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Authors Note



This is a work of fiction. But my fictional characters live in two worldsthe movie industry of Los Angeles and the media world of New Yorkand because of the nature of the novel, I have used real people from both these worlds in a fictional context as characters in this book. In the case of figures in the movie industry, the motivation is simply authenticity. Their actions and the words Ive put in their mouths, with one notable exception (which Ive been granted permission to reprint verbatim), are entirely fictional and of my creation. With those from New York, the reason is more complex; the people who appear as characters here have written extensively about ideas that bear directly on the issues the novel raises. I have added some minor fictionalized dialogue, but the ideas and opinions ascribed to them they themselves have written or said. In the notes, I have identified the sources of, and credited, all such original material.

Regarding excerpts of Pound, Keats, Shakespeare, Yeats, et alia, my source is in almost all cases my very battered volumes one and two of The Norton Anthology of English Literature (4th edition). I have changed or abridged certain words in certain quotations to make the quotations clearer in this context. This novel is not a literary reference guide. That said, I have sought to present these quotations with as much fidelity as possible.

One important point. The scene in this novel involving the fictional Samuel Rosenbaums two weeks in Israel and what happens to him there happened to me, in real life, more or less exactly as described. There are a few minor differencesSam arrives in Israel on a flight from New York whereas I entered from the Sinai with a backpack; Sam is seventeen, I was twenty-threebut otherwise every detail is identical. Over the years Ive come to an understanding of this incidentmy interpretation of it, its implicationsvia friends and strangers with whom Ive discussed it and the writing of those presented as characters here who have addressed the central problem substantively and intelligently, sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly, even unintentionally. For example, there is the question posed by Nancy Franklin. What is our capacity to step back and see ourselves as we actually are?














IT IS 4:18 A.M. WHEN I realize Howard has come home.

I watch his outline in the still, dark bedroom stripping off the trousers of his navy suit, stained with sand and Pacific salt water. After a moment, I ask, Who has the life he wants?

He says nothing, standing in the shadows. I say, Wystan Auden did, one could argue.

Howard cuts in, Were not fucking talking about Auden, Anne.

I am, I say with a calm I do not at all feel, talking about Auden.

We wait in the dark, in the silence, and I realize Howard is crying, his shoulders shaking beneath his stained, unbuttoned dress shirt, the tie gone, his chin down almost to his hairy chest, bobbing up and down with every sob, his eyes closed, his fists clenched. I am so stunned I cannot move for a moment, this big man in his underwear, crying, but then I jump out of the bed. I take him in my arms. He is large enough that his jerky, rough sobs push me back and forth, as if I was grasping an oak in a storm.

Howard, I say. Howard.

He is wiping his nose on his sleeve. He turns away from me.

Its bad, he finally says, his back to me.

I retreat the tiniest bit. What do you mean, bad?


No, he says. I mean its really bad. Ive thought a lot about it.

He fills his lungs, and he looks out and down over Los Angeles. The fury in his head and the pain that almost cripples him baffle me. He frowns, turns his eyes from L.A., and I watch him riding it out as they wash through him. They push him, shipwrecked, onto some distant mental shore. After a moment he manages to say, I cant help feeling like I did something wrong.

I say after the briefest moment, You mean we.

He doesnt reply. Then he says, No, actually I mean I.

Too small for a commercial flight, out the large dark windows the taillights of a tiny plane draw a dashed line across the sky.

I hear the I. I feel something very cold start to climb.

The suddenly strange man who is my husband says, There was something wrong before, and now I see it. He raises a hand like Caesar and adds in a loud voice, Dont argue with me, Anne.

His anger is gasoline vapor filling the room.

I already know, of course, what the anger is: I am now, for him, a different kind of person. Howard discovered this only recently, when he picked Sam up at LAX after our sons flight home from Israel. Simply by telling him what had happened in Jerusalem, the boy made Howard realize that Sam, too, is a different kind. It was inadvertentSam, who is asleep down the hall, never intended to lead Howard to the conclusions that have brought him to standing here in the dark, covered in sand and half-naked and sobbingbut inadvertent hardly matters now.

I watch Howard get the suitcase down from the walk-in closet, go to the dresser, and start taking out the soft white T-shirts Consuela folded yesterday. On my bedside table I look at my Modern Library W. H. Auden: The Collected Poems. I was reading it last night as the hours ticked by and Howard didnt come home. I have selected it for my next book clubthe studio executivesfor one very specific reason: Unlike Howard, Auden, the adamant universalist, saw all people as the same kind. He called the human species New Yorkers, and to him they were, otherwise, nameless.

I hear Howard murmur. I have to focus on it to clarify the words. Theres something missing, Anne.

I cast about for the thing to say. I say, as quietly as if Im afraid of shattering something, There was never anything missing before.

He merely breathes for a moment, wincing. Then, There is now.

He is walking to and from the suitcase in the shadows. The sun will be up in about fifty minutes. I hear his feet.

Howard, I say.

(I cant bear the silence.)

Oh, Howard! I implore him, please talk to me.

Its not necessarily rational, he says, his eyes on the things in his hands, and adds, his jaw tense, To you that means its suspect. I used to feel that way. Now I dont.

As he packs, he begins to speak about having left an island long ago and wandering in the wilderness but the little island never forgot him, about a home that he betrayed, about a man in exile (in exile? I ask; in exile from what, Howard? but he doesnt stop), and about longing without realizing he was longingand my saying, How can you long without realizing it? and his digging in his heels at this, putting his head down, his voice rising by several decibels as if sheer willpower could win the argument.

He wraps some black shoes in felt. There is a suit bag. He is leaving our home.

Who will you be staying with? I ask.

He is struggling with the suitcase. Ill be in touch, he says through gritted teeth, working on the lock. He snaps shut the case, hefts the suit bag. Glances heavily at the dresser to check that he hasnt forgotten anything.

Who will you be staying with?


It takes an instant for his feet to begin to move.

I hear his footsteps going down the hall. The kitchen door opening, a moment of auditory void, then the sound of it closing. An eternal period, and the cars powerful German engine wakes again, calm mechanical equanimity. I listen to the recessional down our driveway. The faint sound of gravel crunching under tire comes through the open window, then the engine, the car leaps forward, and Howard vanishes into what is left of the night.



The movie clich is the woman reaching out her hand, touching his pillow, and only then remembering. But I, when I wake again, find by contrast that my brief sleep has been entirely drenched in a blue distillate of his departure, such that even awake I confuse waking with sleeping and believe dreams to have become merely mundane. Unlike in the movies, there is never a single instant I dont know that hes gone.



IN THE SILENT LIVING ROOM (the sky is pale white-blue now) I search the vast, clean, neat shelves for a large dark-blue childrens book. The search is merely movement, an attempt to rein in the vibration of my emotional state. I am a very rational person, even though I am at the moment, not altogether rationally, searching up and down for this childrens book that is at the moment incidental.

I have a thought in my mind like my pulse, not under my control, and though I am shattered, the thought is crystalline, coherent: Everything that I have done has been connected. All these pieces of literature, the poetry, the novels, all of it. The lines that I spoke to express what I felt instead of using my own words because, to me, the authors were just better. And that connection, that thread, was, in every case, Howard. Now that Howard is gone I realize with a terrible clarity that the quotations were really always and only my way of talking to my husband. Throughout the book club I was speaking to them, yes, of course, and everything I said was meant for them, but it was also meant for Howard. This narrative, this conversation I have had with Howard from the very start, if it was imperfect and at times obtuse and, most recently, interrupted, it was entirely our own. And those authors words: When I used them, Howard always interpreted them the way I did. Or I thought he did.

When Sam was a very small boy, I would open the tall French doors of our house up in the hills from which we looked down over Los Angeles and sit him next to me and read to him from a big dark-blue childrens book of Bible stories, one my mother had found at Camden Market when I was a girl in London, called The Lord Is My Shepherd. I read all the stories to him, as my mother had to me, but his story, and Sam made clear the possessive, was Samuels.

Hannah was barren, the story began.

(It means she couldnt have children, Sam. She wanted to, so very, very much; she wanted a little boy, like you. But she couldnt.)

And she vowed a vow, and said, O Lord of hosts, if thou wilt give unto thine handmaid a man child, I will give him unto the Lord all the days of his life.

The Lord answered Hannahs prayers. And she called the boy Samuel, saying, Because I have asked him of the Lord. And Hannah took him to the temple in Shiloh and gave the child to Eli, the priest. And the child Samuel grew on.

The sleep part! Sam ordered, four years old, looking at the book. (I heard a laugh and looked up. Howard was leaning against the doorway, amused. He uncrossed his arms briefly to make a saluting gesture, Yes, sir!)

And it came to pass, I read, ere the lamp of God went out and Samuel was laid to sleep, that the Lord called Samuel, Samuel. And he ran unto Eli, and said, Here am I; for thou calledst me. And Eli said, I called not; lie down again. And he went and lay down.

And the Lord called yet again, Samuel. And Samuel went to Eli, and said, Here am I. And he answered, I called not, my son.

It was years before I explained to my son my reason for reading him this story. It would have been impossible to explain infertility to a child, and undesirable. The trying and the disappointmentswe were still young, and then not so youngour growing fears, our visits to the doctor and sitting in that office with the large gray clock as they gave us the diagnosis. Never, they said. I felt Howards body stiffen at the word. Then the banally horrible fertility treatments, the injections, the needles, the plastic tubes, and all those decisions in those sterile white clinics. The drugs. And then, miraculously, there was Sam.

I used the storys words to say this for me.

And the Lord called Samuel the third time. (Sam liked the third time.) And Eli said unto Samuel, Go, lie down; and if he call thee, that thou shalt say, Speak, Lord; for thy servant heareth.

And the Lord came again, and stood, and called, Samuel, Samuel.

Now, I always found this odd. The Lord came and stood, it says. When Sam was fourteen, a high school freshman, this came up at the dinner table, and I said intently, Right, I always meant to ask you: The Lord came and stood. How did you understand that? Elbows off, please.

Sam thought about it and shrugged and said, I always pictured Dad. Standing at the top of the stairs. And then he laughed, his fork in his right hand.

I looked at Howard, and Howard wore the most indescribable expression on his face.

I have to assume Howard never fully recovered from this comment. What father would? And I thought I understood everything it meant to Howard. I was wrong. Father in Hebrew is Aba, and that, of course, is in turn God, and though Im certain he was at the time unaware of it, Howard heard Sams fourteen-year-old remark as he had been prepared to by his parents long ago when Howard himself was a boy at a shul in Brooklyn. The word came back years later and claimed him, and he was defenseless. Words have such power. As a schoolgirl, I had read Jesus cry, Aba! Father! and was astonished, as a grown woman and my first time in Israel with Howard, when I heard a boy call out on a street Aba! and a man turned around.

Samuel answered the Lord, I read to my son.  Speak; for thy servant heareth.

And then, says the text, God revealed all sorts of visions to Samuel.

I glanced up from my child to my husband. He was watching me, simply listening. He made no comment. At the time, I assumed Howard understood these words the same way I understood them. I still think we do.

When Sam turned seventeen, we discovered that he had had visions, too, though I use that word simply to mean that he was suddenly, in several ways, not the boy we thought he was. To Howard it seemed that Sam was being torn from him, and Howard was in torment.

When I read from this book from lovely old Camden Market, I always tasted the Holy Land in my mouth and nose: the polyester of the 1970s jetways and the fuel vapor from the old El Al jetliners, the hulking X-ray machines, the grim baggage searches for bombs and the faint clink of the automatic guns, the tension, the dry Mediterranean breath of Tel Aviv. Howard when Howard was that younger person he no longer is. The ancient stones and the dust cooked by the sun, the aged date palms, and a sharp, hard something you got in the Israeli air coming through the hotel windows at night.

My only child and I sat on the sofa with the childrens book, the world thousands of feet below us outside the open French doors as the desert sun burned through a luminous particulate molecular mesh spun by millions and millions of automobiles on the Los Angeles freeways. When I began going to Israel with Howard, I was struck by the palms, and even after all these years Im still conscious of them since, where I come from (or at least one place you might plausibly say Im from), they are potent, exotic symbol and metaphor. (But then so is the place I live now, this dream factory that is Howards job.) Palm trees look, one discovers, quite the same poking up beside the ancient, dusty passages of Ramallah shading fly-infested donkeys hitched to knock-kneed Arab carts as the palm trees standing at the foot of our smoothly curving asphalt street as it meets the stop sign on Mulholland Drive, across from Cahuenga Peak, just the other side from Universal Studios and above the 101.



THE VARIOUS BOOK CLUBS STARTED a year ago during one of Howards Shakespeare recitations at dinner at the Hamburger Hamlet on Sunset Boulevard. Howard told a reporter at some point that the credit was mine because I mentioned something that set him into motion that evening. But it wasnt. It was Howard.

On the other hand, we were eight at the table and had just ordered when Stacey Snider asked me about a reading list, so you could say that Stacey began it.

I had stopped there in the afternoon to make the reservation; its an industry place, but in a low-key way. Certainly, the hostess had said. She wrote it down. She gave me a delicious smile. So where are you from?

New York, I said. She seemed to find that logical, somehow. Mine is such a strange accent, neither entirely one thing nor another, and naturally people become curious. I thanked her and went outside where the valet, a well-scrubbed boy, had watched over the convertible, and I tipped him.

Howard had brought Casey Silver with him from the studio as well as Jennifer, Howards assistant. Sam had gotten his drivers license a few months before and had driven down Coldwater Canyon from school with his friend Jonathan Schwartz. Theyd been playing intramural basketball, and their teenage bodies, though they had showered at school, were still flushed from their exertions and the residual thrill of driving without adults. I had come from Griffith Park (via the flower shop, via the house), where I had spent the afternoon reading on one of the benches near the tennis courts. Stacey came on her own. Josh Krauss, an agent, dashed in as the waitress was handing us menus.

Stacey and Howard had a mutual interest in a feature to be produced by a good friend of hers. Stacey would executive produce, if it went through. She was on my left, we were chatting about an actor shed gotten to know during a recent shoot, and she leaned over to look at my book, which Id placed next to my bread plate. John Ruskin, 18191900. One of the great Victorian art critics. I had just read his description of his first ever view of the Swiss Alps, at sunset, and Stacey picked up the book, opened to it, and read it to me: The walls of lost Eden could not have been more beautiful. Ruskin was fourteen at the time, Sams age three years ago. I went down that evening from the garden-terrace of Schaffhausen with my destiny fixed in all that was to be sacred and useful.

She turned some pages slowly. Smiled, glanced at Sam. College a year from now.

I was startled, and I hesitated. Though it was barely September, she had sensed the loss I already felt from Sams future departure.

Am I so obvious, I said.

Youre never obvious, Anne, she said, smiling. Her gaze moved back to the Ruskin. They often comment on the fact that I always have a book. The tone is sometimes vaguely curious, as if reading were an eccentricity. Usually they glance at the cover, then turn to the menu.

Casey looked at the book in Staceys hand, and it reminded him. So, Howard, he said slyly. Were here.

Howard, who knew exactly what he meant, just gave him an owlish look, so I explained to Josh, who was not following, that it was because of Sam. Hamburger Hamlet was where we had introduced Sam to Shakespeare. And I turned to Howard, because the subject had come up, and we were with friends, and it was a beautiful evening, and, moreover, it was time.

When young Hamlet came from college, Howard explained, looking around the table at us, each in turn (Thats mine, he told the waitress who had just appeared, pointing out the iced tea), full of new ideas and knowledge, he was shocked to learn his pa, the king, had lately passed away.

Perrier, the waitress said. Casey raised a forefinger.

But his discomfiture was greater, recited Howard, when he learned his dearest mater had been married to his uncleand here Howard raises his eyebrows menacingly and pushes out the wordClaude without the least delay!

Another iced tea? Mine. Cokes for the boys, pear juice for Jennifer, beer for Josh.

For it seemed to him indecent, explained Howard, with his fathers death so recent, that his mother should prepare herself another bridal bed. And there seemed to be a mystery in the familys royal history, but he failed to follow any clue, for fear of where it led.

With a curious glance over her shoulder at Howard, the waitress retreats to the kitchen. Perhaps it is Howards narrator accent, a crisp and remarkably authentic 1950s BBC British. While hes in this sad condition hes informed an apparition is accustomed to perambulate the castle every night. That it looks just like his sire, both in manner and attire, but is silent, staid, and stoicalwhich doesnt seem quite right. Howard puts on a quizzical look, like a demented peacock: Having heard this testimony from Horatio, his crony, he decides to take a peep at this facsimile of his pop. Two matching plosives.


So at midnights dismal hour

Just outside the castle tower

He confronts the grisly phantom and he boldly bids it STOP.



Josh leans to Jennifer, whispers something, and she smiles and nods. Casey is loving Howards Hamlet. He has already heard King Lear this way, lines that both send up and honor the play, at a party at our home, and Romeo and Juliet on, I believe, a tennis court in Santa Monica. Howard memorized these parodies in college.


Those in the industry recognize us. They recognize Stacey and Casey and Josh and Howard. They watch Howard, the waiters who are actors, the dishwashers who are writing screenplays, the hostess who is waiting for a callback. They know his face from the trades. They know he can help green-light a movie, buy a script, make a career. It is Hamburger Hamlet on a Tuesday evening, and we are in Los Angeles, and anything is possible.

Howard tells us Shakespeares story, of anger and greed and violence and pain. Then the grisly phantom faded / Leaving Hamlet half persuaded. The tables around us, one by one, fall silent to watch and listen, those next to them notice the silence, then the focus, then the words, and they too still. Spends his time / in frequent talking to himself / of suicide and other subjects tinged with doom. And Howard, because he is an innate performer, increasingly projects to include them, so that in this room the circumference of his words enlarges to fit the expanding circle of attention paid to them. The waiters stop to watch, and so their busboys busy motions gently still, and they too turn to our table.

And so then one after other / King, Laertes, Hamlet, mother / With appropriate remarks / They shuffle off this mortal coil.

When he reaches the end, everyone dead, we all applaud. The room fills with the sound. Howard bows to the stalls, accepting the declamation. Amid the applause people murmur. Howard Rosenbaum, they say, and his title at the studio, and the last movies he worked on, as if his name were a powerful enchantment and they were spinning a spell. I love Howards golden light when he is in his element, the vigor of my husbands love of these words and stories, but I dislike the hunger this city focuses on him, their celluloid obsession. And I quietly prepare to withdraw into myself as usual and leave them to this world. But this evening, something is different.

It is, I realize, the play. Even in this permutation, I notice, the story holds its own. I look around in wonderment. Casey is looking, too. Id forgotten the power of the goddamn thing, he says. Look. Stacey and I turn. Two Guatemalan busboys attack each other with invisible rapiers. The restaurants manager, coaching them, tilts the hand of one of the boys as it holds an invisible sword, pitching it, like Howards voice, into a perfect affectation of Elizabethan style. There, the manager says with satisfaction, good boy, thats how wed have done it on the set. We hear him say, Shakespeare, and hesitantly, in heavy accents, the busboys repeat the strange name.

Todd Black, a producer Howard knows, comes over to our table to say something to Howard. Stacey leans toward me. Listen, says Stacey. Anne. Its a proposition. Would you make me a reading list?

I look at her. She is quite serious.

What you think is important, says Stacey. No, she corrects herself immediately, what you think is good.

Well, I say. Why me?

You read, she says, simply enough.

Howard overhears. He turns slightly, toward us. Make her a list, Anne, he says to me, smiling.

I dont really know her that well. Shes Howards friend, not mine. They invariably are. Stacey is waiting, Howard and Casey and Sam are watching me. I think, Well, Howard has the same degree, after all. And he has the teaching position. She could ask him. She works with him, not me, on the movies; it would be more professionally strategic for her. Yet she is asking me. And it is impossible to overestimate the pleasure of being included. Even for one who has never much wanted to be.

Certainly, I say. If you like.

I assume it is merely because I have the doctorate in English literature, which impresses them more than it should. That I read a lot is one of the only things they know about me, even though Howard and I have been here for twenty-five years. I have always preferred it that way. In fact I assume that I myself am not actually material. I just happen to know the books.


But I smile, thinking about some titles. I say to her, I think we can come up with some very nice possibilities.

Todd registers this exchange. He returns to his table, where there are several people on Paramounts production side, and I see him lean down and say something to Brian Lipson, who then makes a comment to a woman from the Universal lot.



AT 11:00 A.M. THE FOLLOWING morning I park next to our house, open the kitchen door, temporarily compromised by all my packages. Denise appears, and I hand her a large wrapped bouquet of flowers. The cone of crackling cellophane is like a ladys inverted organza ball gown, the flowers many delicate feet. Denise accepts the cone from me and sets it on the kitchen counter. She will deal with the flowers when shes ready.

Theyre from Marks Garden on Ventura, I say.

You was there? She is not making conversation. She hadnt thought Id had time to go that far. I say, Yes, I was, there was an alarming lack of traffic. She goes back to her work.

I deposit the car keys next to the flowers, go to my office and lay down my books, the old ones and the three I just bought at Book Soup. I carry my new blouse upstairs, take it out of the bag, and hang it in the closet. I wash my hands and face and brush my teeth, use a clean white towel, and then go to the library. I sit down and stare at the shelves. I take out a pad of paper. I am slightly irritated. I have been thinking about Staceys list, and it will not coalesce. I hesitate. There are her interests to consider, there is topicality. What would resonate with her. Then it comes to me. I write down the first title. My eyes move along the shelves. I write down another. I open up my Norton Anthology, which leads to other things. Soon I am fascinated, suffused with pleasure. When the phone rings, I am writing down the eighth. Melanie Cook says hello, we talk, in abbreviated manner, about a deal she is undoing. She is one of the industrys top entertainment lawyers. Howards friend. She says, I heard Howard gave another stellar performance. Does he do those Shakespeare things in class?

One per semester. They wont leave him alone till he does.

Listen. Anne. I heard youre starting a book club.

I pause. After all this time, Im still amazed at the velocity of information in this odd little world.

I realize, with a flush of annoyance at myself, that the idea of creating a book club interests me. Really, I say to Melanie.

Youre not?

No, I say, Im afraid Im not. I say that someone (I dont mention Staceys name, that would be tasteless, and Melanie already knows anyway) evinced an interest in my making her a reading list. Thats all. Melanie is endearingly disappointed, but like a good lawyer she has prepared an alternative. She presents it in the form of a confession. We were at a screening, she says. Spike Jonze, a rough cut. After the screening, Bob Zemeckis had gotten into a debate with Jonathan Kaplan. Bob, she tells me, held that Spike was being derivative and cited The Ugly American to support his position. (The book, she stipulates, not the movie.) Zemeckis paraphrased a passage. Kaplan had responded that The Secret Agent was actually a better reference and that Spike was in fact starting where Conrad had left off. Carla Shamberg agreed, she said, then Marc Lawrence brought up Saul Bellow. She mentions a Bellow title. (I correct it slightly, which she accepts with grace.)

It was visceral, she says, we could feel it, and I suddenly thought She pauses, remembering, a little awed. I thought, my God, picking up the damn books with your hands. Not the Columbia Pictures version of Edith Wharton with an Elmer Bernstein score pushing you through. The Wharton itself. She sighs. How long since Ive done that. I know what she had felt, standing there as they spoke the book titles that appeared in the air, one by one; the titles conjured, they were spells. Literature is a power, like a foreign language you possess. The titles had clearly been played like cards. And her feeling was also of guilt, and I think: So she is, in fact, confessing. But no matter. Wanting to appear capable is not an illegitimate reason to read books.

She comes to her point. My name had come up. What if they read the books with me? She mentions a few people who are interested. Its your field, she says.

I rub my fingertips on the desk. I love the particular spell she is under, it is one I know well, and because she is under it, at this moment I love her, but I simply am not in the position to pursue this. In order to put her off gently, I tell her Ill consider it.

Good. Melanie has, she thinks, planted a seed. Great. She hangs up as if tiptoeing.

I retrieve the salad Consuela has made me and carry it and The Way We Live Now out to my chair by the Campylotropis macrocarpa, which I transplanted the week before. I check its small purple-white flowers, which are healthy. I start to read and forget about the list and the call.



Then I remember it again on the studio lot, and under a translucent California evening mention it to a man outside Howards bungalow. I am waiting for Howard so we can drive home together. Ive known this man since we came here, he started in production design at Warners, and now he has his development deal and his sleek office. Three overweight union members in T-shirts are pushing a blue 1950s-era car across the lot. The car has no engine, its fake. When I mention the book list, he squints into the sun, then laughs. Anne, he says.

What?

With a look he apologizes for the laughter but explains very patiently, Nobody reads in Hollywood.



IN MY DESK THERE IS an ancient letter I scribbled to my mother in gray, chilly London.

I was not, Id written, happy at having left London, at having turned down Cambridge, at Barnards class offerings now that I was actually in New York. At the color of the New York sky, for that matter. I was not even happy (for reasons so juvenile I prefer not to recall them now) with my apartment, 808 Broadway, above the antiques dealers. (My mother kept the letter, gave it back to me a decade later; Its not revenge, she said, smiling, and I knew it wasnt; reading yourself in immature, overwrought version is instructive.) And the Americans.

One example: I wrote to her about a largish bespectacled left-handed boy with curly black hair who focused intently on whomever was speaking in the 2:00 P.M. Columbia English literature seminar. On our first day of class I had shared the briefest of opinions. Anne Hammersmith, I said to them. I observed that Trollope made few claims for the durability of his own fiction. Which was, in my prim opinion, appropriate humility. But George Eliot? Eliots novel Romola will live forever. Id been emphatic and a little breathless about that.

The other students shot me sideways glances. Except for the black-haired boy. He did not agree. He felt (Your name, please? Sorry: Howard) that Trollope created fully real worlds where Eliot tended to write over her readers heads. Howard was impatient with George Eliot and impatient with Romola and, clearly, with me. I turned away.

The next day, driven perversely by a fury, I drifted into the orbit of a Formica-topped table near the back of a Greek diner on West 96th, a table he always inhabited accompanied by several thick paperbacks. I walked slowly, unwrapping my scarf and pretending to look for someone, but he didnt care about the pretense. Hi. Cmere. Siddown. You want some coffee?

Crisply: No. Thank you.

You sure?

Im sure.

So, you English?

Sort of, I said, you American?

Hey, funny.

Look, he explained, Eliot just couldnt make up her mind whether she wanted to be the writer or the goddamn readershe barely got a character invented before she started responding to him. Turgenev, on the other hand, stayed the hell out of his stories, let you do your own damn responding, and that, said Howard, was the way to write literature. Present the characters as the world sees them and get the fuck out of the way. Hey, did I wanna go see a movie? Oh, perhaps I disagreed about Turgenev, but he would convince me. I was astonished by all the various conversational pieces he pushed furiously at me. And then he came back to the accent.

Yes? I said of the accent. And?

He grinned, repeated the phrase about inventing characters, and it took me a second, but then I gasped. You think, I said, that my accent is fake! Well, I assure you

I think its lovely whatever the hell it is. Before I could explain it, he proposed we see a film by Some Important Director Or Other. He rushed through the directors filmography, explained why he was great, how he stacked up next to other directors, and this movie was a literary adaptation

I was so thoroughly put out with him that I cut him off and agreed to go to the movies. Howard seemed to still. We sat in the sudden silence. His eyes were on me, and so I glared at the chalkboard menu on the wall. I dislike people trying to work me out, I always have. An old waitress trudged past with a Pyrex globe of coffee and a sigh. A customer entered at the other end of the diner, shivering. He began to talk to me, more quietly now. I cant remember taking off my coat, but at some point I did.

We talked about New York versus London, and then important variations on this theme, like winter versus summer, and which was better, hot chocolate in winter or ice cream in summer.

I think I asked if he believed in God as an attempt at being witty. Howards gaze was so focused, I thought there was going to be a punch line. On the question of religion, he said, he was agnostic. I took him seriously, then realized. Oh, I said, you are joking.


He shrugged. He seemed completely uninterested in discussing it. Joking and not joking, he said.

I considered this. Youre Jewish, though agnostic.

That he was Jewish was, Howard stipulated, clear. Im as Jewish as they come, culturally. He quickly listed several words I didnt know (Theyre holidays), recited something in Hebrew quickly.

As for God? Yes, yes, he said impatiently, he had some sense of God. Or, you know. Something.

At the time, perhaps because I was young, what I spotted here was nothing more than a delicious chink in his armor. To divert his attention I trailed an ostentatiously casual finger in some spilled sugar. God or not, it wouldnt matter, I said, licking crystals from my fingertip. Belief in God is irrelevant to Judaism. You can be completely Jewish and completely atheist. Exhibit A: Karl Marx. Exhibit B: Disraeli, a confirmed Anglican. Ergo, I said, Judaism was not most fundamentally a religion, it was most fundamentally a race.

Ah ha: Finally the boy truly objects to something! No, he said, it was most fundamentally a religion. We had an intense argument on this, and I won with Daniel Deronda by (I so loved saying it) George Eliot! (He glared at me.) Youll recall, I said, that Eliots Daniel is raised Christian, is culturally Christian, knows nothing of Judaism whatsoever, but is considered Jewish by the writer, the reader, the other characters, and the Jews for the sole reason that he is racially Jewish; ergo the fundamental definition of Judaism is racial.

Howard, irritably, asked me what was my obsession with Eliot, for Chrissake, and then he looked at his watch, grabbed the movie schedule, swore floridly, threw his paperbacks in some sort of deteriorating bag, and pushed me at high speed onto West 96ths sidewalk.



After the movie, I will take him back to my small apartment. The sheets will at first be cold with this early, very chilly autumn, and then very warm. It is said by the Greeks that the breath of the Minotaur was so hot it ignited parchment.




But why should I need more than him? I asked her. We were in the Columbia cafeteria.

She frowned, took a quick (slightly exasperated) breath. Jeez, Anne, you cant just stay consumed by him.

Oh, honestly. Im hardly consumed.

Well, what would you call it!

God, I thought furiously, this is why I avoid people. I wouldnt bloody call it anything, but I cant exactly say that to her. She was my best friend. I couldnt say, Ive found an entire world to live in, and he is enough. We used to do homework together, this girl and I, go to the movies, paint our fingernails at midnight. She was looking at me. I hunted for a response.

I said, carefully, He is mine.

She gave a single, lithe shake of her head, but when she spoke, her voice almost broke. I never see you anymore. She pushed a glass on her plastic tray. Its class or him.

You can see them disappear before you, vanishing away in sadness or incomprehension. Oh, Ive never been good with people. You rely on them, and you love them, and they love you vaguely from some distance, they kiss you and fly away on a plane, and then suddenly theyre gone. Either you hurt them too easily or they hurt you. Am I wrong, I wanted to plead with her, to find one strong, anchored island and stay safe and contented upon it. But she had simply left her plastic tray behind.



It was shortly after we met that I told Howard a story about a teacher who had taught me Greek mythology. Howard loved the myths. At the time, it was simply something I mentioned to him, casually and entirely abstractly, one of the bits and pieces that had happened to me that he absorbed avidly.

I was in England, I think age thirteen and almost seven months at this particular school just outside London, for me a relative eternity in one place, and I listened with fascination as she spoke about the gods. She was an older, starched woman, but she would allow me to linger with her after class, when the other girls had recrystallized into their well-established structures that did not include places for me. I was one of the prettier ones, just beginning to fill out, but in that single-sex school there were no boys around to elevate my status. She was, for example, the only logical person I could tell of my fathers announcement at dinner that, once again, wed be going overseas.

For seven months I had hovered by her desk. She would murmur to me bits and pieces about the myths as she frowned at her papers and jotted notes on things. The Greek god Proteus, she said, when he fought with you, had the power to change himself into any shape he wishedlion, serpent, monster, fishtrying to twist away and escape. But there was a trick, she explained sternly. If you could just hold on to him throughout his transformations, he would be compelled in the end to surrender, and resume his proper shape.

She had paused. This is a new posting for your father.

Yes. (I would be gone within the week.)

And where are you going this time, Anne?

My parents, I said, would be transferred to Jakarta, myself to a British boarding school in Kuala Lumpur.

Remember Proteus, she said, fixing me, looking into my eyes. Just keep tight hold of him, and it will all be all right.

Despite the hole I felt in my chest, despite the incipient loneliness of another distant country that would soon replace the present loneliness, I understood what she was doing. She was giving me strength via erudition, a particularly, and particularly lovely, British tradition. She was sharing her secular faith. A literate knowledge of the Greek myths to get one through. Very English. I nodded. When she was satisfied, she turned back to her desk. Right. Off you go, and she was back to work.

I told Howard this story.




ON THURSDAY MORNING, HAVING FINISHED a few other things, I called Stacey.

One of her assistants put her on. Anne. Her voice was hopeful.

Ive made a list. If youre serious.

Of course! She was thrilled, she said. I realized her voice had quickened my pulse. She had the unique, fresh hope that springs up in us when we are about to begin reading a good book.

Oh, said Stacey. A small cloud passed over the voice. She had been at a meeting the other day and in the parking garage had run into Melanie Cook. Melanie had heard I was starting a book club.

Yes, I said that Melanie had called me, wed straightened that out.

Ah, she said. Well. The thing was, what Stacey and Melanie were wondering was whether, if I had time of course, if it wasnt an imposition, would I like to read with them? Obviously Id already read the books, it was my list after all, but they were thinking an evening every month or sothey would come to me, of course! I wouldnt ever have to get in a car.

I thought about it. Well, maybe I could do that. Once every month. Or so. Why not. Perhaps we could start three weeks from today? I was looking at my calendar. Thursday evening. At my house.

Stacey said, Josh, pick up, please.

A click on the line. Hi, Mrs. Rosenbaum.

Hello, Josh.

Josh would make the entry on her calendar. I told Stacey I would leave it to her to coordinate all this with Melanie.

Of course. Josh?

Got it, he said.

This is not a book club, OK?

No, she said, I understand. Oh, and she wondered if J. J. Abrams might join us, because shed mentioned it to J.J., and he loved the idea.


Who was J. J. Abrams?

A director, she said. Great energy.

Oh, yes. Of course. (I had met him somewhere.) If youll call him, thats fine. So thats three of you, then.

A studio executive, an entertainment lawyer, and a director. I thought about it, potentially pleased.

I went to warn Denise. There always has to be food.



HOWARD AND I WERE MARRIED by a justice of the peace just before 8:00 P.M. at City Hall. My parents were in Burma. They sent their blessings.

Howards parents were more complicated. On a frigid February day about two months before the ceremony we took the 1 subway from Columbia in Harlem, changed to the 2 train at West 96th Street, and got out in Brooklyn at Borough Hall. Down Court Street, across Atlantic Avenue, left on Dean Street. This was when one scanned the sidewalks in that neighborhood for danger. They had gathered in the living room, his mother and father, several aunts, an uncle and so on. I was nineteen; Howard, twenty. Stuart, Howards brother, was three years his junior. They kept kosher. They handed me cookies and cups as if I was infectious. I tried to catch Howards eye, but he was engaged in a side argument with his father about LBJ.

At one point he slipped me upstairs to show me his boyhood bedroom. Well, I whispered to him, the conversation is as iced as the weather.

He was looking around. They turned my room into storage.

Howard?

After a moment he said, Things are fine.

I said, Well, Id hardly call this fine. You know perfectly well theyre against it.

Its none of their goddamn business, he said gently.

His reticence at discussing it was an emotional default, I knew. As we walked back down the stairs, he held my hand till our knees became visible to the living room and then he released it. He said, moving toward the large kitchen, When do we eat!

His mother glanced at me, very briefly. This one eats?

I dont think he heard.

Still it seemed simple to me at the time. Upstairs in his room, Howard had put his arms around me, bearlike, carefully so as not to make noise. I love you, he had whispered simply. So I take it back; we did discuss it, or, to be precise, Howard gave me what seemed to me at that time the only response I could have asked from him. I thought it was the only thing either of us needed. And it was, then.

Stuart made it tolerable. He offered me chairs when they didnt. It was subtle and typically Stuart, the instinctive diplomat and negotiator, pouring oil on the waters. He talked with me. I asked about kosher. Kashrut, said Stuart with a smile. So what was eaten with what, how did they do it? He rolled his eyes, said with equanimity that his parents were self-delusioned, and, in whatever was not self-delusion, hypocrites and fakes. Do you see two fuckin sinks? He dismissed it. I gleaned that he and Howard had given definitive, if not violent, notice on the Kashrut Question several years ago, and a delicate truce had been forcibly established in which the parties had agreed not to issue statements.

It was Stuart who explainedHoward had never mentioned it to methat up until a matter of months before he met me Howards mother had contrived to introduce him to a succession of Orthodox girls. I said, Really? with some astonishment, and before I could ask more, Stuart added, They wear wigs. OK? It was Stuart who, when they werent looking, put his hands around his neck and pretended to strangle himself. Why are you guys laughing? Howard asked, annoyed. The odd thing, in retrospect, is that I never explained to him what we were laughing at. It belonged to Stuart and me. At some point in the presence of Howard and his parents I had understood that Howard had compartments, hermetically sealed off from each other, and if these were not to communicate with each other, on a certain level I accepted this. My acceptance was automatic. I had been raised that way. It was how I had survived.

One word they used to his face was inappropriate, which I know because I overheard it, and which was a very mild word, but theyd already used all the others.

In the spring, his mother and father came to the wedding. Then we went out for dinner in Chinatown. Conversation was stilted. The food was mediocre. They paid. We said good-bye, walked up Mott Street, waited till wed gotten to the corner and ran as fast as we could up Canal to the lip of the Manhattan Bridge and we kissed and kissed. We walked up Bowery, bathed in the greasy scent of hot oil, past the kitchen supplies stores, wandered through Union Square where the April buds were just starting to come out.

He told them he loved me, and they knew it was true. That their view didnt infuriate him infuriated me, at times, and baffled me at others. I didnt care so much that they disapproved. I cared that he didnt seem to care and that I had no idea why he didnt. We had a few minor fights over it, but then it simply became background radiation. I always knew that he loved me. Thatand we agreed on this, Howard and Iwas what counted.



When Sam was born, we lived inside him.

We soothed him with tiny promises.

We fed him orange flowers from blue islands and imported sunsets to his nursery.

He had the fingers of an artist, the lungs of a stevedore, and the ears of an artilleryman.

We cursed the clock, that it did not give us more hours in a single day to spend with him.

I taught him words: flower. And tree. And clematis, at which Howard said, Oh, boy, and rolled his eyes. I was not deterred. I would bring Sam with me to lectures at West Valley Nursery on Ventura, educated, interested women sitting on wooden benches with our coffees in paper cups, the smell of mulch curling around our ankles, evaluating forsythia in arid Southern California. I never join in the decrying of eucalyptus. It is not indigenous, an import to this area, but then so am I, and it thrives here. Besides, it smells heavenlyastringent, fresh earth. When Sam was a baby, he slept. When he was older, he toddled around among the seedlings, and the nurserys salespeople watched him. In grasses, they knew him by name; I love grasses. At age two and a half, Sam pointed at a vine I was planting in the gardenwhich was coming together very nicelyand said, Clematis! Howard, reading a contract on a teak lounge chair, sat bolt upright, then burst out laughing.

His febrile intelligence, his curiosity, were obvious. As we watched him moving about the garden with his toys, placing a truck just so, investigating a bee, Howard murmured a line of Keats to me: The creature hath a purpose, and its eyes are bright with it.

There is a pop song Howard and I heard on the radio. I thought it was so lovely I used to sing it to Sam, when he was little and afraid of the Disney villains.


Im stronger than the monster beneath your bed

Smarter than the tricks played on your heart



Howard would watch me hold Sam and sing to him. Years later, Sam said that he had been conscious that I was focusing on the line about being stronger than the monsters. But actually, he said, he himself as a child was relying on my being smarter than the tricks the animators sought to play on his heart. Those fake villains they drew into existence. Imagined sources of threat.



EVENING, THURSDAY, THE L.A. AIR is darkening and lovely. It is almost 6:00 P.M., and I ask Consuela to set the table next to the crape myrtle. Jennifer calls from Howards office just to check in. No, I have everything. OhI tell her to keep Howard away for at least an hour, and she says shes already arranged that. Shes very good.

J.J. arrives first. We introduce ourselves. He stands, self-consciously deferential, in the entryway in his suit, pressing the book over his testicles like a sporran. Oh, Im first?

Quite all right.

He frowns at his watch. She said

Its quite all right, J.J., honestly.

Well. Terrific evening, huh.

Yes. Well be talking outside.

Great! he says enthusiastically. Then: Oh! Should I? He makes a quizzical hand motion toward the back.

Please. After you.

Great! He moves out, like a one-man platoon taking the garden.

We hear two car engines die in immediate succession, and Consuela brings Melanie and Stacey. The candles are lit, we sort out the drinks. Are they hungry? Denise has made some things, so I hope well all eat. Its marvelous of you to do this, Anne, they say, to take the time, and so on. I say Im happy to. Now, first of all, everyone finished, yes? Good, a well-thumbed copy there, nice to see.

I slip into the role as if into warm salt water in some pleasant ocean. Theyre watching me closely. I introduce myself very briefly, my literature degree, what this book means to me. Its an odd sensation, but I like it. Usually I only talk to Howard. This is pleasant. I stop speaking for a moment, clear my throat. Then I say, Right, now you. Who enjoyed the book and who did not?

But the conversation starts out painfully, haltingly. They are hesitant, their ideas cramped, and I dont understand why, and I find myself suddenly disappointed. Three days later this will be explained to me when I get a phone call from Jeremy Zimmer. Its the doctorate in literature, he will inform me decisively. How does he know this? Oh, he will sayJeremy, like all talent agents, speaks with dead certain authorityhed been to a dinner party last night, seated next to a woman J.J. knows. She talked about it all night. Theyd loved it, by the way, the whole evening, really loved it. Oh, and the English accent, too, that also intimidates them.

I will be struck by the fact that even in Southern California, every human being connects a knowledge of books with self-respect and self-worth. I will say to Jeremy, It certainly didnt occur to me that I was intimidating them.

They found you masterful, Jeremy will say.

So (he adds smoothly) the reason he called, he was wondering, could my book club take another person.

I will be slightly flustered but react by stipulating, Its not a book club, Jeremy. I will give him the next title, which it turns out he already knows, and the date, which it turns out he also already knows. I will say we havent set the where yet but it might as well be at my house again. This, it turns out, he will have assumed. Right. In that case, I say, would he please take charge of logistics and coordination.

Bronwynhis assistantpick up, please.

Click. Hi, Ms. Rosenbaum, says Bronwyn.

Hello, Bronwyn.

Oh, Bronwyn, Jeremy will begin, well need you to get us a dessert. A really good one.

But in the garden on that first evening, it is not working, and I am feeling my way forward tentatively. I think, Why would they listen to me? but I am careful not to show this because in my experience showing doubt never serves any purpose.

I tell them: Please understand. You wont offend me if you do not like this book. I happen to love it, but a book is like a person, and ones reaction to a person invariably has more to do with ones own personality and life experience than with the actual person herself.

I add, Unfortunately.

After a moment I add, That always seems to be the case with others reactions to me, for example. They watch me when I say this. I flush very slightly at having made this statement. Im the least self-revelatory person I know, but they were listening so intently. Well then. I return to my point. Half of any book, I say, is just a mirror in which you do or do not see yourself. But, and this is just my opinion, the best readers try to fit themselves into the writers mind rather than the reverse. Take a step toward your authors, and they will repay you twofold.

They listen. And still the conversation stumbles along. They take no risks. They have, I think grimly, no courage.

Im losing patience and about to look at my watch. And something occurs to me. If you were directing this, I ask them, how would you cast it.

Within two minutes J.J. is waving a cell phone like a switchblade and threatening to call Bonnie Timmermann, the casting director, because obviously such-and-such an actress, who Bonnie happens to love, possesses ex-act-ly the qualities the books author ascribes to her main character. Considering the actresss latest performance, I personally find J.J.s a rather unusual reading, and I tell him this, and so he immediately cites three different pages from the book at me, slams down a suddenly forceful, precise critique, and I see his point. Stacey dismisses the actress (as does Melanie, though for wildly different reasons), brutally details a New York Times review (eviscerating), suggests a different actress and two supporting actors, and quotes text from the book to support all of it (she has, to our surprise, underlined these sections), but J.J. will not be quashed and says oh, hell, if Stacey casts the supporting characters that way then she has totally missed the authors whole point, and Stacey is arming herself with her own cell phone and citing filmography right and left and saying fine, then why dont they just call Stephen Gaghan and ask him, and Melanie is championing her own choice, a young Golden Globe winner two years earlier (Too young, snaps Stacey; Not if Tony Gilroy directs her, retorts Melanie and with a certain menace goes for her own cell phone).


I make my first rule, which is No cell phones, and they back off, somewhat. I excise the extraneous comments, supply some textual pieces they missed (I am severe with them about a character they have all, to my mind, grossly misinterpreted), guide them back from a silly subplot theyve gotten lost in. But essentially the textual work is theirs, and from that point onward it is decent work. Not brilliant, but, for a first outing, quite competent. We also arrive at what I must admit is a rather fascinating cast, which would, were the book filmed, add a radical and contemporary spin to Bronts original intent. At 7:00, I stand up. Howard will be home soon.

J.J. peers at his watch again, this time with surprise.



I was seeing them to the drive when they asked me how Id gotten here. In those words. The question confused me at first; I thought they meant our Realtor. I tend to be literal. They said no, no, Los Angeles. As in living here. You were raised in London, yes? they added.

Ah. Yes. Well, actually I was raised many places. My father, Matthew Hammersmith, was in the British diplomatic service. My mother was American. ( They waited.) Where: Hong Kong, I said, for several years when I was young. Rome. Oh, lots of places.

Where had I met Howard?

New York, I said. Howard and I met at Columbia.

And so? Stacey indicated our house, and J.J. pointed at the hills, the Pacific beyond, and I finally got it. Right.

How I got here. We came to L.A. because in 1970 we ranquite literallyinto Bennett Cerf, the head of Random House. The old train from Paris to Avignon swerved, and I lost my balance and flew outstretched-hands-first into a well-dressed man as Howard tried to catch me. Providence.

Im so sorry!

In a carful of Frenchmen, Ah, youre English! said Bennett.

Well, sort of, I said.


Howard: Shes half American.

Well, you, Bennett turned to Howard, youre American.

We wound up moving to the dining car. Bennett went and fetched his wife, Phyllis. Phyllis, this young man is a newly minted Ph.D. in English literature. Anne will be one soon, said Howard quickly. (It would take me an extra year; Id been supporting Howard.) Ah, said Bennett. Howard was quite thin then, and Bennett had a fatherly hand on his shoulder and, clearly, an idea forming in his head. Almost immediately, unbidden, he brought it up: There was a job inwell, it didnt really have a name, not yet, Cerf was thinking about it (he looked at Phyllis as he said this), but he had this idea of having a Random House person work directly with the movie studios, selling books to them.

I did not dare look at Howard. I could feel him holding his breath while his brain was shouting. Howard was twenty-five.

The only question Bennett asked directly, indeed almost immediately, was: You two are married?

Oh! said Howard. Yeah! He indicated France with a chin. Delayed honeymoon.

Cerf nodded warmly at me. (Such a lovely English girl, said Phyllis to Howard.) I found them very sweet. I held up my poor little diamond ring, which I adored, so they could admire it.

We got home and started packing up our cramped apartment in Greenwich Village and moved to West 70th and Amsterdam. My mother flew across the Atlantic to help. She thought our brownstone kind of dark, Anne. She looked around with raised eyebrows. She was from the East Side. She helped me cover everything in drop cloths and plan the tiny patch of soon-to-be garden out back as I rollered the walls with a daffodil cream Id seen in a Macys catalog.

Howard walked to Random Houses offices in the Villard Mansion on Madison near 50th Street. Within days he knew them allDonald Klopfer (who trained him), Jason Epstein, Jim Silberman, Bob Loomis, Sally Kovalchik, who did the how to books. They all had two-digit phone extensions then. He used to play kick-the-can in the hallways with Howard Kaminsky, who helped him develop the movie sales. Kaminsky was Mel Brookss cousin, and Howard worshipped him. He met people at Simon & Schuster and Alfred A. Knopf. He basically lived on the phoneit was considered a bizarre job, neither publishing nor movies, a hybrid of the two that at first only Howard and Bennett understoodand he had to earn peoples trust. Bennett gave Howard the phone numbers of a few of the studio heads to start him off and introduced him to the writers, who didnt exactly know what to do with him. Philip Roth actually thought he was an agent. Saul Bellow thought he was an editorial assistant and would call to ask him to run a manuscript down to Sauls friend so-and-so on Bleecker, which of course Howard did.

And he met Shawn of the New Yorker at a party on East 88th, and from Shawn to the writers, and then Bob Gottlieb and the writers Gottlieb hired. They were interested in Howard because Howard, as Mark Singer once put it to me, kept the writers entrance to Hollywood, like Cerberus. But, said Mark, with only one head.

I loved that image. Howard guarding some fiery hole on East 50th leading to Paramount.

Through Mort Janklow, Mike Ovitz heard of Howard, and called him, and Bennett, after thinking it over, said absolutely, Howard should interface with Creative Artists Agency. CAA was constantly searching for material for the movies, and Howard would ensure that material would come from Random House. He prepared his pitches, walking into their meetings holding a book in his hand. Your next blockbuster, he would announce. He explained to them why it was a perfect vehicle for this or that client, a career maker, and so he started getting to know the actors. CAA was doing surprisingly well, and Howard was flying more frequently to L.A. Hes gone a lot, observed my mother but left it at that. Through Mike, the studios noticed him. The idea of this hybrid literary-to-film job he was doing was no longer so strange. Howard came home and looked at me sideways and said, So. What would you think? One of the studios had made an offer. Executive in charge of new properties. He was elated. They had said, in essence: Be our book eyes.

Howard would say in the future that his job descended directly from Samuel Goldwyn because it was Goldwyn who first tried to marry literature and movies. The semiliterate Eastern European immigrant, desiring the elevation of his art through literary good taste, hired as a screenwriter the dignified Belgian Nobel Prize winner Maurice Maeterlinck. Maeterlinck spoke no English, and Goldwyn, as he would have been first to acknowledge, spoke no Belgian. Hollywood legend has it that Maeterlincks first effort for his new employer was an adaptation of his own novel, Life of the Bee, and Goldwyn ran from his bungalow screaming My God, the hero is a bee! Still, Goldwyn liked having the author around the lot. He proudly pointed him out to everyone who stopped by as the greatest writer on earth! Hes the guy who wrote The Birds and the Bees.

I started packing up the brownstone.

In my driveway, the light was becoming golden with evening as they listened to me. I frowned. I asked the three of them, whove worked with Howard for years: Howard never told you any of this?

No, they said, with some amusement because obviously I didnt have the faintest idea how Howard behaved with them. You know, Anne, Howard doesnt really talk much about himself. And after a moment one of them added, not at all unkindly, Hes like you that way, yes?

I hadnt known this about him. I suppose he is, I said. They realized that I had always taken Howards easy friendliness with them, his colleagues, as friendship. They realized that I had not known that he was rather circumspect with them. They watched me learning these things about my husband.

Very warmly they kissed me good-bye on the cheek. Their car keys were tinkling cheerfully. They called, See you in a few weeks!


I went inside and thought about our next meeting. Well! Next time, I decided, Id cut some fresh flowers from the garden.



THEN THERE IS WHAT I did not say.

When Howard and I arrived in Los Angeles in 1979, I was, I realize in retrospect, in shock. The sun was pouring down like the rain in London. Unlike London, there was no context for anything. Stuart called from Brooklyn. So! Anne. L.A.

I replied, with an eye on Howard, who was emptying boxes, that L.A. was the ninth circle of hell. Stuart misunderstood me to say that Los Angeles was the nicest suburb of hell. He repeated this to Howard, who readily acceded to the description.

Almost immediately I said to Howard that they were all ridiculous. I actually said (Im embarrassed to admit it now) all. They certainly all seemed ridiculous; I have learned over the years that this is not the point. First, Hollywood people are ridiculous and they are not. More important, even the dullest and crassest of them have a certain startling animal perceptiveness. Who would imagine that pathological narcissism could foster such external awareness? Howard took David Geffen to lunch one day, and David, his eyes taking in the entire restaurant, snorted, These are people who talk on the phone all day. But perhaps because of this, they are deceptively febrile with words. Counterintuitive, to my mind. Utter disdain for the written word and still this immense value put on language.

But I had to learn this.

We would walk in the front door. Oh, Howard, good, youre here. Howard, havent seen you in ages! Hey, kid, come and meet a friend of mine who works with Lew. Great to see you, Howard. Oh, hello, Anne.

Hello.

Sit at the Hollywood dinner party listening to one more reference to one more deal, another drama being played out at another studio. You are sitting next to the producer of the kind of movie where, Howard says, you not only have to suspend disbelief, you have to stab and gang-rape it. To amuse yourself, if you are, say, only recently arrived, if you have left the West Side of Manhattan for the nicest suburb of hell with a young husband who was only a few months ago avidly discussing Shelley and Donne and is now equally avidly following the crafting of a vapid sitcom (and, yes, if youre trying to understand being faced with this young man you thought you knew who is revealing an unguessed-at capacity for what he himself calls craphow to interpret him now, here where all is cars and valet parking and no one reads), you just might express ever so slightly too much enthusiasm for the utterly vapid sitcom characters being created before your eyes. If you generate a slightly wild-eyed enthusiasm for the idiocies trotted out by a breathtakingly ambitious recent Harvard graduate, one more self-serious Jewish boy from an urban eastern suburb (who looks disconcertingly like your own recent Columbia graduate Jewish husband from an urban eastern suburb). If you evince an ever-so-slightly condescending fascination toward yet another facile adagency concept that they confuse with narration and plot as they present it to you with a gravity fit for Spinozathen it would be understandable for you to imagine that your sarcasm was sailing right over their well-groomed heads.

Howard told me gently that I was wrong. In the cocoon of our already relatively nice car, returning from a dinner party that had run much too late thrown by moneyed people in a large house where, as my friend Ellie Trachtenberg once put it to me, the cuisine was haute and the conversation trash, he told me that I was wrong. That their little antennae were picking up all sorts of signals I would have thought beyond their wavelengths.

Hm, I said. And then: Really? Those people?

Your incredulity is adorable, said Howard.

Dont be patronizing, I said, my incredulity is completely sincere.


And therefore more adorable. Howard looked back at the road. He said that any literary work can be measured in purely commercial terms. I pursed my lips at this. It would take me approximately a decade to admit he was right. Which was just silliness on my part. I was being a snob. Howard understood this. Me with my nineteenth-century novels, my Trollope and my Dumashad I already forgotten that these were the commercial hardcovers of their day? (Trollope made few claims for the durability of his own fiction.)

As for the signals I had been emitting, imagining them lost on all those Californians, well, he had a response to that, too. He cleared his throat in the faint green light of the dashboard and quoted to me, loosely, this. It was (the point was not lost on me) from George Eliots Daniel Deronda: Gwendolen meant to win Miss Arrowpoint at the party by giving an interest and attention beyond what others were probably inclined to show. It followed in her mind, unreflectinglyI looked at Howard sharplythat because Miss Arrowpoint was ridiculous, she was also wanting in penetration, and Gwendolen went through her little scenes without suspicion that the shades of her behavior were all noted.

He took my tensed hand. It took me all the way to La Brea to let out the breath Id been holding.

In the end, Howard turned out to be absolutely right. Many of them are ridiculous and very few are actually stupid. One of the many oddities of this place.



It was quite early on that a UCLA trusteeI think we were at a cocktail party?had asked me about my Columbia degree. A Ph.D. in English literature. Thats right. And Howard just earned his as well? Yes, I said, but Howards focus was sixteenth century, mine nineteenth. He said, Hm! and then, enthusiastically: There was a faculty opening. Intro level, part-time, be warned, but its a terrific position.


(I paused, quite excited.) Youre suggesting I apply?

Absolutely! he said. Both of you.

I didnt go on about it, but I did think a teaching position would be wonderfulwe agreed it would be at least a small contribution to our incomethough I was, in fact, quite apprehensive about standing up before two hundred students in an auditorium. Theyll love you, said Howard. I wasnt sure. I balked. Howard wound up applying as well in order to push me into it. Stop second-guessing yourself, Anne. We submitted our fresh Columbia doctorates. Howard had written his thesis on Shakespeares approach to adaptation from other sources, I on the intellectual origins of the Romantics.

In my very first interview, in Haines Hall on the central quad, the professoran Americanist, he taught ENGL 179A, American Fiction to 1900seemed curiously distracted, the conversation diffuse. He glanced at a paper in front of him, switched gears, and said, Youre married to Howard Rosenbaum. Now he seemed intently interested.

Yes.

Of Random House?

I said yes, then, formerly of Random House.

Hes with a studio now, right?

Yes, thats why we moved here.

He cleared his throat. You know, he said, Ive written a manuscript for a book. I think its quite filmic. He named it: the biography of an American author of several twentieth-century novels.

I was a bit off balance, so I said, A minor writer.

Yes, he replied, managing his irritation, but he shouldnt be.

Well, well disagree.

He knew it was not going well but still said gamely, Maybe I could talk to Howard about it. Looked again at the paper. I see hes also applied for this position.

They interviewed both of us.


The letter from UCLA, which arrived quickly, asked Howard to come in for a final interview. He found it before I did, opened it, and, after a bit, brought it to me. He cleared his throat. Maybe Ill just tell em to go to hell, he said.

I looked down at my shoes.

Anne?

I raised my head to him and smiled and said, Dont be ridiculous. Youll love teaching, you were born for it.

He paused a moment, gauging the sincerity of this. He hadnt, honestly, given it much thought, but now that it was here. Theyre idiots, he offered. He was earnest. Youre twice the scholar I am.

Well, I said and cocked my head brightly. At least you know that.

I turned away and pretended to organize some papers.

Its just because Im more flash. I noticed his eyes were back on the letter, rereading it. You could feel his excitement. Its the movie studio, theyre suckers for that. He was still reading. Then he looked up at me. And Im male, he added, darkly. (This I thought was laying it on a bit thick.)

I kissed him briefly. True, I said. I made a gesture as if Id forgotten all about it.

I went out to work in the garden while Howard called the department head. I moved out of earshot. I had decided that I could indeed stand up in front of two hundred students, I could do it, and I would do it. It wouldnt frighten me. I would teach them, I would choose all sorts of wonderful pieces of literature and they would listen to me and we would read these texts together and discuss them, and I would explain why I loved them.

I pushed my trowel deep into the earth.

UCLA looked over his thesis, asked a few questions, and then offered him a little freshman requirement backwater called Introduction to Shakespeare. He began the fall semester three days after he started at the studio, where everyone considered his teaching thing a harmless eccentricity. He had a few students in a small basement room.


Today his classes are held in a huge lecture hall and invariably oversubscribed, which makes for a perennially hectic second week of September, desperate lines outside his door, and all manner of add/drop subterfuge. He moans about it every fall. These nubile eighteen-year-olds panting for me, he sighs at dinner, their pert nipples, limpid blue eyes, the blond hair that kisses the napes of their tanned necks. He pops an olive in his mouth. And thats just the football players.

He genuinely loved them, and they responded in kind. He disliked Doctor (Only my mother calls me doctor, he told them; this was in fact true) but got a kick out of Professor. Then a colleague saw him coming out of Rolfe Hall after class and shouted at him, How are you, Howard? and he shouted back, Im great box office, and he was afterward known by all of UCLA and eventually everyone at the studio as GBO.

In class, Howard was not overly prudent. It was just discovered, he told his second freshmen seminar, that Shakespeare actually wrote three plays about penises, one four-inch penis, another eight inches, the last one ten. They got the first one immediatelyMuch Ado About Nothingand the second, Midsummer Nights Dream. But the third?

Othello, said Howard.

The dean looked very grim as he listened to the single complaint by an intense young woman from Walnut Creek who lectured him on Professor Rosenbaums racism, patriarchalism, and sexism. He ushered her out with solemn tones, and then called his wife, an Elizabethan scholar, and repeated the joke to her, laughing hysterically.

Howard paces the dais of the amphitheater enthusiastically. He is not bothered by doing the elementary stuff. Contrary to what all of you weaned on Warner cartoons think, he tells them, star-crossed lovers does not mean that Romeo and Juliet, a boy and girl three years younger than you are now, are so in love they have Chuck Jones animated stars circling their heads. No. What does it mean?

An expectant glance at them over his reading glasses, his favorite prop. I bought them for him at the Rexall drugstore near the Beverly Center. Times up! Yes, possums, it refers to astrology, which used to be the state religion in Elizabethan hangouts. Whats thy sign? It means that this boys and girls respective astrological houses are at odds. Also, Wherefore art thou, Romeo? does not mean Where the hell are you? but Oh, Christ, why do you have to be Romeo Montague, and I Juliet Capulet, two families at war, what a pain!

The first year, GBO rewarded their curiosity with a few juicy industry tidbits, was it true that such-and-such a star who Variety reported was working with him had signed for such-and-such a movie? He began rationing this sort of thing for moments when he found himself losing their attention. He stood at the lectern with his drugstore reading glasses and his notes and used sex to glue them to the text.

Every culture and society renews its religious injunctions against sex as perennially as sexual desire is renewed, which is to say every third of a nanosecond. The reflexive whitewashing of the past that we do with respect to sexual mores, which In My Humble Opinion derives basically from our desire to avoid imagining our parents doing it, leads to a really silly view of human nature. People use sex for many purposes. Certainly Shakespeare did. And his contemporaries. Take John Donne. Slightly younger than Bill. Donne 15721631. (Shakespeares dates? Hm? You in front, with the Lakers T-shirt. A guess, then. Dude, you can do it! What? Not bad, Shakespeare, 1564 to 1616.) During Vietnam, a war that we sort of fought before all of you were born, young men gained exclusion from military service if they got their wives or girlfriends pregnant, which gave the slogan Make Love Not War a certain, shall we say, piquancy. Better to make a person here than kill one over there. John Donne made the same argument in a poem called Loves War, on page 1068, where for exampleah, the sound of those pages rifflingwhere there are a few choice lines that never fail to bring a smile to my face. Just ask my wife. Shes sitting next to the big blond hunk in the sweat shirt, the one who looks so much like me. Wave, Anne. Thank you. Donne sees love as a constant, eternal war, only to him there are two kinds of war. You, yeah you, with what Im sure is an absolutely lovely mezzo-soprano, or perhaps a basso profundo, please read and think of my marriage.

The boy unslouches a bit and begins to read aloud.


Other men war that they their rest may gayne

But wee will rest that wee may fight again.


Get it? says Howard with a grin, and, after a rushed silent reread of the lines, frowning at the page, and finally equating fight with sexual activity, their faces say: Oh


There lyes are wrong; here safe uprightly lie;


Donne means that telling lies in love is par for the course.


There men kill men; we will make one by and by.

Thousands wee see which travaille not to warrs;

But stay swords, armes, and shott to make at home;

And shall not I do then

More glorious service, staying to make men?



Thank you. Nice voice. Where were you when we were casting Nemo? Now, Shakespeare, in his sonnetsquatrain, quatrain, quatrain, coupletaddresses the usual Elizabethan themes of immortality and beauty and constancy and all that crap, but we will skip Sonnet Number 18, the famous Shall I compare thee to a summers day? where he modestly tells the girl that summer may fade and the sun grow dim in the commuter smog but she will remain eternally fair for the inarguable reason that he is presenting her that way in Sonnet Number 18, and we will skip Sonnet Number 29, which opens with the paradigmatic iambic pentameter When in disgrace with fortune and mens eyes new line I all alone beweep my outcast state that makes such an icon of Sonnet Number 29, and we will skip Sonnet Number 87, the delicate Ode to Paranoid Insecurity that uses a cheesy flashback not even the schlockmeisters at Carolco would have touched, and stop at Sonnet Number 116, which treats sex a bit more seriously than does Mr. Donne and by which you should all prepare to live your lives or suffer failed marriages. I say this sincerely. Am I revealing too much? Remember that my wife is in the audience. You, in the black lycra cat-suitpage 809. Peoplehe looks up, projects to the very last rows of the amphitheaterthis ones about expectations and reasonableness.


Let me not to the marriage of true minds

Admit impediments. Love is not love

Which alters when it alteration finds

Or bends with the remover to remove:


In other words, Shakespeare is saying hey, stuff happens in relationships. Deal with it.


Oh, no! Love is an ever-fixd mark,


Bill means love is an unmoving landmark.


That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

It is the star to every wandering bark,


A bark is a boat.


Whose worths unknown, although its height

be taken.




The stars height is its location, for use by navigators.


Love alters not with Times brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

If this be error and upon me proved

I never writ, nor no man ever loved.


You will decide for yourselves, of course, but when I first read this I took him to be warning me that if my girlfriend ever cheated on me, Id better be able to work through it. He eyes them pointedly. Just my interpretation. Either that, or hes being hopelessly idealistic, which you may come to believe. I dont know. But in the final couplet Bills saying hes betting everything he ever wrote on being right on this baby.

And Howard laughs.

It was his theory that what they actually liked was hearing their own conversations, their own dark dorm-room thoughts and secret masturbatory interests and desperate erections and romantic young dreams, in late Middle English. As for Howard, he adored the words themselves. With his own son, he was somewhat stricter in his literary choices, attempting to find less NC17 literature. He started with words. Why is there no egg in eggplant nor ham in hamburger? Howard asked when Sam was five years old, and Sams eyes got big as saucers, sitting up straight at the dinner table. English muffins werent invented in England nor French fries in France.

Really? asked Sam, very seriously.

Sam already knew from my father that sweetmeats were candy, and he knew that sweetbreads were calves glands because months before in Paris, at Le Train Bleu, after I placed his seat so he could see the trains arriving at the Gare de Lyon, and having gravely considered the long menu I translated for him, he had ordered them from the amused yet respectful waiter. But when Howard pointed out that sweetmeats arent meat while sweetbreads are, it surprised him.


We went skiing in Aspen, and Howards outburst prompted Sam to ask how it can be cold as hell one day and hot as hell another. Ive spawned a tape recorder, said Howard to me.

Whats spawned, Dad? said Sam.

Ask your mother, said Howard.

Howard measured Sams developmental phases both by his increasing linguistic sophistication and by the way he reacted to Medieval poetry. Sam absorbed it without a hiccup. Sitting on his six-year-olds bed, bedtime promptly at 8:30, covers up around Sams chin, Howard perched his reading glasses on his nose and read.

I Have a Yong Sister, intoned Howard.


I have a yong sister

Fer


Far, said Howard


beyonde the see;

Manye be the druries


Druries are gifts, Sam.


That she sente me.

She sente me the cherye

Withouten any stoon,


Stone, said Howard, cherry pit.


And so she dide the dove

Withouten any boon.


Without any bones, Howard said to Sam. Cool, huh!


Dad, shouted Sam, twisting the sheets, and then set about repeating the lines back.

As he grew, the sheets of Samuels bed became glowing, luminous membranes. Howard had bought him flashlights. I had to make him stop. Bedtime was bedtime. At least I didnt fear fire. In Virginia Woolfs comic novel Orlando I saw Sam exactly: The taste for books was an early one. As a child he was sometimes found at midnight by a page still reading. They took his taper worm and he bred glow-worms to serve his purpose. They took the glow-worms away, and he almost burnt the house down with a tinder. I took it as a warning, but I didnt tell Howard. He would have been alarmed had I told him I was using Orlando, which is about an immortal boy who turns into a woman, as an operating manual for Sam.

Why do you park in the driveway, Sam asked Howard on the 405 heading for a Lakers game, and drive on the parkway? When the inevitable question came at fourteenCan I drive?and Howard gently replied, Fat chance, Sam sulkily pointed out that a slim chance and a fat chance are the same and was further irritated that his verbal dexterity didnt get him behind his fathers wheel. When they were getting up at 4:30 in the morning to go fishing on Lake Castic, Howard noted that your alarm clock goes off by going on. Sam, why when I wind up my watch do I start it, but when a screenwriter winds up a screenplay, as screenwriters are only occasionally known to do without extensive prodding from long-suffering, overworked movie execs and the proffering of absurdly large sums of cash, does she end it?

I tried to play once, early on. I put down my fork and said, Why is it alumnus, alumni, but hippopotamus, hippopotamuses? Howard froze. He looked at Sam and mumbled Ha! with his mouth full, and clear as a bell I heard Look, pretend, OK? But the ten-year-old was having none of it, nor did I want him toI was fascinated by his sudden scornful agitation. Mom, no. It turned out that, yeah, yeah, he already knew that the plural -i ending is due to alumnuss Latin provenance, but the animals English name derives from the Greek (hippos were known to the Greeks), thus es.

Hm, I said. I had been under the impression that quirky information was the point. No?

No.

Ah. I see.

The point, Howard explained to me, waswell, it wasnt that. Sam rolled his eyes unempathetically and stuck potatoes in his mouth. The thing, done rightly, had to make you go hm, offered Sam, as if this was ridiculously obvious. Sam had given a concise working definition of irony.

I gathered their plates and left the dining room for the kitchen, experiencing the amusing sensation of being expelled from a nineteenth-century mens club.

This exclusive connection Howard has with Sam makes Sam openly love Howard, look up to him, be complicit with him. And I know, if I dont fully understand, how almost desperately my husband needs that link to his son.

Denise loaded me up with the pie shed made, sent me back out so I wouldnt be under her feet.

You know, Sam, said Howard as they did a decidedly mediocre job of trimming a hedgewe needed a gardenerwhen a house burns up, it burns down. Dad, said Sam at fifteen when he was finally old enough to apply for his learners permit and they stood in the fluorescent lighting of the L.A. Department of Motor Vehicles office, you fill in this form by filling it out. They were staying out together at night, practicing Sams driving on the empty roads near the Hollywood Reservoir, and, You know, Dad, said Sam, when the stars are out, theyre visible, but when the lights are out, theyre invisible. Sam pointed at the stars overhead, and my husband tried to name the constellations as my son gently made fun of him. They were lying on their backs on the hood of the Volvo looking up at the dark sky, side by side.

Its like a snapshot of fireworks, said Sam of the stars.

The poet L. E. Sissman described fireworks, said Howard.


A small white integer appears,

Bears a huge school of yellow pollywogs,

And, with a white wink, vanishes. The boom

Takes twenty-seven seconds to arrive.


An airplane blinked away behind the hills.


The dandelions of light now go to seed.


Sam was watching something far, far up.



I MYSELF TOOK A DIFFERENT approach to Sam with words.

At Columbia I had bombed into Howards dorm room one evening and said, Burgers! And, Im starved! Hed gotten a funny look. He was fasting, he explained. It was Yom Kippur.

Oh. (Wed talked that morning between classes. He hadnt mentioned anything.) I considered this. Well, why do you fast? He began to say something. Then he stopped. Howard will work out things right in front of you. He looked at his watch. Lets get a burger, he said, a bit slowly, as if he was rather unsure of the syntax. He processed the psychology of this his way: public statements, humor. Its just like your parents warn you! he would say, loud and menacing, a few years later to a group of us. We were in our twenties then, taking menus from the waitress at Gennaros on Amsterdam and 92nd. The hot blond shiksa asks why, and you abandon all your morals! He said, So a Catholic boy marries a Jewish girl. And one night, not long after the wedding, she starts reaching down under the bedcovers, but he freezes up. Its Lent! he whispers to her. Oh, she says, surprised, can you get it back? We laughed.

That evening his parents were at Kol Nidrei services.

He always took me to the seders, though. He never wavered on that, and so I went. Howards mother put us at the far end. Howard held my hand, though under the table. He had grown up going to seders. He had such strong memories, of his grandfather reading from the Hagaddah, said Howard, of looking for the afikoman (and the resulting minor skirmishes), of how theyd get silver dollars when they found it. Of how bad the food was. Of that time alone in the year seeing all his cousins, gathered in Brooklyn. Of everyone singing together.

No one bothered pretending. I wasnt welcome, but Howard had married me, and so they gritted their teeth. When Sam was born, I sat at the far end of the table, holding him for five hours. He fussed and squirmed, and my arms ached, and I was miserable. They shot me looks when he got noisy or cried.

When he turned three, to distract him, I began whispering to him a word to learnStuart would listen, never saying anythingor perhaps a line from a childrens poem, bits and pieces of Milne or Potter. Sam, I would say very quietly, holding him at the table.

Listen.


Nobody seemed to know where they came from, but there they were in the Forest: Kanga and Baby Roo.

What I dont like about it is this, said Rabbit. Here are weyou, Pooh, and you, Piglet, and Meand suddenly

And Eeyore, said Pooh.

And Eeyoreand then suddenly

And Owl, said Pooh. And Eeyore, I was forgetting him.

Hereweare, said Rabbit very slowly and carefully, allofus, and then, suddenly, we wake up one morning? And we find a Strange Animal among us. An animal of whom we had never even heard before!



(A small child, he knew these were our secrets. Another way of saying I loved him.)

At six, Sam, I murmured. You know Cinderellas glass slippers? They actually werent glass at all. Cinderalla is French, Samher name is actually Cendrillon, just as Pinocchio is Italian and the Little Mermaid is Danishand she wore shoes made of the fur of a squirrel-like animal the French called a vair. But as the story was re-told, French people confused vair with verre, which means glass. So the whole thing is a corruption. Pretty, though, isnt it, I said quietly to Stuart. Glass slippers. Stuart was smiling, his arms crossed.

What began as a simple distraction at the seders Ive now been doing for years. As I drop him off at school. When hes checked in with me before practice. As hes turning out the light, ready for sleep. Sam, I say. Listen:

Assorted vocabulary: litotical, apposite, liminal. (He knows liminal.)

French words that do not exist in English: nombre (a number that is a quantity, ex: 1,004 people) as opposed to numro (a number referring to a position in an order, ex: the fifteenth).

A line from an Elaine Feinstein poem: The air is rising tonight and the leaf dust is / burning in cadmium bars, the skinny beeches / are alight in the town fire of their own humus. / There is oxblood in the sky. Isnt that marvelous, Sam?



AT OUR SECOND MEETING, DENISE and Consuela and I set up in the garden. Drinks and ice on a small table before the tall Argentine grass, sparkling glasses lined up, linen napkins for the food, which Consuela will pass. When were done, the three of us step back and look it over. Yes, perfect.

They arrive, we find our places and open the books.


The next morning I run into a producer at Kings Road Caf. Were both getting coffee. Hello, how are you? He sees me moving on, gets to his point. It was great that they wanted to read literature, he said. Though of course there was the other aspect to it. (He makes a show of choosing a sweetener. This manipulation, making me wait, is completely conscious; like pathological physicists they measure everything here in iotas of power.) Stacey, he says, has an informal relationship with a star, a major one. He names the first name in the way they do, that false nonchalance, the implication (unverifiable) of intimacy. And Jeremy, another. Both stars have made known a desire to commit to a project with serious subject matter, not the usual explosions and romantic pablum off which each has made at least fifty million dollars. Something image-enhancing, he says. Challenging. And, well, he says, I did have a wonderful mind to exploit toward this end. (He uses an apologetic voice.) Thus their, uh, interesthe makes the quote marks with his eyebrowsin books.

He just thought I should be aware of their motives.

I say, Thats very interesting, I wasnt aware of this. Im going to have to rethink the list now.

Oh, he says, and affects a glum look. Well, thats too bad. He begins to move in now, to deploy whatever stratagem he has prepared into what he believes is the vacuum he has just created, but I slice off his leading edge.

No, I say, thoughtfully. I take off my sunglasses so he can see my eyes. I mean, I say, that there are several works I can think of that would be beautifully adapted to the screen, and Ill have to include those.

An instant goes by. Oh, he says.

In fact, I say. (He stands there, warily.) In fact, I can think of several works perfect for both these actresses, and now that I think about it, Im actually baffled that no one has snapped them up. Theyve taken some obvious ones, The Age of Innocence is so hugely cinematic despite the psychological backstory, and anyone could see the strong visual narrative in House of Mirth, and Portrait of a Lady has that marvelous transformation arc, you can just storyboard the whole thing in your head. But: I mention a Faulkner. A little-considered one. You could do it period or better yet, updated. I mention a Chekhov story that is a tiny, perfect movie pitch. I say that a certain actress has mentioned to Carla Shamberg and also to Lucy Fisher that she would like to stretch, to do serious now, and the Russian would suit her wonderfully, and come to think of it, Thackeray created a character perfect for that new boy they just put on the cover of Vanity Fair, the one with the woolly hair. What was his name? (With the Tourettes reflex they have when given the least opportunity to provide a piece of industry data, the producer supplies the name.) That one! I say, Sam loves him.

He is trying to take mental notes on the titles I am naming, and failing.

I know that he is an enemy of Staceys. An associate producer credit that, long ago, purely out of spite, he made sure she didnt get. Ive always disliked him.

They should have said something! I say happily, meaning Stacey and Jeremy.

As I get back in the car, I feel simultaneously slightly repelled and thoroughly excited. I jot down the titles Ive just come up with. Im looking forward to telling Howard. I think, No, Im not an executive, like my husband, or a producer, but I do have some instincts, and really, they would make marvelous movies.



L.A. IS COVERED WITH FLOWERS. Gasoline pink, mint crimson, moonlight white, deuterium violet.

We drive past them, tuxedo next to evening gown, two elegant Saturday evening pupae in this rushing metal-and-glass cocoon, migrating by infrared night vision toward some disease fund-raiser or cinematic party where we will metamorphose and spread our wings, seeking the heat lightning of the cameras. Diamonds filigree on my neck. Click click click. Mr. Rosenbaum, over here, sir. Howie! Great to see you, howve you been? Howard, how are you? Hello, Anne.

Hello.

Before we leave the house, I put my flowers to bed. The bougainvillea simply waits in the dark in its gaudy purple glory. Stupid plant. Infragrant. Ambitious and showy and thorned, but if pruned that sort has its uses. As Howard pulls the car out, I check my new Stewartia koreana. I have just transplanted it, and it is wet and upset, bewildered and off-key, but it will be fine in a day or two. The lilies are overwrought from the heat. The butterfly bush is sullen but will perk up later. The kumquat is simply delighted with everything. My horticultural nursery is innocent, sleepy, except the delirious moon vine, which is waking up late, delicately, waving and stretching and looking around, asking, Where is everyone?

Everyone has set with the sun.

Out here on the streets, the tough flowers grip the walls, cling to the gates, and skirt the concrete sidewalks, self-saturated with their delicate scented particles and infused with the even more delicate, invisible fizz of television and radio waves, their opalescent petals shot through with the quantum mechanic buckshot of millions of cell phone signals from millions of cars. The street flowers bathe in catalyzed exhaust fumes. The metallic night is cool as tinted glass, hung with the thick odor of indolent Los Angeles blossoms, groaning silently with their own weight, glamorous and petulant. On thin vines, the honeysuckle climbs the concrete barriers behind which they hide the big houses, the long driveways. Everything in L.A. aspires. Even the flowers. Aspiration ladens the bloom-opiated air. They stand, waiting for someone to notice them. As we swoosh up to the brilliantly lit entrance in our car, they languorously shift their svelte, gorgeous bodies, forests of thin-waisted women, covered in the most expensive silken sheaths and suits, slit their eyelids as we emerge, desperate to know Who are they? and Can I use them? even as they seek to broadcast I dont care. They always greet each other with only one eye; the other is on the future, the rest of the room. As we carve our way through their bright colors and pass by into the hall or home or screening room or backlot, their hot interest blossoms into flame and burns in the next instant to a cinder. They turn back to gaze once again at themselves, straining to determine whether or not they are impressed.



HOWARD HAS TOLD ME HE loves me in so many ways. Some have taken me by surprise.

When Sam arrived, he looked, Howard said factually, like poor-quality dough. His eyes changed colors. He had boils, rashes, his teeth came in, fell out. He screamed, he vomited. He was fat as an infant, and short, then he shot upward and was thin and awkward. We waited, apprehensive, for puberty. And then we had to relearn him physically. The newly tight skin, the slender muscle mass. We could almost identify the day people began to look back when he passed by (he was oblivious), the mascaraed glances of teenage girls in malls, the way they began to track his movements.

I asked Howard: Is he? Really? But what did the word handsome mean, exactly? How does this boy look, Howard? And Howard explained. Sam looks, he said, the way we all look when, cocooned in sleep, we are the heroes of our dreams.

When he was fifteen: That evening he had (unbidden) put on a crisp new shirt and a navy blazer, which cut his broadening shoulders and framed the short, dark-blond hair. He buckled himself into the drivers seat, Howard next to him, and caught me in the rearview mirror. Sam had come to know a certain look in my eye. He knew I thought about the Thornton Wilder character, a mother whose daughter asks her anxiously, Am I pretty? and gives the starchy New England reply, My children are good-looking enough for all normal purposes. He knew I found it unfortunate that he was more than good-looking enough for normal purposes.

He sometimes shrugged off Howards directions and used the gas aggressively, but that evening, learners permit in pocket, he eased the large automobile down our curving drive, across Macapa, and gently right on Mulholland.

I had commented on my fears to a friend. He had been in Los Angeles long enough to understand the potential toxicity. He knew what it could do. In the car, Sam, I said. Listen: Yeats. 1919, Prayer for My Daughter. (Driving, he kept his eyes on the road.)


May she be granted beauty and yet not

Beauty to make a strangers eye distraught

Nor her own eye before a looking glass, for they,

Being made beautiful overmuch,

Consider beauty a sufficient end,

Lose natural kindness and maybe

The heart-revealing intimacy

That chooses right, and never find a friend.


I hear you, he said, very briefly, and to the windshield. But he did.

Howard adores Sams looks. He loves the strong cut of jaw made satin with thickening peach fuzz, loses himself in the green eyes. Howard stares at them like a lover, but always obliquely. (Sometimes we watch our son from a distance. I wonder what hes thinking, Howard will say.) Howard watched as Sam negotiated the left turn down Laurel Canyon, assessed the traffic both ways, taking the care that fifteen-year-old males take when under their fathers gaze.

Howard stood with me on La Cienegas cement curb (the starched matre d at Marks restaurant waiting to lead us to our seats) while on the asphalt Sam just a bit shyly handed over the keys to the valet, a Vietnamese teenager his own age. Seated at our lovely white-linened table on the sidewalk, Howard watched as Sam got up, started to jog across the street to examine a sporting goods store. It is Howards own flesh that moves like this. Thats what got him, Howard murmured to me as we held our menus. That sleek young animal loping across the pavement came burbling up from his testicles and shot out his penis, it is his flesh and blood, and it looks like this. Look at it! Look at the way it moves.

Howards eyes are black brown and somewhat close together, his nose Roman, the crinkly black hair tamed only to a degree with an expensive silicon gel (I dont know where he gets it) that lies on the tight curls and says, I am doing what I can.

The intensity of his personality, the slight thickness of his mannerisms, the Brooklyn that formed him and will never let him go. For Howard, that he, this particular Jew, should have produced the tawny creature gliding unaware among Marks cool white tables on that blue evening where the tanned men tracked him from behind their menus and their golden handsthat was remarkable.

Not so long ago I happened to mention to someone that I am as surprised as Howard is that, given Howards looks, he has produced this boy.

She paused. Dont, she said in a low voice, ever say that to Howard.

I thought about this for a moment now as we sat at our table. What would Howard say? I lay down my menu and talked about my surprise at Sams looks given our genetics, given Howards dark eyes, and what used to be called olive skin. Given the hair. I observed that genetically it was quite odd, wasnt it, Sams having got virtually all his coloring and his skin from me. I wanted to know what he would say.

Howard put his hand on mine. He considered me for a moment. His eyes flickered overSam was heading toward our table. He smiled at me. He said softly, Dont you see, Anne?

I waited.


The reason I love the way he looks, said Howard, is that he looks like you.

I moved my hand across the white linen and caressed his warm skin. I loved him so deeply I wanted to cry, and laugh, to melt into this warm skin, to rip his clothes from his back and feel him inside me (after all these years still I want this).

Dad! said Sam very seriously, hauling back a chair, all their ski stuffs on sale.

Cool, said Howard, and smiled.

So Howard had offered a reason for the pleasure he took in Sam, and it was me. I felt my heart skip a beat. A clichd expression, the heart, a beat, but it feels that way. A surge of love causes brief cardiac arrhythmia, and for some reason we arent alarmed.

At the same time, Im fully aware that Howard thinks of Sam very much in terms of his own flesh, because in everything Sam is and in everything Sam does, Howard sees himself.



WE HAVE EATEN DINNER, AND Howard is on the sofa watching a TV show a friend has produced. He holds the remote as if it were a shotgun, menacing the screen on the wall. I come, stand in front of him. He glances up and freezes the image. I sit, he puts his arm around me, and I briefly summarize my encounter with the producer at Kings Road Caf. Howard merely grunts a fillip of disgust and says, Asshole. Howard has seen it all. He aims the remote, and we watch a bit of the show together. Hm, says Howard. Yes, I say, agreeing with him. Dismal. It will be a huge hit.

I go to my office to get the list of books Ive jotted down, and I come back and spend a half hour on the sofa showing him my list and talking to him about What Is Visual, or as he concretizes it, What Literature Is Translatable to the Screen. I mention the Thackeray, and he gives me the odd look it deserves, then waits patiently as I sketch out one of the subplots, and his look changes, and he starts nodding. And, Howard, look at Boswell for that matter, not just the work, although the cinematic case could be made for that, but look at his papers, the diaries, believed destroyed, all miraculously discovered in the past fifty years. I said it struck me that Darren Aranofsky (Howard had just met with him) could have a postmodernist field day. I meant, well, Boswell: Now here was a genius both charming and repellent, someone both completely honest and, by good fortune, graphomanic, who by the age of twenty-three, when he met Johnson and began the biography, never wrote down a single thing at the time he heard it, as he had trained himself to remember, verbatim, every word, every gesture, every tone and remark of social discourse.

Here was the Scotsman who guided the very English, London-centric, devoutly anti-Presbyterian Johnson on his improbable, ultimately wildly successful tour of Scotlands primitive Highlanders. Now that was a buddy movie. Boswell knew absolutely everyone in literary England in the last half of the century, and he was a social genius, a literary artist, a brilliant conversationalist, and a deeply imaginative interviewer. I list a few actors Id idly envisioned in the roles, two production designers Howard admires, an excellent costume woman from Cardiff, now living in Santa Monica. Howard mentally ticks them off with interest.

So the next day I redid the book list. I enjoyed it immensely. That evening we have dinner with our friends David and Ellie Trachtenberg. David does some kind of technical sound editing I dont understand. Ellie, script doctoring. Sam sits next to Rachel, their daughter, and instantly the two fall into a mysterious murmured teenage communion. As soon as weve ordered drinks I get out my notebook and run my ideas by them, with Howard annotating verbally. David does the conceptual criticism, Ellie hits the practical logistical points (practicality is her strong suit; one book she nixes for sheer length, which is smart and which I, stupidly, hadnt thought about). Were excited. David and Ellie and Howard and I, grinning at one another. We feel like kids building a tree fort.

I call Jeremy Zimmer the next morning. I email him the list.

The day after that, Max Mutchnick calls. He is wondering could he join my reading group? Oh, and hes already ordered every book on the list from Amazon.

I pause. You have the list, I say.

Well, ah. (He feints, trying to decide if he should admit what hes just stated.) Yee-eah, hes got the list.

Its odd. I am on the phone with this boy, a very nice boy, Max, and here he has my list, which is to say a somewhat intimate part of me, and I didnt volunteer it. I didnt offer it. But he wants it, and thats lovely, actually. And I should be put out, and I am, a bit, who do they think they are, passing around my list.

Oh, who am I kidding. Its lovely.

Thats fine, Max, I say. I add immediately: But you only have five days before the next meeting, and the book must be read. (I cant be a complete pushover.) Of course! he says, wounded, and I want to kiss his cheek. I tell him thats an absolute rule, could he please convey that to everyone. Just so were all clear. He says he will. He hangs up before I can ask him if he knows everyone who is coming. I do my own recount and go down to see Consuela about seating.

Denise will glance at me and look away again and say to the dish shes wiping, What you smiling about. Which will startle Consuela: Is Ms. Rosenbaum smiling? She doesnt look like shes smiling. But Denise knows.

I will say to Denise, Well, we wanted a new teak dining table for the garden anyway.

Mmm hm, she will say skeptically to the dish.

It is a pleasure to suppress laughter. It bubbles into other parts, effervesces through you. This book club, I say to Denise, is doing unexpected things. It seems they want to know me.


She considers me for a moment. She nods matter-of-factly. She is happy for me. She turns back to her work.

And, I say to her, I want to know them.



IM GETTING INTO BED, AND Howard is getting in on the other side, his breath minty from the paste. I ask him very casually, So what I said to them about Elizabeth Sewell. Do you think I was off base, then?

The comment was one that, when I made it, I knew perfectly well would be over their heads. It was aimed directly at Howard; years ago hed told me I was misunderstanding one of Sewells poems. Howard looks startled. How would I know? he says, turning off his light. I wasnt there. He shuts his eyes.

I continue to look at him.

Howard waits, for good dramatic effect. Then, I think, he says, and with a grin, and with his eyes closed, makes a precise tweak to the point Id made in my garden.

I thought so, I say triumphantly. I knew someone would pass my comments to him. I hadnt realized they would reproduce them with such fidelity. Hes rolling around to get in a comfortable position. It was an interesting discussion, he says. He reaches for me.

I turn out my light. So you agree, I say, sliding toward him, with my view of Sewell.

Yes, says Howard. Actually, I do.

All these years later, I say, and you make some sense.

Never too late, he says in the dark and kisses my shoulder.



DOUGLAS WICK CALLS ME. AM I reading spec scripts? he demands.

Doug, what are you talking about?

He names the producer from the caf.


Him again, I say.

Did you bring that jerk some fabulous literary adaptation? (He names an eighteenth-century author. Its the wrong author.) No, I say very precisely.

Hes trying to rush Paramount into it.

I reassure him: Im reading no scripts. I never have. Ask Howard.

Doug is still not reassured.

I tell him its the wrong author.

Doug is reassured.

Because Im interested in his reactionhe by contrast is a supremely competent producer and has twice worked with HowardI run the Boswell idea by him. Huh, he says. We discuss it for a few minutes. I might take a look at this, he says. He adds, With your permission, of course.

Im surprised hes asked my permission, and then immediately, for a split second, I feel the possessive greedy neurosis toward my idea that they must feel all the time. I want nothing to do with that feeling. I am not a producer, I say to Doug, and it is not mine. By all means, I say firmly.

After we hang up I find myself wondering what he will think of it. Its such a good idea, I think. I make a mental note to call Doug in a week.



FRIDAY I HAD ASSIGNED THEM William Goldings Lord of the Flies and noted a few thematic points they should look out for, and instantly I began to receive questions. These were innocuous enough but made it apparent that they were reading my analysis of the books literary points as being hugely bound up with my own pastGolding and I both English, his dates roughly contiguous (they assumed, correctly) with those of my parents, and so onand so they began to read between the lines and interpret me via the text. Rather annoying.


At my kitchen table Sunday morning I had been flipping the pages of John Peterss criticism of Golding, pen in hand. Id already taken my notes on the authors dates and background, but there was a particular citation I was after. I had a real need to find it. As I searched the Peters, I muttered grimly to Howard: Ive realized Im inadvertently in analysis.

And you, he had murmured dramatically, not looking up from the newspaper, hate that.

Im not going to do some (I searched for the image) literary striptease for them. I didnt sign up for this.

He was turning a page. Apparently you did.

By the next day, Ive gone over the matter in my head. Why not use a personal approach to Lord of the Flies? It was an idea. Ive never taught before. And Howard doesnt do it this way at all. But maybe for me it will work.

In my garden on Thursday evening, I preface for them why the book has particular meaning to me. I dont really talk about my own past muchand as I begin to speak I realize that, oddly, Howard and I have never talked about this noveland I feel my way forward.

My father, I say to them, was born, in London, in 1914. I was born, in 1949, in Islington, where he had imported my mother after their wedding in 1938. She, languid and smooth as a cat, was from the Upper East Side, born in New Yorks St. Vincents Hospital in the summer of 1918, in the middle of the war, she liked to say, though of course it was not; the Central Powers were collapsing, and it was only months before the Armistice of November 11.

I was a certain time in distinguishing war from militarism, because militarism was my fathers culture. One could live as an Englishman then, as he did, never actually in the Royal Army, as he was not, and yet be of the Royal Army in almost every way. That was British culture. The books he read as a child, a diet of Kipling, the poet laureate of Victorias Imperial rule, and volumes of Chatterbox, a series of Edwardian boys books that contained a sampling of moral rah-rah, semi-Byronesque male poetry of the over-the-top variety, and heady adventure fictionshipwrecked English boys on sunny desert islands, English boys solving murders on holidays in the Scottish Highlands, endlessly brave, resourceful, and Christian, as Ian Gregor once put it. William Goldings Lord of the Flies, which would be published in 1954 (Catcher in the Rye had just come out three years before), cruelly took this romantic story, turned it inside out, and showed it in a nightmare version. Weve got to have rules and obey them, says Jack at the start, above the lagoon, before the darkness comes. After all, were not savages. Were English, and the English are best at everything. So when I read Lord of the Flies as a schoolgirl, my father snapped into focus.

A diplomat in the British foreign service, my father was a proud member of the pinko-gray race, as E. M. Forster called the masters of the British Empire. It was a better world then, and they were better people. Alas, a friend of my parents once said longingly, for the time when civil servants somehow connected the well-being of the British Empire in India with a quotable knowledge of Brownes Pastorals. Browne, 1588 to 1643.


A rose, as fair as ever saw the North,

Grew in a little garden all alone


If my father did not engage me in conversation, he did impart to me something else, verse, lines hed memorized as a schoolboy. My mother simply listened and smoked.

My father had his tastes, and if Browne ran to them he also enjoyed more pungentand in a sense more viscerally EnglishEnglish pastorals. There was an old British army lyric, which he recited while he shaved; I loitered quietly in the hall:


The sexual urge of the camel

Is greater than anyone thinks


In time of erotic excitement

It frequently buggers the Sphinx.

Now the Sphinxs posterior passage

Is washed by the sands of the Nile

Which explains both the hump on the camel

And the Sphinxs inscrutable smile.



(Matt, remarked my mother dryly as she passed by, youre gonna have to explain that to her.

Right! Frowning down at me with great surprise, Now what are you doing here? he said every time.)

The provenance of that one is pretty clear; poetry born among innumerable Tommy Atkinses, the Queens soldiers, defending Her Majestys interests in distant, dusty countries. I overheard a friend of my fathers fondly recounting a different kind of informal sexual education.


The King was in his counting house

A-counting out his money

The Queen was in the parlour then

Eating bread and honey

The maid was in the stable

There a-teaching of the groom

That the vagina, not the anus,

Is the entrance to the womb.


(Why, one wonders, the British obsession with sodomy?)

I mention to them that Howard adored this one. At parties he would beg my mother to recite it. She obliged, in a decent imitation of my fathers accent.

My parents attended to each other, and they attended to me as necessary, and they defined necessary in their own way. I was never lacking, though being a diplomat then, or a diplomats wife, meant lengthy separations from ones children, Asia to Europe, Europe to Africa, going away, leaving me behind, but there were nannies of various colors and various languagesI tended to absorb the languagesand various schools. I assured my mother and father that I never minded because they wanted that assurance, and they chose to believe me. I grew very good at taking care of myself, and the older I got, the better I got at it.

So. William Golding, I say, looking down at my notes, born in Cornwall in 1911 and educated at Oxford, awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1983. Of course he had seen the systematic destruction aimed at the Jewish race and the two mushroom clouds in Japan, so he took the sunny desert islands and the brave, resourceful boys, and the rest of my fathers world, and turned them inside out and made them the Holocaust. One understands the resentment in the trick.

I go to my next note card and say, John Peters commented in 1957, Like any orthodox moralist, Golding insists that Man is a fallen creature, but he refuses to hypostatize(it means to treat or regard as a separate substance or reality)evil or to locate it in a dimension of its own. On the contrary Beelzebub, Lord of the Flies, is Roger and Jack and you and I. The novel, and its literary precedent, Conrads Heart of Darkness, defined a thing for us. It was this thing that my Anglican religion teachers, then on the theological cutting edge, identified as Original Sin.

All of this, in my fathers youth, was yet to come. I tell them how my father at age fourteen would put each new precious Chatterbox in his book bag, ride his bike in his schoolboy coat-and-tie up Sloan Street, and eagerly plunk down somewhere in Hyde Park, a glorious green garden inviolate since assured by Her Majestys Police, who patrolled like stern, blue-suited nannies. (I have a distinct memory of my father as a boy, with a book, in a garden. Which is, of course, impossible, I wasnt alive. But I can see the garden.) He would read until closing time, when the light grew dim and the calls of the blue-suited nannies would bring him back from the hot, dusty depths of India and Burma and into the city of London.

In England, even paradise must close.



HOWARD, IN THE MORNING, DRESSED for work, whistles. It can be Mozart, it can be Radiohead. He leaves a trail of musical notes down the hallway to Sams door, opens it. Sam-oh, get up. When Sam was younger, Howard would go to the bed and with great innocence sit on Sam, humming Irving Berlin and pretending not to see him, and Sam would battle him, howling with laughter. Then the car keys, and a trail of Bob Dylan out the kitchen door to the car. The times, they are a changing, he whistles.



Stanley Jaffe called to chat. So this club of mine.

Its not a club, Stanley.

Whatever the hell it is. What are you reading next.

Glengarry Glen Ross.

Huh, he said. Stanley Zupnik will like that. He produced the movie. You invite him?

No, actually.

You should invite him. (Of course, Stanleys right, I need to improve at this.) Perhaps, Stanley added as if stretching his limbs, he himself would come, too.

Well certainly, I say, if you like. It will be our sixth.

Your sixth book group.

Its not a book club, Stanley. Call Max Mutchnick. Hell give you the details.



So the reason Ive assigned the Mamet, I explain to them when everyone has a drink and is settled into the garden, is that during Sams class trip to New York last October I had a run-in at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. And, I say, I would be interested in your views on it.

They smile, nod. I thought I would open the evening by situating you in my personal relationship to the work.

Sams art history teacher had organized the thing. Three days, four museums. I went as support staff and kid wrangler. Howard and I know two of the trustees, and the trip was doing double duty: I would attend a Met fund-raiser one of the evenings, and Sam would be blissfully without his mother.

Our group was standing around on the second floor of 1000 Fifth Avenue at the entrance to European Paintings, waiting for it to clear out a bit. We happened to be bumped up next to a New York City public high school group. Sam goes to a private school since the United States has, fascinatingly enough, decided that educating Americans in good, well-funded, safe public schools is unnecessary. An interesting policy. The public school groups docent was taking her time with a not overly competent, in my view, lecture on portraiture.

So there, I said to them in my garden. Thats the scene. Now, the Met is, as everyone is, obsessed with the democratization of the museum experience. They bring groups of public school students to the museum on Saturdays, guide them through exhibitions, give them a talk, and so forth. The public school students were dressed in what Howard calls Bergdorf Goodman of Papua New Guinea, huge, untied shoes, layers of garbage, underwear out. They shuffled in place, vacuous. Our teacher checked his watch. That was when a sullen young woman wearing a T-shirt with the Puerto Rican flag interrupted the docent midstream. (Id noticed her fascination with a Vermeer; she had attempted to conceal her interest from the other students.) What, she now asked loudly, was the Metropolitan doing to combat elitism. She was very smart, andone saw instantlypoliticized in that juvenile way. Shed learned the question recently, and her immature intelligence had pounced on it. She had been holding it in her little arsenal of resentment and launched it now to gain her moment in the spotlight.

The docent had a small cardiac arrest. So I, wanting to get them done but also because it was such a silly question, replied quite clearly across the narrow channel of marble that separated us, Youre an elitist.

Everything froze. Our students stopped bumping theirs. Our teachers eyebrows went up his forehead.

The young woman stared at me. Then she vigorously and haughtily denied it. The denial, stated with admirable self-possession, was formatted in the standard leftist terms, peppered with clichs (she used the verb to marginalize repeatedly), and predictably dogmatic.

After shed gone on a bit, I cut in and said, This is Saturday, and youre not hanging out on a street corner by some bodega in Queens. Youve come here because you want to learn something, to better yourself in some way. That makes you an elitist.

No, no, no, elitism, she said, was patriarchal people who think theyre better than other people, who they then marginalize.

If, I said, she meant to act pompously and insufferably, those people are called snobs, and they are fools. I said that elitism, by contrast, is acknowledgment, in word or action, of the fact that some people are better than others. Im not interested (I cut her off ) in an epistemological treatise on the word better. I mean that they know more, and more sophisticated, things, thats my definition. More things than the kids hanging out on the street corner or watching television will know. They like Vermeer, for example. (I pointed at the painting she had been covertly absorbing; eyes swiveled over to it, then to her, then back.) That means you are better, I said to her, assuming youre paying attention to him (the painter), which you seem to be doing. Youre elitists. All of you are better.

Im an elitist, too, I added. And smiled at them. They were lovely kids, and I wanted to hitch up their sagging trousers and touch their cheeks.


The docent hurried them out in the direction of Nineteenth-Century Sculpture. (One of Sams friends leaned toward him and in a very low voice said: Whoa. Suddenly I thought, Oh, dear. Had I embarrassed him? I looked at Sam. He wore one of Howards unreadable expressions.)

I noticed that their group, on leaving, shuffled a bit less.

And that led to Mamet. To me, the thing about Mamet, I said, is that it is artwere all in agreement here? (they nodded)that is stylistically accessible but substantively elitist (according to my definition). Art must communicate, I said to them. (Yes, they agreed.) Democratizing art just means to the greatest number possible. And I thought Mamet was arguably the most interesting elitist democratizer around. No matter what you thought of him, here he was creating a devastating, often hilarious, often vicious new idiom in which a great number could, in the most sophisticated way, follow his dissection of the follies of American life.

Some of Mamets personal affectations I could do without. The crewcut is an honest haircut, he has written, of the two-pair-of-jeans working man. Please. This sort of thing bleeds into his writing at times as well. And though he gives a voice to a sort of close violence that absolutely exists, that voice can be rather melodramatic. You take a knife (he said this came from a blues singer), you use it to cut the bread, so youll have strength to work; you use it to shave, so youll look nice for your lover; on discovering her with another, you use it to cut out her lying heart. You see what I mean. But accept it as the art form it is, and here is a refreshing, a wondrous, exhilarating helix of language that ascends, I admit, to nowhere in particular, but who cares. It was stuff you heard in the street, said Mamet. It was the stuff you overheard in the taxicab. It wasnt writerly. Mamets drama teacher, the renowned Stanford Meisner, at New Yorks Neighborhood Playhouse, urged him to fuck polite, and he did. What he wound up with was inherently, biologically male writing that a New York public school student understands immediately:



DANNY: So howd you do last night?

BERNIE: Are you kidding me?

DANNY: Yeah?

BERNIE: Are you fucking kidding me?

DANNY: Yeah?

BERNIE: Are you pulling my leg?

DANNY: So?

BERNIE: So tits out to here so.



This is elitist language, I said to them, in that it is presented, it is calibrated. Who cares if you can hear it on the Staten Island Ferry. And by the way, you cant, actually; on the ferry you hear its raw material. Mamet mills that to manufacture an artistic product. He puts it in our hands and makes us think all sorts of things, and the rhythm of it is intoxicating. Nor is it lawless. It is, in fact, drowning in rules. Only idiots believe hip-hop kids are less socially cosseted than country club members. Rather the opposite is true.

Now, the mere flow, which is by itself narcotic, can be achieved any number of ways. One feels So tits out to here so inside these four lines from Samuel Johnson (I lift my book, preparing to read, and everyone in the garden lifts theirs), where as youll see the flow is essentially imagery. Its Johnson giving us an elegant, proto-Mametian necklace of adjectives:


At once is lost the pride of awful state,

The golden canopy, the glittering plate,

The regal palace, the luxurious board,

The liveried army, and the menial lord.


Mamets flow is rhythm, I say to them. Meter. We are similarly borne, compelled, rushed forward by William Shakespeares iambic pentameter (-amb: from the Greek, iambos: a metrical foot of two syllables, the first unaccented and the second accented, Ex. to strve + and nt + forber). Each matches the two-stroke lub-lub of our hearts.

The meter is: Iamb, iamb, iamb, iamb, iamb. And repeat.

I pick up another book. From the close of Julius Caesar, I tell them.


This IS not BRU tus, FRIEND; but, I as SURE you,

A PRIZE no LESS in WORTH. Keep THIS man SAFE,

Give HIM all KINDness: I had RA ther HAVE

Such men my friends than enemies. Go on,

And see wher Brutus be alive or dead;


Elitism personified. And here is Mamet, no pentameter in sight, only twenty-seven iambs jammed back to back in a single, opalescent, perverse, sickening unraveling string:


But all I ever ask (and I would say this to her face) is only she remembers who is who and not to go around with her or Gracie either with this attitude: The Past is Past, and this is Now, and so Fuck You.


As if, said David Levy, we were listening to him through a stethoscope.

Exactly. And, I say to themand this is truly wonderfulone can combine rhythm with yet another tool: syntax. Mamet takes syntax, twists it inside out, and uses it to reveal the interior of a mind. The character Teach enters. Page 142, I say. (They all flip to the page. So this is what its like for Howard at UCLA, he speaks a word and books fly open obediently. Now thats fun.) Teach is furious at a lesbian who has insulted him for eating a piece of toast off his plate. A critic described it as hearing a syntax that reels backward like his fearful scrambled mind:



Only (and I tell you this, Don). Only, and Im not, I dont think, casting anything on anyone, from the mouth of a Southern bulldyke asshole ingrate of a vicious nowhere cunt can this trash come.


Mamet himself commented, The beauty of the fugue comes from the descant. (I put down my notebook and pick up the card on which Ive jotted the note. Descant, I read quickly, noun, Latin dis-+ cantus song. Music played at the same time as the main tune, but higher.) Now. Words are aesthetic of themselves, but the auditory key to the music of this social class is not the notes (the words) in the piece but the counterpoint. Im speaking personally now, all right? I simply believe that any human being of any class who can speak this beautifully, who displays the full range of human emotions, who suffers and bleeds and laughs and dreams, including the losers, including the formally uneducated, is self-evidently a three-dimensional person. Including the sociopaths.

A snob, incidentally, I tell them, is interested in a person because they are of high class. An elitist is interested in a person because they are interesting. Thats the difference. At least in my view. Mamet, at his best, is interested in those who are interesting. And thats where he opens our eyes.

They are not UCLA freshmen, and I do not, happily, report to a dean, so I say to them, Here is one of Howards favorites. A guy walks out of a theater on 42nd at Times Square and stumbles over a bum.

The bum says, Spare a buck?

Neither a borrower nor a lender be! snaps the man. William Shakespeare.

Fuck you! says the bum. David Mamet.



THE NEXT WEDNESDAY, DAVID LEVY took a meeting with Lizzy Weiss on the Sony lot and was critical (extremely, according to Bob Balaban, who heard about it immediately afterward) of Lizzys fourth draft.

Critical of what, exactly, her agent asked her.

Of her meter.

Your meter? her agent said to her. He thought perhaps it was bad cell phone reception.

Her meter was off, apparently. And so, she sobbed, was the entire project, potentially. (Wait. Your meter? said her agent to the phone.)

According to Chris Silbermann, who was actually in the meeting, David, who suddenly felt that his position as producer should touch on this, had simply raised the question of executing greater care with the rise and fall of the words. Iambic accents. Lizzy began by doubting that this would translate to the screen (an action-adventure). Hello, its a Rob Cohen movie!? someone kept saying, where the hell this fucking sudden interest?

Anne Rosenbaum, said David simply, and explained.

Lizzy left the meeting, called her agent, who called Howard, who called me. I said yes, OK, although Id never met her she could attend the next book club (I covered the receiver and told Denise that wed be twelve now), though I said shed have to start the next book immediately.

Oh, Im sure she will, murmured Howard.

Actually, the more I looked at Lizzys specific point, the more different it seemed to me from the question of Mamets rhythms. Our next evening, I decided to bring up what irritated me and get it out of my system. I chose Housemans meter, I told them, because some things he does drive me insane. I picked up To an Athlete Dying Young (they passed around the photocopies), and I said, Right, look here:


And silence sounds no worse than cheers

After earth has stopped the ears



I realize Im belaboring this, and Housemans sudden shoving of the rhythm into reverse gear is not the end of the world for his poetry, but he does it everywhere. Here one is led to expect the Af, the first syllable of the second line, to be the up-beat like the And of the previous line, but it isnt; And is up and si is down but the Af is down and ter is up, and you find yourself head over heels, with the irritated sensation one gets when an unexpected German verb pops up at the end of the sentence like a demented gopher and makes you rethink the whole goddamn thing.

But wait. Theres worse. Could you? Line 42.

Uh, says the person Ive pointed at, someone from Weed Road Productions I dont really know, where?

Runners whom.

Oh. He finds it.


Runners whom renown outran

And the name died before the man.


Now what, I ask you, are we to make of this, I say to them.

Its completely wrong, murmurs Eric Roth.

It is, I say.

The first line is dah-dm, Eric says, but Houseman wants you to read ithe frowns at it; like many writers, he heard about Lizzies situation, so hes focusingI mean, the the is so weird

How would you do it?

I notice that it doesnt even occur to him to be fazed at the idea of reengineering A. E. Houseman. Its just another rewrite. Eric scowls for a second, calmly, everyone watching him, but they do this on location burning $450,000 a day with the DP breathing down their necks. OK. How about


Runners whom renown outran

The name, it died before the man.



Ah! You see, rhythmically that scans, I say, delighted. Now, I want to be

Wait.


The name would die before the man.


Even better, I say. We all brighten and look around at one another. Now, I want to be clear, I say, that in some writingless overtly classical, perhapsa bit of this gear shifting is actually bracing. It works marvelously for Dylan Thomas (the single-page photocopy? that I handed out earlier? does everyone have it?), who starts out all satin and smoothness and then snatches the carpet from under us, all but holds a gun to our heads to make usquite intentionallysay ass-embled and to hear and then, just below that, gleefully pushes us into a hole after the Prisoners of wishes phrase, willfully setting rhythmic stones (In the jails) in our path to make sure we trip about them. Its all on purpose. I nod at Noah Baumbach. Read, please:


There was a saviour

Rarer than radium

Commoner than water, crueler than truth.

Children kept from the sun

Assembled at his tongue

To hear the golden note turn in a groove,

Prisoners of wishes locked in their eyes

In the jails and studies of his keyless smiles.


The last line a minefield of arrhythmic beauty. We all sat back and, after a moment, exhaled and looked at one another with glistening eyes. One of them made a note to himself. You notice, I said, each syllable, because of what hes set before it, obligatorily a crisp, precise component machined to a zero tolerance, separate pistons functioning seamlessly in the turning verbal engine block. It actually transcends iambs.

Youd have to shoot it as a period piece, someone grumbles.

So shoot a period piece! retorts someone else.

I was about to reply when a producer of particularly commercial blockbuster-type stuff said that this kind of rhythm could be used great in action-adventure. A development executive cleared her throat, shot him a withering glance, and looked away. He raised his shoulders: What? Apparently everyone knew everything about the dynamic between them except for me.

I cut in to say that in fact I agreed. And when she got a look of satisfaction on her face, No, noI agreed with him (she raised her eyebrows), and completely. Consider that essentially William Shakespeares Julius Caesar was Lethal Weapon in iambic pentameter and that to my mind the violence of L.A. Confidential was drenched in the balletic quality of its noir-prose origins: He could muscle the money out of her, writes James Ellroy, glom some pimp scuttlebutt, close out the Cathcart end, and ask Dud to send him down to Darktown. It was the art of subcutaneous violence.

It gave me an idea, and I rejuggled the schedule in my mind and told them their assignment for the next sessionits in the Library of Americas Hammett collection, I said; they broke out their devices to write it downwas The Scorched Face, which Claudia Roth Pierpont and I agree is a perfect short story.



THERE ARE THINGS THAT I would notice. But how does one, passing through the millions of touchpoints of ones lifea look, a particular word, a missed lunch, the click of a seat beltpick out those that preface an event. Clues to the future seem to me to be particularly opaque.

It is four years ago. He is in his home office on a cloudy, gray Saturday early afternoon. I come down the stairs and freeze, listening. Howard has a junior producer on the speakerphone. Shooting is going very badly, and the movie is generating serious overruns, and Howard is methodically, coolly flaying the man alive. Howard enumerates the studios pointsthis had been promised, that date had passed, they had been told such and such, fucking lies, you little prick. With every thrust, there is an inaudible gasp from the speakerphone. Howards back is to me. After three minutes I sit down on the carpeted steps, a ringside seat. Im bringing him a FedEx package Ive just signed for, and I watch, transfixed. The FedEx is another screenplay. Several hundred of them line the high shelves, neatly categorized, and I read their titles one by one as I sit there.

He stops for a moment, clicks over. Its Jennifer. So-and-sos rewrite just showed up at his office; should she messenger it to him? No, he says, just open it, put it on his desk, hell get it Monday. He clicks back and continues.

Howard hangs up, turns around. He sees my face, which is ashen. He is a little bit startled. Somewhere we can hear a lawn mower.

Im sorry, he says, slightly on his guard.

I nod.

After a moment, he says, Is that for me? He gets up, approaches softly, takes it from me. He sighs heavily and sits down on the stairs next to me. His body does not touch mine.

Someone has to, he says. Theyve burned through the entire fucking budget, and theyve only got half the thing in the can.

I nod. But I have never been afraid of him before.

Hes stupid. This he offers as a mitigating factor; he watches my face. He clarifies, Hes not just young. Hes actually stupid. And arrogant. His eyes drift over to the milky window, his mind still partly engaged in the conversation. He speaks poisonously to himself. I have never seen his face so ugly. He looks exactly like all of them when they go into this mode. An arrogant little shit who cost us three million dollars yesterday for two very, very bad reasons.

He swallows to keep down the anger sloshing in his lungs. We stare at all his screenplays.

I say to him, They all do that. (I mean the applied cruelty.) I just didnt know you did it, too.

We sit on the steps, on the tasteful, putty-colored wool carpeting, looking at Howards clean, spacious home office, the walls painted a muted straw. Dont think you dont know me, Anne, Howard says. You know who I am.

Not entirely, I say. After a moment I add, But I suppose thats OK, isnt it.

I add, It just surprised me a bit, thats all.



DENISE SHOPPED FOR FOOD TWO days before the Woolf. She stated that she didnt want to prepare everything last minute, as shed had to do with the Thackeray, when Double Features Films had suddenly asked if a small contingent could come. Id begun cutting off the guest list one week before. It seemed a weekly event now, which given that they couldnt possibly be finishing the books in seven days I found bizarre until I realized I now had in essence two alternating biweekly groups. Consuela began her setup outside at around 3:00 P.M., wiping down the big teak garden dinner table, bringing out linens and glassware and fighting back a few of my vines, dying of curiosity, and a small regiment of grasses staging an invasion. She noted that we needed a gardener. I agreed. Consuela had a not-indecent eye for table placement, I found. She and I had gone to Crate & Barrel for extra plates and silver because I wasnt about to use paper. My job, which Denise and Consuela assigned meit was the only one they felt me competent to performwas buying and arranging the flowers, although as Peter Chernin pointed out, Anne, youre holding these things in a garden.

Well, I said. I just thought it would be a nice touch.

He grinned at me. He considered something. Who from Fox comes to your clubs? And from then on Peter sent flowers with whoever came from the studio. Calla lilies and delphiniums and jonquils in fresh, crackling paper.

The unwritten rule was that they brought dessert. In typical industry fashion, like emerging nuclear powers, they rapidly escalated the desserts in intricacy and number and size and exoticism and, quite predictably, cost. The boxes they came in, covered in glinting gold filament wrapping or scented sheets of rare Indian cinnamon bark, irritated Denise. After several weeks of this I said to them, I am terminating this brinkmanship. The coordinator for each successive club will choose one of you to bring dessert, and it will be appropriate.

The Woolf dessert was appropriate in size (small), but it cost eight hundred dollars and came in four cream-colored bamboo boxes lined in silver paper and tied with raw Andalusian hemp. Some kind of chocolate-flecked foam. Denise grimly got out a sharp knife for the hemp. Consuela carried it out to us. We were just finishing a conversation about novelistic conventions and writers who broke them importantly. That was when Amy Slotnick asked me a question. What, in my opinion, was the single most important work of literature in the twentieth century?

They watched me carefully, sipping white wine. Two of them leaned on the large rocks with which Id framed a lovely Latin American wisterialike vine I found two years ago.

I said that this hierarchization of literaturethe first most important work, the secondis ludicrous, given arts complexity, and yet it rivets all of us.

I paused. I actually do, I said, happen to have an answer, because something happened that decided it for me. It started when our friend Daniel Rose called.

Sam was eight at the time. Daniel had landed at LAX at 3:00 P.M., checked into the Ermitage, and called us. Hello, Daniel. Hey, Anne, how are you. Howard there? Howard: Daniel! You in town? Daniel had three tickets for the Bulls, floor seats. Sammy, Howard had hollered, were going to the Forum! Into the receiver he said snidely, So were your latest philanthropic effortI commend your choice.

Ya aint much, retorted Daniel, as charitable causes go. Daniel funds his philanthropy through his real estate.

But when they returned much later that evening, their mood was somewhat dark, and Daniel was watching Sam intently. Some of the players, Howard explained, had gotten up to speak after the gamean antidrug message mated, naturally, to a product endorsementand Howard and Daniel had both realized that Samuel was registering Black English. The boy had listened to them, and, after a long moment, had turned to Howard. Why are they talking like that, Dad? It had bothered him.

I was pouring Howard some coffee. The way they spoke, Sam?

He wriggled in his chair, eyes on the wall. Yeah.

What did you think about it?

Daniel, his head cocked slightly to one side, observed Sam vaguely kicking the air.

I dont know.

Articulate it, Sam. Say what youre thinking.

My son thought about it, and we ate cookies. Well, it was, like

Dont tell me what it was like, tell me what it was.

Mom!

Sam.

And then more cookies and then, gradually, with no likes: They were famous, he understood that. He knew their names. And they were rich, and they slid gorgeously through space with the sleek agility of cats, gleaming and graceful, but when they opened their mouths to articulate their ideas, the words squeezed with visible effort through the neural tubes. In their bodies they were athletes, but in their minds they limped. Sam was reacting, we understood, to the sudden realization that intellectually they were cripples. Then Howard picked him up to put him to bed. I made some fresh coffee for Daniel.

Howard came back and sat down. It was the contrast, said Howard, adding that he, too, via the kid, he said, had seen something for the first time. That all of us who reflexively cringe (and just as reflexively hide it) at the stumbling ineloquence of these black men are not alone. That our children can sense, too, this vast difference. The great divide had opened for Sam for the first time, and theyDaniel and Howardhad witnessed the boys learning at the Los Angeles Forum that we are not all equal. Howard sighed.

Tell me about it, said Daniel. They didnt know how to speak, how to walk, for Gods sake, look at them, either strutting like peacocks or shuffling like convictsand you were supposed to hire them? One of the philanthropic projects hed recently funded was the Harlem Educational Activities Fund. It tutored bright Harlem junior high students and then supported them in high school with mentoring and special trips, and in college with a special HEAF 800 number they could use, and money to come home on holidaysand, he said, it was a great program, if he did say so himself. But. Hed just been at a HEAF awards ceremony, and, Jesus, you just watch these kids, he meant the way they moved with tentative, awkward embarrassment, how the hell are they going to look at their Harvard interview, at their Goldman Sachs interview? They didnt know how to act, said Daniel.

I said that, in that case, he should be providing them with acting lessons.

Daniel gave me a look.


Socialization is acting, I said. You neednt change the person, you simply need to change the faade they present others. We spend our entire lives acting, Daniel.

Daniel gave me a different look. He looked at Howard. Howard said, Sounds right to me.

(My eyes rest on Amy Slotnick, seated in my garden. Shes carefully following my answer to her question.)

Daniel went back to New York and called Juilliard, and Juilliard talked to one of their voice coaches, Denise Woods, a black woman, and Daniel wrote a check, and the teacher created a class called Express Yourself! and they started enrolling kids. Daniel called me and said, Come, and so I wrote a check to HEAF, which Howard and I copied to our accountant as a charitable deduction, and HEAF bought me a ticket out of that amount, and I flew to New York and met the teacher. Denise was a delight. She had been raised at the foot of the Williamsburg Bridge on the Lower East Side. I used ta tawk like dis, she told me, I kid you not.

We argued out every aspect of the program. I sat in on a class. I watched her illustrate different accents to the students, acting out texts with her assistant, Justin Diaz, a Juilliard drama major shed borrowed. Justin was smooth and very serious and good-looking (he was rather conscious of this). I assumed a dash of Quechua blood had added exotic to his handsome. She used me as an exhibit. She said, Everyone, this is upper-class English, listen to the vowels, and pushed me into the middle of the room and said Speak. Twenty-five underclass black and Hispanic kids all turned their eyes to me and waited, expressionless.

I spoke, about Samuel. What my son liked to do after school, who his friends were. I clipped my Ts with positive cruelty. I selected words of no more than three syllables, simplified my structures, was chary with relative pronouns (but did insist on the subjunctive), intentionally used a predicate nominative, referenced Tennyson, which I pronounced tenisin, as one used to at Oxbridge. I made it a point to sound in all ways like the unreconstructed, pre-Regionalist BBC. I modeled for them an impressive faade. I elocuted and circumlocuted and shanted and cahnted. I eventwenty-five years in America, and you feel that its overkill, butpronounced opening as two syllables. I loved it. I was absolutely passionate. They were my children, and I treated them as I treated Sam. One is not, I suppose, supposed to touch students nowadays, but I did, put my hand on their warm skin, patted their backs. It is like putting ones hand on something electrical, or a wild bird. One feels so much startled life inside those small bodies.

A light-skinned girl asked, What use is all this? Her tone was calculating, slightly hostile.

I said: Wealth. Power. Social standing. Success. Access. Money talks, I said. Speak its language.

Denise shot me a look; she agreed completely with meher point was simply that to them, I was sounding glib. Hm. I looked back at the girl, estimated her at around fourteen. I said to her: The phone rings at my house. (This is two weeks ago.) I answer, cover the receiver. Theyre inviting us to go sailing, I say to Howard.

Sailing! cries Howard, then adds suspiciously, On a boat?

I confirm that the sailing will take place on a boat.

He says, To mew me in a Ship is to inthrall Mee in a prison / Long voyages are long consumptions / And ships are carts for executions. John Donne. Howard hates boats.

I uncover the receiver and say I am terribly sorry, but it turns out we have lunch plans that weekend.

I hang up. Howard says approvingly, You sound so English when you lie. I say yes, an English accent is marvelously effective for lying. People buy it much more readily even when they dont believe a word. I said to the light-skinned girl: This is a matter of culture. British culture assumes duplicity for the conveying of manners to a much greater degree than American, and it also more highly values privacy, which is guarded by manners, and sees this kind of duplicity not in moralistic terms (the American reaction) but in terms of simply making things flow better. Hypocrisy saves you trouble; your interlocutor accepts this because he shares your culture. The accentthe expression of words and thoughts in this particular manneris a finely tuned tool, and you use it to get what you want in life.

I can see that, the girl said approvingly, and I saw her eyeing the cut of my clothing, taking my measure, and plotting a new persona. I thought I detected her planning to steal wholesale this exterior I have developed. I hoped she would. It is, for all its defects, one Ive always found useful. You children, I said to them, you need weapons, yes, but you also need protection; the personae youve developed for survival on the sidewalks of Malcolm X Boulevard dont work in fortieth-floor conference rooms in offices on East 57th or the sleek lofts of SoHo where their dinner parties are held.

You will breathe deeply from the ribs and not the chest, the teacher told them. Now, what are the sounds? She turned to me.

The rain, I said, in Spain stays mainly in the plain. In Hartford, Herriford, and Hampshire, hurricanes hardly ever happen. (I look at Amy Slotnick. It takes her only an instant to put the connection together and see, before anyone else, that I have just given her the answer to her question. Ah she says, smiling.)

A jet-black girl repeats this. In Hartford, Herriford, and Hampshire. I appraise her.

Where are you from? she asked. She carefully included the predicate. You could see her doing what the teacher had taught them, you could see her turning her three-word sentence into four.

I was raised in London.

They all talk like that?

Yes, they all talk like this. Excuse me, some of them talk like this. It depends on which part of the city and which social class. (This they understood implicitly.)

The teacher directed me. Hah! I said. Hah-tfuhd. Herriford. Hampshire.


The teacher looked at them a trifle narrowly. She spoke with a street accent. Yall gone get up an leave here. They gone be stanin aroun, drink malt liquor from a can, Yo, mami! nuthin gone change, see? And continuing in Standard English, So do not think youre going to use this sound on 131st Street. You will use it when you need to adapt to different circumstances.

She turned to me, and I added (I deeply enjoyed the rhythm of this with her, our collaborative performance in the conveying of these ideas), Yes, lets be very clear about something: This sound is the mark of a specific culture with that cultures history and values (symbolic and real), and that culture will claim you when you use the sound. You will metamorphose, you will be, to the degree you choose, a different person. I mentioned the accent of a famous large black opera singer from Georgia who had created a regal, refined accent for herself so she could fit into her new international world. Affectation is an ugly word. Transformation, on the other hand, is self-improvement. It is the business of living.

Build vocal graciousness, I said, standing before the assembled. Not ax but asks, not mumfs but monthsT H, months.

The teacher handed me the book Id brought from L.A. I gave them a very brief historical and phonetic lecture on Cockney, a few biographical words on George Bernard Shaw, found my page in Pygmalion, and, recalling Howards coaching on how to do this (Sell em, put your body into it, make eye contact), I read with Justin Diaz, as wed practiced. He turned out to be quite the professional and did the male parts expertly.


HIGGINS [BRUSQUELY]: Why, this is the girl I jotted down last night. Shes no use.

THE FLOWER GIRL: Dont you be so saucy. You aint heard what I come for yet.

PICKERING [GENTLY]: What is it you want, my girl?


THE FLOWER GIRL: I want to be a lady in a flower shop stead of selling at the corner of Tottenham Court Road. But they wont take me unless I can talk more genteel.



Now, in the garden, I looked up from the Shaw (it was the same copy Id read from at Juilliard a decade ago; I still have it). I saw the same intensely quiet expressions Id seen in the children as theyd listened carefully. I turned some pages. Shaws introduction to the play, I said, 1912. Ah, here we are:


Finally, and for the encouragement of people troubled with accents that cut them off from all high employment, I may add that the change wrought by Professor Higgins in the flower girl is neither impossible nor uncommon. The modern concierges daughter who fulfils her ambition by playing the Queen of Spain in Ruy Blas at the Thtre Franais is only one of many thousands of men and women who have sloughed off their native dialects and acquired a new tongue. But the thing has to be done scientifically.


As I left, I had the incantatory experience of hearing a roomful of black American teenagers from Harlem repeating exquisite, crystalline phonemes with fierce concentration, breathing deeply from the ribs and not the chest, as if choristers preparing an offertory canticle for Edward V in a cool, pristine, echoing marbled Wren nave.

Daniel sent us daylilies and babys breath, which I put in our bedroom.

On this lovely Los Angeles evening, I pick up a card with my note jotted down on it. William Blake, I say to them.


I must create a system

Or be enslaved by another mans.



Blakes truth was what Shaw illustrated, I tell them. Shaw showed the adoption and mastery of the systemculture, which is simply a system, its accent being merely the face it presentsand portrayed that as the key to all the wealth and power of the world. Becoming a lady in a flower shop. And that is why Pygmalion is the single most important work of literature of the twentieth century.



When I go back inside I find Howard is already home. Hes putting his clubs in his golf bag. He kisses me. They liked it?

They seemed to love it, actually.

He frowns at me, curious.

Whats the matter?

He returns to the golf bag. Youre lit up, he says.

Oh, honestly. I put the back of a hand to my forehead. It is, in fact, slightly warm. I say, Were discussing things that matter to me. I suppose its that. I turn and smile at him.

How many tonight?

Eighteen. Believe it or not. I ate with them, by the way; what would you say to your and Sams going to pick up Chinese tonight?

He shrugs his acceptance. By the way, he adds, next week youll have six more.

Howard! Six.

Pauls got someone from Heel and Toe and might show up himself. Steve Zaillian made some comment to Fred Weintraub, apparently repeating an opinion of yours on Cervantes. He looks suspicious. I thought you werent big on Cervantes.

Im trying to warm to him, I say.

Hes eyeing me. It was a pitch meeting at Imagine apparently. Neal Moritz was there and called me. Neal asked if he could come with Lou Friedman. And two women from a production company on the Universal lot. I said OK on your behalf. He smiles. So?

So, I say. And then, Well. Fine. Steve had run an idea by me, and Id gone and gotten Don Quixote and after some searching found the passage Id been thinking of, which he loved. Imagine was the perfect place for it, and Cervantes fit Steves pitch like a glove.

The Chinese menus are in the drawer there, I say to Howard. Sam likes the Hunan place.

You enjoying it?

Yes. For the moment its fun. Actually, I say, drawing a breath, its rather wonderful.

Sam-oh! yells Howard. Cmere! He sticks a hand in the drawer and automatically says, Anne, the menus arent in here.

Look, I say very patiently.



ONE EVENING I SAID TO themit was a comment entirely in passingthat I questioned whether one could claim, ultimately, that any body of literature belongs to any particular culture. I had read somewhere that Heinrich Heine, the great German-Jewish poet of the mid-1800s late Romanticism, wrote that he carried his patriotism on the soles of his shoes.

I stopped short; this appeared to bother a location scout slightly. He put the question to me, very directly. Here in L.A., did I feel at home? Did I ever miss England?

Its a question I think about, of course. My son has a thoroughly American sound and speaks differently than I do, and every so often I find myself startled. I replied to the scouts question this way.

It was many years before, we were just out of college. Wed been walking down a freezing Sixth Avenue on a wintry afternoon when Howard had asked from behind his muffler, what would I think of taking a U.S. passport? Its more practical. Here, let me carry that.

Thank you.

Christ, its cold.

How is it more practical?


So we dont have to do two lines at passport control anymore, said Howard. When the kids start arriving, four or five of them, he grinned, or six, or seven, hanging on us. Wed been arguing it, I wanted three, maybe four children, Howard was rather serious about a string quintet. Obviously the passports your decision.

Four, I said.

Agreed, said Howard. After the fourth, we can negotiate.

I told them I had thought of W. H. Auden. It allowed me to become whatever it is Ive become here.

At some benefit dinner in New Yorkat the NYPL on Fifth, I believeNicholas Jenkins once said to me it seemed likely to him that Auden would turn out to be the only poet of world stature born in England in the last hundred years. I said to Nick that this struck me as harsh (for England), but the born in was certainly crucial in his case. The soles of Audens feet took him from England, where he was born, to New York City, where he started the process of getting an American passport. Audens former countrymen did not understand this movement. He was attacked in Parliament. Philip Larkin declared that when he renounced his English citizenship, he lost his key subject and emotionand abandoned his audience together with their common dialect and concerns.

Nick put it directly: They felt Auden had betrayed them. Despite his essential Britishnesssomeone called him a communist with an intense love for England, and he produced sensuous, devoted, longing portraits of Englands mines, millscapes, her Lake District, diagnosed her prewar phase with a chilling and pitiless eye clearer than any others, this country of ours where nobody is welldespite all of this, the British never forgave him. Most British critics feel he was never as great, once quit of England.

Auden, I said to them, didnt care. He was a contemporary of the traitors/spies Burgess, Blunt, Philby, and Maclean, and in the 1950s he told a friend, I know exactly why Guy Burgess went to Moscow. It wasnt enough to be a queer and a drunk. He had to revolt still more to break away from it all. Thats just what Ive done by becoming an American citizen.

But as for me, I was not a queer and I was not a drunk, so those were not my reasons.

And so, years ago, Howard and I walked out of the State Department office, blinking in the winter sun. I was holding my bright new American passport in a gloved left hand. Now, said Howard, youre officially home.

I pulled away from him at this, turned and said rather loudly, I am officially on the corner of Varick and Houston. I was about to cry.

OK, said Howard, gently.

My British passport I planned to turn in to the Foreign Ministry. When they demanded of Auden, angrily, resentfully, now that he had left his nation, What Then Was He?, he replied that he might have given up English but he had notplease notetaken American. Auden was, he said, a citizen of a polyglot world of transients, misfits, rootless and chaotically blending souls, placing themselves as they wished, or as they were driven, jealously guarding old identities in order to furiously stomp them out, cooperatively and energetically defiant. He was, in short, a New Yorker.

So, then, the question: Did I feel at home? Well. Auden had a concept of home, and it wasnt a particular place. He had transcended physical location. He had made a choice. His leaving Britain, for whatever reason, did not necessarily reflect poorly on Britain. I would say the same thing for myself. Howard and I talked about it, of course. Perhaps because Howard never changed passports, or because he encountered the Robert Frost lines first, in high school, Howard sees it Frosts way:


Home is the place where

When you have to go there

They have to take you in.



It reflected Howards experience, of course, I said. After marrying me, for example. The place where they had to take you in.

But Audens view, I said to them, is a bit different from Frosts. And I myself hear Audens voice more clearly because it involves choice and emptiness without faith. Which is to say, it would be emptiness but for faithor (much better) trust, Audens word. Auden, Nick observed, had gone from one mental place to another and discovered in going there that he had arrived nowhere in particular. That he had shed everything and constructed something nameless.

When I read this to Howard, I said that I didnt know if there was any better synonym for New Yorker than Nameless. Free, if you prefer. Liberated from the old ologies. Howard disputed it, but he didnt understand what Auden meant. He meant you shed the old names and assume new ones, and the new names mean what you want them to. In 1942, just three years after he arrived in his new home, Auden wrote that home isthe meter alone makes me weep


A sort of honour, not a building site,

Wherever we are, when, if we chose, we might

Be somewhere else, yet trust that we have chosen right.


Auden remarked to Benjamin Britten that New York was one grand hotel in a world so destabilized that everyone had become a traveler. I am a traveler, and that my son does not share my accent bothers me in the end not at all. I was and am that thing Auden described, feared, and in the end loved more than anything. I wasI amnameless.



SOME JEWS, SPEAKING TO HOWARD under what they considered the right circumstancesthey were friends of his family, they had his best interests at heart, they knew him from Brooklyn, they had gone through it with his mother when he married measked him gravely whether he considered Sam Jewish. They wanted to know how Howard was going to deal with this.

Howard would change the subject. I didnt really understand why. It seemed an odd reaction. Just answer them.

I dont want to answer them, he said. Its not their business.

I agree, but you can still answer them.

It doesnt concern them, he said, which was not exactly what he meant. Obviously it did concern them. In any case, I didnt give it much thought.

At the time I thought I knew what Howards answer to them was. I thought I knew because of what hed said to his mother, often, including in front of company a few times. (She was less bothered by what was said in front of me. I got very, very good at not betraying the pounding heart, the reflex of my throat to swallow with anger.) When he told his parents about me, Howards father had enumerated the standard arguments: the perpetuation of the Jewish people after the Holocaust, the continuance of Jewish culture. He had even, if without much confidence in the stratagem, proposed that it was Howards being ashamed of being JewishGive me a goddamn break, Dad said Howard and burst out laughing. When that didnt work, just once his father had tried the word God and the word faith, in the theological sense; Howards reaction to this, on the other hand, had been so blistering that his father went immediately back to cultural justifications. But it was his mother who had pressed him. It was she who asked. Why? Why? Why her? (I stood, my hands folded in front of me, outside in the hall, staring at nothing.)

I knew what he replied. He replied that I was, simply enough, the woman he loved. Hed assured her that he himself was not changing, that he was still the son they both knew, that he could promise them that. The culture, the people, remained with him. (We were both twenty when he was saying this. His father would die when he was twenty-one.) Anne, he said to them, is the person I want to be with.


He said at one point, We dont live in a vacuum. (They didnt reply. I interpellated Howards meaning.)

So I thought I knew what Howards answer was when, once Sam hit fifteen, the Jewish mothers of Los Angeless Jewish teenage daughters began to notice and evaluate Sam and to ask Howard the question. They gather their information. They have Sams last name, they have Howards curly black hair, his vestigial Brooklyn accent, as they pursue their mating strategies. And they have their fears, bred into them: Look at the mother, they say, worried, suspicious. My looks throw them. And so they will, subtly or directly, ask, though never in these words.

Is Sam Jewish?

And Howard doesnt reply, Go fuck yourself. No. Gravely, my husband will appear to consider the question.


Faeder ure, thu the eart on heofenum, si thin nama gehalgod.


We have lost so much. Father our, thou that art in heaven, be thine name hallowed. Look at this sentence and see what has gone. We got rid of Englishs lovely familiar second person and its correlative possessive form (thou and thine, of the Old English thu and thin), and we replaced that regal genitive ending heofen-um with the modern, if a bit chrome-plated, preposition on, soon to become our mass-manufactured, ubiquitous in. Around 1400, we downsized the muscular past participialode /-od of Middle English, restructuring it into the more conciseed. Of all the richness from our highly inflected paternal Middle German verbs, only the poor little third-person singular conjugation still hangs on: He reads a book. And we surrendered to the Germans the elegant Teutonic prefix ge-of gehalgod along with capitalized nouns and the luxury car market. (Surely the delightfully antiquarian silent e after name is not long for this life.)

But we have through some perversity or other kept a treasure trove of odd little adjectival suffixes; what we think of as English is a conglomerate of everyone. We have -ish (Old English -isc; cognate German -isch, Gothic -isks, and Gk. -iskos). Thus: Irish, Scottish, Finnish, Spanish. But German, Eritrean, Alaskan, of -an, and its variant -ian, Latinate suffix denoting places (Roman; urban), now productively forming English adjectives by extending the Latin pattern. This one denotes provenance or membership (American; Tibetan), social class (Republican), religion (Episcopalian), sense of time (Elizabethan); ME < L -num. (Not to be confused with the prefix an-< Gk. not, without ex: anelectric.) The Latinate -at (Democrat) and its variant -ate (Italianate) denote offices or functions (triumvirate), collective bodies (senate), or periods of rule (protectorate). Interestingly enough: Can also form nouns (advocate) and verbs (calibrate). And the decidedly Italianate -ese starting with Milanese, computerese(this is also actual Italian, scozzese)and on to Japanese and Chinese (rather than Chinish or Chinan or Chinate).

Ah, but, Howard notes to the mother of the Jewish girl, or the grandmother, or to the curious rabbi, who is listening to Howards disquisition and wondering a bit uneasily what she or he has gotten him-or herself in for and where all the etymology fits into this, this meant there was a grammatical ambiguity, did it not? Yes indeed it did. Why, for example (Howard pointed out), consider the adjective Jew-ish (he motions to the mother who has asked Is Sam Jewish?)which used the suffix denoting sort of, but not exactly. (Not large, one might say, but large-ish.)

I love this. (I listen to Howards extremely serious exegesis during the Silverman bar mitzvah from behind a plaster pillar in a rented party room of the Beverly Hills Hotel. I listen to it a few feet from our table at the Shapiro bas mitzvah in Brentwood.) I love it first as mockery, which it is, and second as a point of grammar. We need here, Howard vigorously argues to them, a better adjective, dont we? But what should it be? Jewate? Jewese? Jewan? No. Howard Rosenbaum proposes the grammatically sturdy Jew (still capitalized) as the English adjectival form of the nominative Jew. Consider the benefits, argues Howard, leaning toward his colocutor, the aunt of the bar mitzvah boy, her eyes taking on a gleam of panic. Now that is a straightforward adjective, truth-in-packaging. Not the hushed, chin slightly lowered and to-the-side whispered-in-your-neighbors-ear So, the boyis he Jewish? but rather, asking it plain: Is Sam Jew?

To your tablemate at the friendly family seder: What great Jew food!

A knowing appraisal: He certainly looks Jew.

Remarking of the klesmer: Boy, I love Jew music!

A: Hey, are you Jew?

B: Why, yes! In fact I am!

Certainly, says Howard, the other person could see the benefits. (The other person nods, very tentatively.)

Because the thing about the -ish suffix is that it signifies a mixture or alloy, which Howard, a full Jew, is not, but which Sam, Howard explains, is. (Oh, says the woman. Her worst fears are confirmed.) -ish, points out Howard, as if he had picked up nothing at all in her face, happens to be precisely the adjectival suffix that takes adjectives and forms new adjectives (reddish; sweetish).

See, thats whats great about the adjective Jew! It would mean racially pure Jew. (Which describes me! chirps Howard brightly.) And adding the suffix -ish would form a second adjectival (see above), one whose denotation would be alloyed with pure Jew, or mixed with pure Jew, as one might say of white paint into which some green has been added, Not green, exactly, green-ish.

This is what Howard tells them, when they ask him. When Jews worry about purity, as Jews worry about purity, when they firmly circumvent me as one would something whose cleanliness was not up to par, when they frown and cough meaningfully, I simply fade back and let them take Howard aside by the elbow a centimeter or two to ask him gravely of our son, Sam: Is he Jewish?

And Howard frowns with equal gravity and appears to ponder the question deeply. And then, solemnly, he replies, Well, hes Jewish. And smiles at them.

Which, given me, and given that Howard loves me, and that he loves his son, is really just a way of replying, Go fuck yourself.



HOWARD CAME HOME TO FIND me quietly cursing twenty-four voice-mail messages. I was on the point of throwing the whole thing over.

Need help? he said.

Do I need help?

He assessed the situation. Ill have my people call your people. He turned.

I dont have people, Howard. And then as it dawned on me what that look meant: And I dont want people. Howard! Do you hear me?

Im going to make a phone call, said his back. I could hear the whistling heading toward his home office. Some bit of Gershwin he likes that I can never place.

A few days later I was informed by a friend at The Ant Farm that Howard had somehow gotten me onto the UTA Job List. Quite insider. The following morning at 8:00 A.M. there were, sitting politely in my kitchen under Denises stern eye, five candidates for the position of my full-time assistant, all intelligent, capable young men and women. I began interviewing them. By 8:12 A.M. three more had arrived. One was Justin Diaz from Juilliard. My former acting partner from HEAF, now having left New York and already a veteran of the Los Angeles movie audition. Id forgotten how good-looking he was. Howard gave me an 8:30, said Justin, but I figured Id get here early. I politely dismissed the others, handed him the code to my voice mail, and drove off to buy a small amount of fertilizer and, while I was at it, coffee beans.

By the time I got home, Justin had organized my book club files, cleaned off my desk, sorted my voice-mail messages in categories of urgency, and written out the current book club membership lists, annotated. I took a moment to acclimatize, glanced at the lists, and said, Fine. I noticed that he had, in those two and a quarter hours, manifested a completely different demeanor. One knew he owned this space.

Of course, said Stacey when I mentioned it. He now manages a Rolodex people would kill for. She meant Howards.

I dont see this, I said. Hes an actor.

Then hes taken an excellent day job, she said.

I described my frustrations with the book club to Justin. I felt things were becoming diffuse, unfocused. We looked over names and affiliations. As we were doing so, Justin fielded calls from Harold Ramis and Joel Zwick and handed me the messages; it was heaven. Also, I explained to him, lots of them were calling Howard, not me, and Jennifer was trying gamely to do the gatekeeping, but she already had a full-time job, and her efficiency was suffering and so the numbers were becoming unwieldy.

Justin had a suggestion. Lets divide them up.

I frowned.

Why not, Ms. Rosenbaum?

Um, Anne.

Anne. Despite the Ms., Id noticed that hed become instantly familiar in the way he spoke to me.

I was in fact resisting the idea of making the club official, just as I was trying to get used to the idea of a personal assistant. I suppose, I murmured to Justin, we might as well.

So we split them into categories on different nights, producers with producers, studio people with studio people. It made them at once more competitive, which was to say sharper (particularly the agents), which I enjoyed, and more relaxed, since among their own. They mix very poorly, these people. Justin started playing basketball with Sam in the driveway, which Sam loved. I took Justin to the lot to meet Jennifer (she had already started forwarding all book club calls to him) and Howard. (Mr. Rosenbaum, said Justin, reaching out his hand with his eyes slightly wide. Indeed, said Howard very gravely. I kicked him.)

Steve Tisch came out of Howards office. He wanted to know if Id done Dumas. (Howard said Oh, boy and went back into his meeting.) Steve had been toying with a Dumas idea for a while. Someone I took to be an assistant came to get Steve, twice, with increasing urgency. Take a message, he said tersely. And also he had this idea about Henry James. What did I think of him? I said that Jamess genius is detail, meticulously observed. Ah, said Steve, in that case I should definitely give James to my line producers. (Steve, I said, I dont have any line producers.) Those guys live and breathe the details, he said, locations, shooting schedules, when did the writer fuck up the continuity.

Three days later I got my first request from two line producers, but I apologized; Steve Tisch notwithstanding, I just couldnt see creating a line producers group yet.



I gave Mansfield Park to my directors. We were in my living room that evening; it was raining. It clearly surprised them when I said that Austen, to me, was writing about movie stars. Odd looks all around, so I tried to clarify: I meant, actually, our perception of ourselves vis-vis the stars. Not their own lives. (Widespread skepticism.) Shes writing, I explained, about moral systems. (Still unconvinced.) Hang it, I said. You. Read aloud, please, this is Lionel Trillings 1954 essay on Austen, The Opposing Self.

He raised the photocopy. It was Jane Austen who first represented the specifically modern personality and its culture. Never before had a novelist shown the moral life as she shows it to be, never before had it been conceived to be so complex and difficult and exhausting. Hegel speaks of the secularization of spirituality as a prime characteristic of the modern epoch, and Jane Austen is the first to tell us what this involves.

Well! said a director. He looked at each of them. Thats definitely us, he said.

I said, Carry on. You, please.

Secular spiritualitys dark and dubious places are more numerous and obscure than those of religious spirituality.

I absolutely would choose to grapple with the secular variety, I told them, but I understand why the disoriented and afraid prefer the reassurance of the religious kind. (Still unconvinced.)

It clicked when Trilling said that Austen wrote of the need to ensure that our lives and styles exhibit the signs of our belonging to the secular-spiritual elect. You see now? I said. (Oh, they certainly did. They understood the stars need for the newer Lamborghini. They understood the need to be seen lunching with the star.)

To me, I said, almost the only surefire secular-spiritual elect are the movie stars.

They now acted as if it had all been obvious from the start.

I tell them a story to illustrate: It is a relatively recent evening, just south of where we are sitting, when everything is bathed in white-hot light. The studio has paid for the searchlights scorching the night sky above. The two of us, Howard in a tuxedo and I in a gown, are alone among a thousand people pressed fervidly together in a plush, electrified place. Howard watches them progress up the red carpet and murmurs to me: Everyone here(he means Hollywood)lives as Lucifer, the definition of hell always being ones distance from the stars.

Howard is good with the stars. We are standing somewhere behind the actress who has gotten her name above the title, who has just stepped out from the long black car. I watch Howards face flicker with the flashes aimed at her. She is escorted by her new agent. She has just dropped her previous, longtime agent for him, for his youth, and for his aggressiveness, which she believes she needs now, and for his looks and his clothes, and he has made hot professional love to her. Then, back at the curb, another car door opens. A younger actress emerges, the one theyve run on the covers instead of her, the one she didnt get along with on the set. (This is what theyve written in the tabloids.) The cameras swing away from her, back toward that car, the voices move in a vast wave from her, creating a void where she is standing, she is in free fall, and she needs an anchor.

But the young agent is not an anchor. His talent is pyrotechnics, not strength. A sea of whispers rises around her, she falters, one or two cameras, smelling blood, swing back now. They would love to record her as she drowns before them on that linear pool of red. But Howard is moving. The studio security know him, he passes through them like smoke. From nowhere, it seems, Howard slips his arm through hers, sets her ringed hand onto his tuxedoed wrist. To the young agents shoulder Howard briefly applies what looks like a fatherly hand; it serves to separate the agent from the star. His arm in hers, he begins to walk her down the long carpet to the theaters doors. Had she heard the story, Howard murmurs to her, his mouth close to her diamond-tipped earlobe, of Jean Harlows meeting Margot Fonteyn? The two divas hated each other on sight, but it was a movie premiere, and the cameras were watching. (The star remembers to relax her face. She grips Howards arm.) In front of the reporters, murmurs Howard, Harlow was pure sweetness, and it was Oh, Margot this! and Oh, Margot that! (He maneuvers her perfectly into place, stand, stand, turn slightly, stand, so they can get their shots.) Except that Harlow pronounced it Margotte, with a hard consonant. (He looks ahead, catches securitys eye, and they prepare to open the front doors.) Margotte, darling! Finally Fonteyn leaned over to Harlow, not quite out of reach of the microphones, and murmured Oh, darling. Actually its Margot. With a silent T. Like Harlow.


The glow blossoms onto her face again. She regains her composure. The two of them pass into the cinema with elegance and grace, and none of those watching dare to breathe, because they are in the presence of a star.

The person truly unimpressed by celebrity, says Howard, is impossibly rare. He himself claims to be susceptible to it, but Ive never believed him.

I abhor the fear that is a plague here. I despise the vanity and the wanton waste and the vast and utterly boring emptiness, the breathtaking unoriginality of their meretricious visions. I am aware of the Terror that rules their moral situation, but Jane Austen has already told us about it. The emptiness is on view for us all to gaze at, their Plexiglas castles on their hilltops, the baubles in their garages, and their spectacular parties. The sad littleness of their rudeness and intimidation, the sinister, garish motifs of their grossly false friendships. As Anita Loos tartly observed, in the 1920s the stars were moving out of the Hollywood Hotels and beginning to live in their own private houses with servants, most of whom were their peers in everything but sex appealwhich pinpoints the reason for the film capitals mass misbehavior. To place in the limelight a great number of people who ordinarily would be chambermaids and chauffeurs, give them unlimited power and instant wealth is bound to produce a lively and diverting result.

Everyone is inside the cinema now, waiting for the movie to start, and Howard is watching over things. The director of photography is relaxed as a cat. An associate producer fairly shakes with agitation, wondering about the critics. That asshole from the L.A. Times? Its a fucking vendetta, Howard, that guy! Howard just nods, his eyes locked on the director across the room. The director gets physically ill at premieres and is trying to appear stoical.

I remembered something Id always mean to tell Howard. That Id read a description of all this in a book on God. Yeah, he said. What was it?


Millions fuse the real lives and the screen lives of movie actors, assign the combination an importance greater than any they concede to the real human beings whom they know, and then suffer the melancholy consequences. Their flesh is sad, alas, and they have seen all the movies.

Nice, Howard replied. Mallarm?

Yes. (An update of Mallarms great lament: The flesh is sad, alas, and I have read all the books.)

The distributors trembling fist grips the forearm of Howards dark-blue suit. Howie, that bitch wants to fire our publicist. Howard removes the fist but speaks reassuringly, leads him forward like a calf.

In my quiet living room, the directors listened in silence. They know these evenings. One of them sighed and made a comment. I found it particularly perceptive. He had touched this heat, he told us. Of the blond, handsome movie star who years ago hed intimately orbited, he said: As if glancing at a menu, he was able to choose his life. He had been spellbound. The truth is, the temperament and impossible behavior of stars are part of the appeal. Their outrages please us. The gods themselves had passions and frailties. Modern deities should be no different.

But theyd drifted apart, he said. He came, on one of these white-hot evenings, to watch the star from the back of the theater at yet another premiere, the top of that famously casual, ever-boyish blond head visible as it moved down the aisle. (They all knew who he was talking about. It was his saying this that surprised them; these people have a rule: Never, ever bring up failure.) Watching in that white dark, a line of Falstaff had come to him. King Henry IV, Part 2, act 5, scene 5. He put on his reading glasses. Falstaff is watching the coronation of the new king, his former bright intimate, and murmuring to console himself for the stretch of this dark, unfamiliar space between them:



Falstaff

Do not you

grieve at this; I shall be sent for in private to

him: look you, he must seem thus to the world:

fear not your advancements; I will be the man yet

that shall make him great.


When they have gone and my living room is empty but for Howard and me on the sofa, I will mention this to Howard. He will take a Miltonian view. He will appreciate the Falstaff reference but, at the same time, shrug and comment of the movie stars, Even when youre with them, youre not with them.

I will decide that the following week I will give my producershow could I notOzymandias. Shelley, 1818. I know. Too obvious. But they will love rereading the poem. Each perfect, cruel line will feed their narcissism. The plush suites off Lankershim and Alameda, the law offices on South Rodeo and Wilshire, the glass fortresses in Century City. The hearts that feed. The wrinkled lip and sneer I saw on Howards face in his office on that cool afternoon.

In the early dawn hours, while the world is still bluish and I am driving my powerful car very fast and alone on Sunset in the deserts chill, I sometimes look up to see the billboard men in their blue jeans scaling the sheer concrete sides of the tall buildings above Sweetzer, and I see the forty-foot-high faces looking down on the cold, empty concrete. Their names are written in letters as high as people. The workmen peel down their faces and strip away their names in tattered rolls. The movie having closed, the stars disappear. Nothing lasts in this desert.



FOR MY FIRST LINE PRODUCERS group, I give them Crime and Punishment.


I give them this particular novel because a literary agent mentioned to me once that since it was published in serial form and on deadline, like Dickens and much nineteenth-century fiction, some of the facts got flubbed in the process. So I have Justin send out an email. In Crime and Punishment, asked my message, where are Fyodor Dostoyevskys continuity errors?

Two of them find the first one almost immediately: Dostoyevsky puts the office of Porfiry, the police detective, on the fourth floor, and some eighty pages later it reappears on the sixth. Jennifer will call me to say that in a people-watching item, the Los Angeles Times has reported the producers names.



THEY ASKED ABOUT THE ACCENT. One of them thought I was Australian, but then Americans are almost completely incapable of distinguishing non-American English accents. Andhow many languages did I speak? Wait, Chinese, right?

Right.

I dont know why Ive kept the degree of British phonetically that I have. People think its on purpose; it isnt. Things stick with me. My German, which is rudimentary, has a marked French accent. I suppose its the order in which I learned the languages. (I explained that we were in Paris for fourteen months, an eternity, before my father was again transferred, to Bonn, and I switched schools for, it seemed to meI believe I was twelvethe three hundredth time.) The Spanish I learned because when Consuela came to us, she spoke no English at all. I bought a small Spanish grammar book and spoke with her and it came quickly.

My Italian is good. My father was on special diplomatic assignment in Milan for a year (my mother put me in an Italian school that time), although all his assignments seemed oddly special. Howard thinks he was MI6, and thats what he always told Sam in a melodramatic whisper. Sam, your grandfather was a spy! I think its a fun idea, father as James Bond. I never saw any direct evidence for it, even when, as a girl, I myself suspected it and snooped among his papers. I assume he was an ordinary diplomat, but I admit that is only a default assumption; he had a strange, secretive life in a multitude of strange, constantly shifting places, and Ive often thought of contacting British intelligence and simply asking. My parents are dead; perhaps MI6 would give me an answer.

In Cantonese, interestingly enough, I am utterly invisible. By accent, obviously. Not English at all, purely Cantonese, except for an inexplicable hint of Mandarin (which I dont speak at all) in my slightly Beijing r. Seven-year-oldsmy age when we arrived in Hong Kongabsorb grammar like sponges but will not necessarily become phonetically native, and Chinas northern r is almost weirdly American. I listened to the servants and to my ya-ya, eavesdropped on the Star Ferry, and followed Cook around the market as she haggled. All of this from the top of Victoria Peak, where we had an apartment with the most breathtaking Hong Kong view. The view was virtually free, since the apartments, which were quite modest and functional, were owned by the British government and given to its officials. Nineteen fifty-four to 1958 were lovely years to be in the colony, when the British ruled, the expatriates played polo, the Chinese had their unknowable lives in their fragrant mazes of alleys and noodle shops, and we understood everything.

The Chinese hate not being able to categorize me. (Who is she? they mutter to each other in the greasy fluorescent-lit dumpling palaces of Los Angeles, the walls white ceramic tile. What does she want?) I order a soup, dispute a check, and they give me suspicious looks and twist the conversation, not very subtly either (they are Chinese, after all), to try to make me say things like dental floss, which they think is hard for foreigners to pronounce. It is, but not for me. Nga hcxin. I say it and smile sweetly at their sullen reactions until one of them laughs, declaring victory in my favor. I give them no ground, ever, no foothold. I remain free from their expectations. It was very important to me as a girl. I am not in-nor out-group. I am always myself. A year of hanging around Cook, and I was able to entirely escape their categories, the expectations they could nail on one, and I did so loving it. They glared at me and said with distaste, Lei-goh lui-je ye-gang mo je-gai geh gun-yuen. This girl, her own origin-lacking. And talked snottily of seven thousand years of history.

I said to them, Lei-goh lui-je ye-gang ghai-fong-jeo je-gai geh gun-yueni. This girl, origin-free. Or more literally, This girl is liberated from the idea of origins.











End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books

You or Someone Like You






