongue-in-cheek temptress. There was in the part a little sex, a little romance, and a touch of comedy. She rehearsed at home, but the rehearsals would end with a cry of despair.

“I can’t act! I can’t do this fucking thing!” she would scream to Bappie, who was blandly feeding her Van Johnson’s lines.

Mickey had been her greatest acting coach by far. Whatever his faults, he was a brilliant actor, and when he talked her through a performance and told her how to feel and the technical tricks he knew by the million, she could understand and know what she was doing and make it work. She called her ex-husband. “Mick, can you help me?”

Baby, anything.

They went to a quiet place for dinner and went over the dialogue, and Mickey was a great help. He showed her which lines she wanted to throw away and which ones to really sell. How to use her eyes to let the camera know she had something on her mind but didn’t want to come right out and say it. They went over the lines, and they finished dinner and had a drink, and then they went to bed.



She hadn’t intended anything like that to happen. But the evening had been so nice, he had been charming, she had been horny. What could you do?

It became a little thing they had. It wasn’t every night or even every week. But now and again he would call and say, “How about dinner tonight, Ava?” Or, “How’d you like to go see Dorsey tonight at the Palladium?” and now and then they would end up spending the night together.

They would sometimes make a game of Hughes’s spying, Ava said, and evade the pursuit cars and the detectives staked out on the street. What Ava didn’t know was that Hughes had her home bugged with recording devices, devices in every room. One day when he returned to LA from business in the East, Hughes was brought up to date with his surveillance agents, and when it came to the report on Ava Gardner he learned that she had not always been alone, that the tapes from her bedroom had recorded evidence of sexual activity, and that some of the recordings were very loud.

One night Ava had come home after dinner out and gone right to bed. She was tired, had to be at the studio by dawn the next morning, and made it an early night. She had been asleep for a while when the lights suddenly came on and she awoke to see Howard Hughes standing over her and glowering like an irate vampire.

“Howard!
What are you doing here?”

“I want to talk to you!”

“Get out of my room at once!”

Hughes, disconcerted, admitted he had expected to find her in bed with a man. His spies had screwed up their report, Ava decided, and Howard had come running to expose her. She was shaking with anger. The damned man had gone too far. She pulled on her clothes, stormed outside, screaming at the richest man in the world.

“I won’t be fucking spied on! I’m not your goddamn property, you son-of-a-bitch!”

Hughes reddened, opened his mouth to speak. Words seemed no good. His hand lashed out at her as hard as he could, straight at the face, knocking her backward across the couch. The slap had caught her on the eye, stung badly.

Howard stepped back and turned away in instant dismay at what he had done. It was too late. She gave a cry of rage, reached for something, anything, finding a heavy ornamental bronze bell. As Howard came toward her she launched it at him right between the eyes. The bell emitted one flat, echoless ring as it met with flesh, bone, and teeth.

Howard stumbled, blood running from his face. Ava scrambled around again and found a wooden desk chair, dragging it along the carpet and then swinging it into the air. As Ava remembered it, the housemaid tackled her and stopped her from crashing the chair down on his head and neck and killing Howard Hughes. She was dragged back while Bappie and Charlie Guest rushed over and knelt to help the injured aviator. Trails of blood ran down from his nose and mouth.

“Oh, honey, look what you did to poor Howard!” Bappie said.

“Fuck poor Howard!” Ava said. “He’ll never hit me again.”

The maid came with a steak to put on Ava’s swollen eye, and an ambulance came for Howard Hughes.



In a diary Faith Domergue kept in the 1940s, she made this entry: “There is a strange quirk in Howard, stranger than all of his other peculiarities. Once he has become involved with a project or a person, he cannot let them get away from his control. Once owning something he has to own it for always.…And it is the most self-destroying element of his character.”

Hughes would not let a few stitches or a lost tooth get in the way of his obsession with Ava Gardner. “He stuck to me like molasses,” she complained. His men continued to follow her, continued to file their reports, photographs, telephone transcripts. How did you get rid of the man? She insulted him, ignored him. On the inauguration of his new Constellation aircraft, meant to be a well-oiled publicity event, he kept a planeload of VIPs waiting at the gate for hours while he tracked her down on the telephone and begged her to come along. He paced among the celebrities, fuming, “Damn her, damn her. ...” He called again, begged some more.

Ava was one more difficulty in what seemed to Hughes a vast sea of difficulties to be encountered throughout 1944. Potentially disasterous unraveling business deals with the government put him in a state of constant duress. A car accident that shot him through the windshield was one more blow to a head that had already sustained the impact of numerous airplane crashes (and one bronze bell). There was increasing evidence of brain damage, inherited biological flaw or chemical imbalance, a severe obsessive-compulsive disorder. Hughes himself believed he was having a nervous breakdown.

One day in October he disappeared without a trace. No one connected with his various businesses had any clue where he was hiding (or did not admit it if they did).

Ava had no more idea what had happened to him than did anyone else.



After years of the Metro executives struggling to keep him out of uniform, Mickey Rooney had at last been called into service. On June 13, 1944, he would begin a new career as a buck private. Mickey was proud to go. He had not been happy with the way the studio had made him look as if he were evading his duty. Now he was in, a soldier for the war, and whatever happened happened.

Mickey called and asked Ava to go out with him the night before his induction, and she agreed. It was a sad, sweet evening. They went to the Palladium as they had so many times before, from the first weeks they had known each other, and they talked only of the good times they had known. Full of sentiment and pride and vodka, she told Mickey she would be waiting for him when he got out.

They wrote to each other. Ava’s letters were affectionate, Mickey’s full of passion and plans for the future. When he had not received word from her for some time he tried to phone her at home, but Bappie or the maid fielded every call. Ava was out or working late or they just weren’t sure where she was right then. He would try again many times.

One late night in the barracks somebody woke him up and said he had a long-distance call.

It was Ava. Mickey gushed, but she stopped him at once, said he would have to stop writing to her, stop calling. She said it was over between them. She had someone else. Mickey told her how he felt. It couldn’t end. He loved her too much.

They spoke, but there was nothing more to be said. And after a while he realized that the line had gone dead. He found himself crying, alone in the corridor by the public phone. He cried for a while, and then, when he had pulled himself together, he went back to the room with the other GIs and went to sleep.

*There were, of course, numerous exceptions to the studio’s “middle American” rule, including Garbo, the cast of Anglophiliac productions like Mrs. Miniver, and scattered character players with comic twangs and Noo Yawkisms, but the typical MGM screen talent tended to be nonregion-specific American: A look at the contract roster from one year in the 1940s shows that just eleven out of eighty stars and featured players were foreign, and some of these were musical specialty performers like pianist Jose Iturbi.

*The movie had a brief cult following among teenage doofuses who caught repeat screenings in the belief that you could hear Bela Lugosi screaming the word Shit during an on-screen sneeze, a wild transgression in 1940s cinema; on examining the footage my guess is that the inscrutable Hungarian merely mispronounced the word Ah-choo!
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