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Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,

But to be young was very heaven!—Oh! times,

In which the meagre, stale, forbidding ways

Of custom, law, and statute, took at once

The attraction of a country in romance!

—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH,
“The French Revolution as It Appeared to Enthusiasts at Its Commencement”







I dreamed I was born, and grew up … and

this dream goes on and on and on, and

sometimes seems so real that I almost believe

it is real. I wonder if it is?

—MARK TWAIN, a letter to his sister-in-law







I shouted out, “Who killed the Kennedys?”

When after all, it was you and me.

—MICK JAGGER, “Sympathy for the Devil”
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MY PUBLISHERS SIGNED me up a year ago to write a book, but not this book. “A candid and inspirational memoir by one of the most accomplished leaders and thinkers of our times,” their press release promised. They think they’re getting a slightly irreverent fleshing out of my shiny curriculum vitae, a plainspoken, self-congratulatory chronicle of A Worthy Life in the Law and the Modern Triumph of American Women, which they’re publishing, ho-hum premise notwithstanding, because I’ve written a couple of best sellers and appear on TV a lot.

By far the most interesting thing about my life, however, is nowhere in my résumé or official bio or Wikipedia entry. I’m not exactly who the world believes I am. Let me cut to the chase: I once set out to commit a spectacular murder, and people died.

But it’s not a simple story. It needs to be unpacked very carefully. Like a bomb.

Trust me, okay?

I am reliable. I am an oldest child. Highly imperfect, by no stretch a goody-goody. But I was a reliable U.S. Supreme Court clerk and then a reliable Legal Aid lawyer, representing with all the verve and cunning I could muster some of the most pathetically, tragically unreliable people on earth. I have been a reliable partner in America’s nineteenth largest law firm, a reliable author of four books, a reliable law professor, a reliable U.S. Justice Department official, a reliable law school dean. I’ve been a reliable parent—as trustworthy a servant, teacher, patron, defender, and worshipper of my children as anyone could reasonably demand, and I think on any given day at least one of the two of them would agree.

I was not an entirely reliable wife for the last decade of my marriage, although my late ex, during our final public fight, called me “reliable to a goddamned fault,” which is probably true. And which may be why the surprising things I did immediately afterward—grabbing his BlackBerry out of his hand and hurling it into a busy New York street, filing for divorce, giving up my law firm partnership, accepting a job that paid a fifth as much, moving three thousand miles away—made him more besotted by me than he’d ever seemed before. As my friend Alex said at the time, “That’s funny—telling Jack Wu ‘Fuck you’ finally made him really want to fuck you.”

I am reliable, but I’m not making the case that reliability is the great human virtue. Nor am I even making the case that reliability is my great virtue. In fact, after four decades in the law, I’ve lost my animal drive for making cases for the sake of making cases, for strictly arguing one of two incompatible versions of the truth, for telling persuasive stories by omitting or twisting certain facts.

So I am not arguing a case here. I’m not setting out to defend myself any more than I am to indict myself. I’m determined to tell something like the whole truth—which, by the way, I don’t believe has ever been done in any American court of law. To tell the whole truth in a legal case would require a discovery process and trial that lasted years, hundreds of witnesses each testifying for many weeks apiece, and rules of evidence rewritten to permit not just hearsay and improperly obtained information but iffy memories of certain noises and aromas and hallucinatory hunches, what a certain half-smile or drag on a cigarette decades ago did or didn’t signify during some breathless three A.M. conversation.

In any event, for the purposes of this book, I am extremely reliable. I have files. Since long before I went to law school, for half a century now—half a century!—I’ve saved every diary and journal, every letter I ever received, catechism worksheets, term papers, restaurant receipts, train schedules, ticket stubs, snapshots, Playbills. At the beginning, my pack-ratting impulse was curatorial, as if I were director of the Karen Hollaender Museum and Archive. I know that sounds narcissistic, but when I was a kid, it seemed like a way to give the future me a means of knowing what the past and perpetually present me was actually like. Prophylactic forensics, you could say.

My memory has always been excellent, but the reason I’m telling my story now is also about maximizing reliability: I’m old enough to forgo the self-protective fibs and lies but still young enough to get the memoir nailed down before the memories begin disintegrating.

Only one in a hundred people my age suffer dementia, and the Googled Internet is like a prosthetic cerebral cortex and hippocampus, letting us subcontract sharpness and outsource memory. But after sixty-five? Atrocious: the incidence of neurodegenerative disease increases tenfold during that decade, and it’s worse for women. I turn sixty-five next May.

So, anyhow, here’s my point: I am a reliable narrator. Unusually reliable. Trust me.
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STARTING IN FIFTH grade, I thought of myself as a beatnik. I first heard about beatniks from my father in the spring of 1959. He was a social psychologist who earned his living doing market research. He’d just come home from a convention in San Francisco and was telling us about a study that a psychiatrist had presented—well, telling my mother, really, since my brother and sister were only three and seven. But I was almost ten, fascinated by what Dad was saying and eager to distinguish myself from the little kids. This psychiatrist had spent a hundred nights studying beatniks in the beatnik neighborhoods of San Francisco, attending all-night parties in their “pads,” and administering personality tests, my father said, “to a full quarter of the tribe.”

A tribe? In a big city in modern America? “Like the Lost Boys in Peter Pan?” I asked.

“Yes, exactly,” my father replied with a smile.

Notwithstanding my antiestablishment precocity, I became a member of pep club, the same as every girl at Locust Junior High School in Wilmette, Illinois, in the early 1960s. My cheering was always just this side of pointedly unenthusiastic. Our uniforms—black tights, black skirts, black gloves outdoors in cold weather—made the whole business easier for me to rationalize, as did the fact that we were the Locust Wolves. Wolves seemed like a beatnik animal.

Near the end of eighth grade, for the entire week before the last baseball game of the school year, Chuck Levy had been going on and on about how I was going to go bananas when I heard the band play at the game. He and Alex Macallister had written the arrangement with the music teacher. But neither Chuck (sax) nor Alex (percussion) would tell me what their surprise song was, which finally irritated me so much that on the morning of the game I lied and told them I might skip it and go to a ban-the-bomb rally in Chicago with my mother and father.

My parents thought it was important to keep an eye on what Dad called “even the reasonable war machine.” He’d grown up in Denmark and had been involved with the Danish Resistance as a young man, then spent a year as a political prisoner in a Nazi camp at the end of the war, which made our Republican neighbors cut the peacenik foreigner some slack.

“You’ll regret it forever if you’re not there, Viv,” Chuck told me. His big smile made the nickname even more annoying.

“I’ll regret it more if World War III starts and I didn’t do everything I could to prevent it.”

Alex had a big grin, too. He was dying to spill the beans. “It’ll be a cooler experience if it’s a surprise, trust me.”

“ ‘Cooler’? We’re talking about the band.” I tried guessing while simultaneously pretending I didn’t care.

“You have got to come, Hollaender,” Chuck said, sounding a little desperate. “Seriously. It’s going to be amazing. For you.”

For me? Maybe “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” The band had already played that at the Thanksgiving concert after the Cuban Missile Crisis. “Blowin’ in the Wind”? They shook their heads. I couldn’t keep guessing unsuccessfully and maintain an air of omniscient ennui. “Well, enjoy yourselves. I’m late for study hall. Bye.”

I don’t remember the opposing team that afternoon, or who won, but I remember with absolute clarity the first song the band played during the seventh inning. As the musicians lined up and readied themselves, I noticed Chuck wasn’t among the other saxophones and clarinets, which worried me. Then I caught Alex’s eye, and he was grinning and excited, drumsticks at the ready.

I didn’t recognize the tune when they played the first four long, low notes, the tuba squeezing off a quick blast between each one, nor when the same sequence repeated—a kind of dohhh, wah, rayyy, wah, meee, wah, rayyy, wah. But when the electric guitar broke in with the loud, twangy eighth notes, however, I shrieked and jerked my hands and knees up as if I’d gotten a shock. Tears formed, and I started giggling. All of which would’ve been a major embarrassment if the song hadn’t also startled all the other pep club girls, who were smiling and murmuring and glancing around.

It was the theme music from Dr. No. Not many of the other kids knew the song, since the movie had come out only a couple of weeks earlier, and it was the first James Bond film. But an electric guitar played fast and loud at an official school event in the daytime in 1963 was unprecedented, subversive, thrilling. And the big amplifier was right beneath us, under the bleachers, with the volume turned all the way up. We felt the sound hitting our thighs. There had never been a more glamorous moment at Locust Junior High.

I was in the top row, as always, and a girl nudged me to turn around and look down. Standing on the grass behind the bleachers was Chuck Levy, in his band uniform, long legs slightly apart, staring down at his right hand, willing his fingers to pick out the correct notes at super-speed, he and his silver Stratocaster awash in the pink light of the late-afternoon sun. He was the soloist, but he was offstage, an anonymous star; how cool. Near the end of the song, as the trombones and trumpets blared their final, rising notes, and Chuck prepared to strum the big final chord, he looked up and saw me and smiled.

By the time he unplugged and trotted out onto the field to take a bow with the rest of the band, my fond, sisterly, quasi-adversarial regard for Chuck Levy had changed.

———

I had a history of going a little nuts for certain adventure novels. The first was Through the Looking-Glass, back in fourth grade. When I got to page six, I felt as if some new section of my brain had been activated. I shivered with a pleasure I hadn’t known. “ ‘Let’s pretend there’s a way of getting through into it, somehow,’ Alice said to her cat as she stared at herself in the mirror. ‘Let’s pretend the glass has got all soft like gauze, so that we can get through.’ And the glass was beginning to melt away, just like a bright silvery mist. In another moment Alice was through the glass.” Then I read The Once and Future King, and for most of a year I was young Arthur, Dad was Merlyn, and it was my destiny to create the perfect kingdom of Camelot somewhere beyond northeastern Illinois.

Chuck and Alex and I were not just James Bond “fans.” We were in thrall to Bond. It started the summer after sixth grade. On one of those summer-vacation days that waver between luxuriously open-ended and achingly dull, I happened to pick up my mom’s pink hardcover copy of From Russia with Love, which I figured was some kind of soft-on-communism Soviet-American romance. Around the same time Alex read his father’s brand-new hardback Thunderball. When we discovered, one afternoon at Centennial Park swimming pool, that we had independently discovered and fallen in love with the world of James Bond, we (as my mother enjoyed saying for the rest of her life) bonded. Up until then I hadn’t known Chuck Levy well, even though the three of us and two girls and Jimmy Graham had been the Smart Kids in our class. But Alex and Chuck were already best friends, and Chuck took Alex’s lead in many things cultural—abandoning Ricky Nelson in favor of Duane Eddy, skipping the second half hour of Route 66 on Friday nights in order to watch 77 Sunset Strip. And then James Bond.

At the beginning it was just a book discussion group, like the Hobbit Fellowship my little brother Peter and his friends started a few years later. But when the Wall went up in Berlin at the end of that summer, our interest in Bond spiked—the books seemed more legitimate, like extra-credit reading for social studies. Alex and I had a head start on Chuck, but in the fall he caught up quickly and then passed us, since every member of the Levy family was a certified Reading Dynamics speed reader. By Christmas vacation we had acquired all nine Bond books, and each of us had read every one—although just to make sure, I created, typed, and carbon-copied a hundred-question exam covering the minutiae of the eight novels and five short stories.

We didn’t have formal meetings, but that first year, all through seventh grade, when we were alone at lunch or walking together to and from school, we’d fall into discussions of characters and scenes and plot points. Even basic facts were open to debate: we once spent days arguing over what year Bond had been born and whether he aged. Alex loved the wordplay titles (Live and Let Die and, later, You Only Live Twice), but the books he liked best were Doctor No and Thunderball because the villains had nuclear ambitions, whereas stealing gold or smuggling diamonds struck him as ordinary uninteresting criminality. Chuck’s favorite was From Russia with Love because he thought it was the most realistic—the way, for instance, it says professional assassins start feeling guilty about killing people. What I loved about Moonraker was the fact that Sir Hugo Drax, a British industrialist, is actually a secret Nazi madman, and that the Special Branch operative who figures out Drax’s nuclear missile plan is a young woman, Gala Brand.

We all loved Bond’s line in Casino Royale after Vesper Lynd’s suicide, “The bitch is dead now,” which became a jokey private catchphrase, employed whenever we were angry at one of our sisters or mothers or the crone who served as Locust Junior High’s Rosa Klebbian assistant principal.

It wasn’t exactly a secret club. I didn’t hide the books or my extreme interest from my parents. They were entertained, I learned later, by the contradiction between the softhearted politics I’d inherited from them and the ruthless Cold Warrior fantasy life I acquired from Ian Fleming. The Macallisters wholly approved of Alex’s Bond hobby, his mother because Life magazine had reported that From Russia with Love was President Kennedy’s favorite novel, his father because it seemed like hopeful evidence for his son’s fundamental manliness. One of Chuck’s mother’s Hadassah friends had told her that Goldfinger was anti-Semitic, which gave Chuck a new opportunity to remind her that she drove a Volkswagen.

But for various unspoken reasons, we conducted ourselves discreetly. We were discreet because we were twelve-year-olds—two boys and a girl—devoted to books that depicted sadism and boozing and nakedness and unmarried amoral strangers (including women with strippers’ names—Pussy Galore, Honeychile Rider) having sex. And, of course, committing cold-blooded murder. As junior high began, we were already considered geeky—especially Alex and I—so why advertise this peculiar new strain of oddness to classmates already primed to be suspicious?

But our secrecy wasn’t mainly about avoiding ostracization, either.

It pleased us, in those days before we had many important secrets to keep, that our devotion to this fictional world of conspiracies and ciphers and agents and weapons remained unseen and shadowy.

We had reached a new level of obsessiveness the summer before eighth grade, right after The Spy Who Loved Me was published. I loved it because the narrator/heroine is an ordinary twenty-three-year-old American girl who happens to meet Bond (and then has screaming orgasmic sex with him). Alex hated it because its narrator is an ordinary American girl, not a foreign spy or killer; Bond doesn’t appear until halfway through, then disappears; the villains are run-of-the-mill thugs; and the whole thing takes place at some crummy American motel. Chuck was torn: he approved of the realism (ordinary girl, ordinary crooks, chance encounter, motel), but the romantic stuff seemed to him so entirely un-Bond, he argued for weeks that maybe Ian Fleming had paid someone else to write the book for him.

“Hollaender, I mean seriously, come on,” he said the first afternoon after we’d all read it. We were at Bob’s, our burgers-and-ice-cream place on Wilmette Avenue. Chuck put his palms on his chest and tried to coo girlishly. “ ‘Every smallest detail would be written on my heart forever.’ Don’t tell me you take that kind of crap seriously. I thought the tough chicks were your heroes, like Gala Brand.” Chuck’s use of “chick” was one result of Bond immersion.

“I just think the first-person point of view is really interesting. Like in On the Road.”

“Oh, I see, Miss Maynard G. English Teacher,” Chuck said, “let me take some notes on that.” He went to get his french fries.

Alex was smiling. “I figured one of the things you liked about Gala,” he said softly, “is that she, you know, isn’t a slut.”

Alex was right, which I hadn’t realized until that moment. Gala Brand and Solitaire (in Live and Let Die) were the only major female characters who didn’t have sex with Bond. I liked Gala Brand for her seriousness and professionalism, and now I liked Vivienne Michel because of her shameless capacity for both lust and love. Which, needless to say, I couldn’t say.

“Do you think,” Alex asked, now in a whisper, no longer smiling, “that women really do like to imagine they’re being raped when they’re having intercourse?”

He was referring to Vivienne’s theory of female sexuality. “All women,” she says in the book, “love semi-rape. They love to be taken. It was his sweet brutality against my bruised body that had made his act of love so piercingly wonderful.” Until that moment at Bob’s, our group discussions of the books’ sex had been vague and glancing.

“How would I know?” I said.

“But what do you think? Seriously, like imagine if you and Rob Norquist were taking a shower together—”

“Stop, Alex.” Smiling giant tanned blond Rob Norquist was the smartest and nicest of the jocks, and Alex had delighted in telling me that his pubic hair was the most luxuriant of any boy’s in gym class. In The Spy Who Loved Me, Vivienne’s first sexual encounter with Bond takes place after he surprises her in her shower. “James saved Viv from being raped by the bad guys, okay?”

“James?”

We always called Bond “Bond.”

“What Viv likes about Bond,” I said, hoping I wouldn’t blush, “the ‘sweet brutality’ or whatever, is because he isn’t really raping her. It’s a make-believe thing, only in her mind. And I guess maybe his mind, too.”

“But which is it, the feeling, make-believe or real? That’s what I don’t get.”

“It’s both. I guess it’s both. I mean, soldiers in war probably have all kinds of make-believe ideas in their heads while they’re fighting, imagining they’re John Wayne or something. Okay, so with Viv, when she’s, you know … with Bond, she’s herself, doing what she’s doing, but in her mind, she also turns it into a make-believe scene.”

Chuck returned with a steaming cardboard basket and scooted back into the booth next to Alex, as always. In junior high, any other public seating configuration for the three of us—me with either of the boys across from the other one—might have implied a coupling. We were best friends, but just friends.

“Hey,” Chuck asked as he dribbled ketchup over his fries, “you know who that new grill guy looks exactly like? Scott Carpenter! I mean exactly.”

Carpenter was the astronaut who’d orbited Earth three times the previous week. In order to let us watch his splashdown, the assistant principal wheeled TVs into the cafeteria and made us whisper while we ate lunch, which was sort of exciting, as was the fact that Carpenter had landed hundreds of miles off-target. But John Glenn’s orbital flight three months earlier had been the big deal, so this latest flight struck me as an anticlimax. The space program was the first time I ever experienced sequel boredom.

“The astronauts all seem the same to me,” I said. “Like gym teachers.”

“What?” Chuck replied, aghast. “They’re real-life James Bonds!”

We all badly wanted to be cool, but at thirteen, Chuck was finding it difficult to grow out of his space-program excitement. His main nonmusical hobby, apart from reading the Bond books and swimming, was making and flying giant radio-controlled model airplanes with his dad, what he called “RC aerobatics.”

Alex was ignoring us. Chuck waved a french fry in front of his face. “Alex Macallister, this is Cape Cap Com on emergency voice, do you read me, over?”

Alex sighed and finally reengaged. “I have an idea for us to do this summer. A cool idea, I think.”

“Is this the smuggling-explosives idea?” I asked. The previous summer, Chuck got some serious firecrackers from his cousin in Milwaukee, and ever since he had talked about pooling our money and taking the bus to Wisconsin to buy a gross of cherry bombs or M-80s that we’d import to Wilmette and sell for five times what we paid. “Because if so,” I went on, “no—I hate selling things.” When I was in Camp Fire Girls, I’d made my mother buy my entire case of candy, and we still had unopened boxes of Almond Caramel Clusters and P-Nutties in the pantry.

“Uh-uh,” Alex said. “Remember last fall, Hollaender, when you thought we should make up and then act out our own scenes playing characters from the books”—by which he meant, naturally, the Bond books—“and film them with my parents’ movie camera?”

“And you said, ‘That’s retarded, Hollaender, who wants to make silent James Bond movies?’ Yeah, I remember.”

“Well, so I was thinking,” Alex explained, “that we could do, you know, theater.”

Chuck grimaced and made an elaborate choking sound.
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WOW, GRAMS, FOR real?” Waverly, my only grandchild, age seventeen, is visiting me for Christmas and New Year’s and lying prone in front of the fireplace as I write. It’s late. She’s in her nightgown playing My Little Pony: The Runaway Rainbow on my antique Game Boy as she sips her glass of tonic water. I just told her that when I was about her age, I’d once gone rainbow hunting with two boys. “That is so gay,” she says.

“It wasn’t ‘gay’ at all. We flew in our own little airplane, bouncing around on the edge of a thunderstorm for an hour. It was completely terrifying.”

Waverly continues poking at the tiny Game Boy buttons with her fast-motion thumbs and fingers. “Was it a hippie thing? Were you, like, high?”

“No! We weren’t hippies. Although it was the summer of 1967.”

“Whenever you talk about the past, it’s funny how you make such a big deal out of the exact year. ‘It was 1967—the summer of 1967.’ I mean, 1964, 1967, 1973, whatever. Like when we went to see X-Men: First Class? And you were all, ‘There were not miniskirts in 1962!’ ”

I smiled. “I know, but—I bet you’ll be the same way when you’re older.”

“Uh-uh,” she says, “because how is right now any different than 2007 or 2002? I’m seventeen instead of eleven or six, but in terms of the way people act and talk and dress and style their hair, and music and movies and everything? Everything’s been the same forever. It’s like everything’s stuck.”

“Politics are different,” I say. “Crazier.”

“Nine-eleven is my earliest memory—”

“Really?”

“—so America’s been at war but not really at war my whole life. At least when Mom was growing up, personal computers and video and the Internet got invented.”

“A couple of days ago you told me you thought life was better before VCRs and DVRs and Hulu—when people had to make choices about what TV shows and movies they were going to watch at a certain time and commit to their choices.”

“I’m just saying the Internet was something new and big that happened.”

“I know what you mean. When I was a kid, it was as if the whole country—the whole world, everything—slipped into a wormhole and shot out the other end in some alien sector of the space-time continuum.”

“Awesome.”

There’s been nothing like it since. It’s hard for her and for my children to appreciate how different 1962 was from 1969. I think of each year of the 1960s as distinctly as they think of whole decades. My brother, Peter, born seven years after me, has never considered himself a baby boomer. Our experiences were so different, he thinks, because I’d been old enough to know the world as it was in the 1950s and early ’60s, before everything changed, whereas he was still a child when the late ’60s arrived. By the time he got to high school and college in the ’70s, he says, the youth revolution had already cowed the grown-ups into doing away with all the old-fashioned codes of behavior.

“All the digital stuff is all new,” I say to Waverly. “That’s what people your age have.”

“No, that’s what people Mom’s age had. The new computer stuff today is just … a little faster than when I was a kid, and more unavoidable. I mean, this,” she says, nodding down at the Game Boy, “is really old and kinda clunky but not really that different than things now.”

“I should buy some new games for it.”

“No, no, I’m not saying that. The less stuff we buy, the better.”

She loves the simple black rubber Armani raincoat I gave her for Christmas. I bought it on sale, but even so, she’d be grossed out if I told her how much I paid. At IKEA you could buy a sofa for the same price.

“I mean,” Waverly continues, “I’ve paid for nothing except Christmas presents and food, locally grown food, for the last two months almost.”

“Not including your airplane ticket here.”

“We didn’t actually pay money for it. Mom and Dad used miles.”

“Also: nice iPad Four.”

“It was a birthday present from Mom and Dad, and I didn’t even ask for it. Anyhow, I actually like playing these old games, and—Oh, fuck!” She had made some Game Boy error. “Buying new games for this would be kinda gay. To me.” She turns off the device and sits up in a lotus position. “I mean, I’ll be eighteen in less than a year! How weird is that?”

“Super-weird,” says Grandma. “To me.” I put down my legal pad.

“Wavy, I’ve got a question for you.”

“I’m sorry I said ‘fuck.’ ”

I make a “Phhhht!” noise and roll my eyes. “No, I mean ‘so gay’—I just wonder exactly what you mean, someone like you, when you say something is ‘so gay.’ ”

“My LGBTQI friends don’t mind when I use it that way, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Bingo.” I wonder when that I got appended to LGBTQI and what it stands for. As a university dean in 2013, I ought to know.

“When I said it last fall in English when we were discussing Keats or Byron or one of those guys, the teacher reprimanded me, like, whoa, this truly mad beef. I mean, he stopped the class and everything. It was crazy. But the two gay kids in my class laughed at him.”

I pick up Waverly’s empty glass on my way to make myself another gin and tonic—or maybe, since the tonic’s almost gone, a martini. (Stirred, not shaken, and I don’t buy Gordon’s or Beefeater, Bond’s brands.)

Late-night cocktails at Christmastime with the one and only child of my children, high on a hill overlooking Los Angeles in an odd and perfectly cozy wooden house built in 1946: perfection, or close to it.

When Greta, Waverly’s mother, was seventeen, her brother, Seth, was eight, and we were living in Brooklyn Heights. I was a litigation partner at a big New York law firm working twenty-four hundred billable hours a year, plus another several hundred pro bono that involved trips to Eastern Europe, as well as devoting Lord knows how many hundreds more, nonbillable, trying to jolly up the successful triathlete and increasingly unhappy composer whom I’d married for better and for worse. And also teaching at Yale. Which is to say, my life didn’t allow for much meandering, apparently purposeless conversation between teenage daughter and forty-two-year-old mother. We were not The Gilmore Girls.

Back then I used to say that I despised the new coinage “quality time,” that it was yuppie parents’ smiley-face equivalent to lawyers’ “billable hours.” Which is true enough. But I’ve come to understand that my noisy aversion to the phrase was meant to hide (from me) my guilt about failing to give my eldest child enough quality time. My plan as a young woman had been to have my first kid around thirty-three. I had not intended to raise a one-year-old as a twenty-six-year-old clerk for the 7th Circuit in Chicago, or to raise a two-year-old while clerking eighty hours a week for the Supreme Court in Washington. To my friends at the time, going through with an unplanned pregnancy at age twenty-five had been the one unfathomable, shocking thing about me.

Anyway, unlike my friends my age now, whose children’s children are mostly infants and toddlers, I’ve already got a granddaughter who takes birth control pills and calls herself “freeganish” and “a culture-jammer.” In other words, for a couple of weeks every year I am the guardian of a teenager with whom I enjoy hanging out the way I should’ve enjoyed hanging out with Greta when she was young. So my relationship with Waverly is kind of a do-over.

“That’s the last of your brew,” I say, handing her a glass of tonic.

“I can make some more.” She’s looking at her screen, which is a patchwork of five or six instant-messaging windows, several containing live video images of young faces. It looks like a wanted poster from the future.

“Good,” I say, “because otherwise all that stuff will rot before you’re back.”

Waverly has boiled up a batch of homemade tonic water. I think I’ve shown heroic restraint by not mentioning that the ingredients she made me buy (cinchona bark, allspice berries, citric acid) cost as much as a case of Schweppes, and also by not wondering aloud about the carbon-footprint cost of shipping cinchona from Peru to Southern California. Our only two arguments during the last ten days were over my refusal to replace the low-water-use toilets, purchased three years ago at her insistence, with locally built dry-composting ones, and her discovery that I have a stash of incandescent lightbulbs in my pantry, which she thought were illegal to own as well as to sell. (“Oh,” she said after I explained, “so it’s sort of like weed.”)

She turns away from her computer to face me. “My friend Hunter? He got diagnosed with diabetes in the fall, Type 1, and his doctor told him he shouldn’t drink alcohol.”

“That’s probably good advice.”

“How come you do?”

“Because I never get drunk, and over the last forty years, I’ve learned how to manage my blood sugar around it.” And because it would be wrong—aesthetically, if not morally—for a sixty-four-year-old to smoke weed in front of her seventeen-year-old granddaughter. I live in Los Angeles, but I have not gone completely native.

“Hunter and I are thinking of going down to Miami in March for Occupy the G-20.”

The global economy is so screwed up that the overlords have decided to hold two G-20 summits this year, one in Australia and an extra in South Florida, as if more meetings and sunny photo ops will fix everything. Two falls ago Waverly attended the Occupy Wall Street demonstration in lower Manhattan for five weekends running, each visit chaperoned by her mother. I told Greta that instead of being a hockey mom, she’d become a protest mom.

“Exactly why,” I ask, “do you want to go protest the G-20 summit?”

“Are you kidding me? Because even though we live in a post-scarcity time, the World Bank and the IMF and all those smiling assholes are all about the rich white people and the giant corporations trying to stay as rich and powerful as possible at the expense of the poor dark people.”

My friend Sarah Caputo, who went to Malawi for three years after college to work for the Peace Corps, runs the clean-water programs for the International Development Association, the arm of the World Bank that lends money to the poorest countries. During the G-20 summit in Canada a few years ago, some protesters dumped a tub of manure on her, then took smartphone videos of her, which they posted on the Web.

“There are good, decent people who work for the World Bank, really trying to improve the lives of poor people.”

“I’m sure,” Waverly says. “There were nice Nazis, too, right, who wanted to ship the Jews from Europe to Africa to start their own country. But the Nazi system was still the Nazi system.”

My peevishness with her is so intense that I wonder if I’m on a hypoglycemic downward slide. I keep glucose meters all over the place—bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, right here on the coffee table—so I prick my finger and squeeze out a drop: 117. Good: I’m just angry, not too low, for my meter tells me so.

“You okay?” Waverly asks.

“All good.” In the fifteen seconds it’s taken me to find out how many milligrams of sugar are floating in each deciliter of my blood, my love has dissolved my anger. But not my disapproval. “You know,” I say, “it’s a dangerous slippery slope to start comparing anybody you disagree with to a Nazi.”

“It’s an analogy. I’m not saying everyone who runs the whole, you know, global machine of disaster capitalism is a Nazi, literally. But they’re so sure they know best and so sure people like me are idiots. They’re just so fucking … what’s the word? Dis-ingenue-us. And smug.”

“It’s ‘disingenuous,’ honey.” God, I love her. Last year when she pronounced “epitome” incorrectly—declaring her father’s new enthusiasm for Senegalese drum music “the absolute EP-ih-tome of self-satisfied pseudo-progressive NPR bullshit”—I laughed so hard, I almost cried. “And yes,” I say, “smugness is a good thing to avoid.”

“Grams,” she says as she types a flurry of characters into two of her text-messaging windows, then shoves the machine away, “I have a question.”

“No, I don’t think it’s a terrible idea for you to think about becoming an actor, and yes, you could live with me here for free after you graduate from college and you’re starting out. If you wanted.”

“Ha. No, do you think I could maybe get a grant from somewhere to expand my Virtual Home project?” Growing up in New York City, Waverly was always fascinated by the tons of stuff that homeless people drag around in shopping bags and supermarket carts. This past summer, she started introducing herself to street people and offering to scan and digitize all their documents for free, then provide a simple, password-protected, visually indexed online archive that they could access from public libraries or anywhere else. So far she’s signed up eight men and five women and digitized a thousand pieces of their ephemera—medical records, birth certificates, marriage licenses, military discharge documents, photos, newspaper and magazine clippings, old bills, bits of Scripture, box tops, addresses, weird drawings, random scraps, anything they want.

“What I’m thinking,” she explains, “is that kids in other cities could do it, too, and maybe even not just kids, and I could make the user interface much better? My digital arts teacher said he thinks it’s ‘scalable.’ ”

Yes! Which multibillion-dollar pot of money provided by which contemptible global capitalist would you prefer to tap? Rockefeller, Ford, Carnegie, Mellon? Hewlett, Packard, Gates? Steady, Grandma. “What a great idea, Waverly! You know, I’ll bet that is a project somebody might fund.”

“How would I go about doing it?”

I’m wired in to half of them, and we can set up meetings with the correct program officers right after the New Year. And if that doesn’t get you into fucking Harvard or Brown, the world’s gone mad. I’m really no better than her father, with whom I got into a fight a couple of years ago when he was pressuring her to join the fencing team and learn to play Grandpa Jack’s old theremin as college admission ploys. “I know a couple of people who work at foundations,” I say. “Let me check it out for you.”

“Cool.” She grabs her computer with her right hand, props it up on the rug, and stands, moving her torso and left leg perpendicular to the floor and shooting her left arm straight toward the ceiling. She holds the yoga pose—a Half-Moon—and takes four slow, deep breaths before standing up straight, holding the iPad tight to her chest beneath crossed arms, in exactly the nice-girl way I refused to carry my schoolbooks when I was a teenager. She pats it with both hands. “I’m gonna go watch the new Hobbit.”

“My God, there’s a second one already?” I stop myself from asking if she’s stolen the movie off the Internet.

“Uh-huh. It’s supposed to suck. You staying up?”

“Nope,” I say, standing. “It’s bedtime for this Bonzo. Have to get up early and work, work, work!” Meaning: in the morning I’ve got to email Alex Macallister and finally tell him I’m writing this book and that he features in it, um, er, uh, somewhat prominently. “Sweet dreams, baby duck.”

I search for “LGBTQI” and discover (thank you, Google) the “I” stands for “intersex.” I take my blood one last time (107), load up a syringe with five bedtime units of insulin (thank you, electrical and genetic engineers and Big Pharma), and find a fresh, unbruised spot on my thigh to plunge the needle and shoot. I turn on the little bedroom TV and scan through Movies on Demand—huh; the newest James Bond film, set in India; Judi Dench does look amazing for seventy-seven—and then turn it off.

I get the lighter-sized electronic vaporizer from my bedside drawer, put the merest pinch on the tiny platter, close it, push the button, and deeply inhale once. Yes, a former Justice Department official and former candidate for appointment to the Supreme Court of the United States admits she very occasionally smokes legal, physician-prescribed marijuana. So? I’m no longer angling for anything. Besides, what’s the point of a memoir that isn’t candid?

Seven years ago, around the time I moved to L.A., Greta told me about some new research into memory loss. Marijuana, she told me, reduces inflammation in a certain brain receptor in older people that’s associated with Alzheimer’s. It also acts on other brain receptors to generate new memory neurons. Losing my memory terrifies me. Thus, after a forty-year hiatus, I started smoking pot again.

Also, I find I enjoy getting a little high. One night in Washington when I was working for the government, I was with my friend Sarah at the bar in the Hay-Adams. In the middle of our second martini, she called me “Hillary on the outside and Bill on the inside.”

I knew what she meant—I dressed Ann Taylorishly, and I do have a strong taste for physical pleasure. But I have never been a liar, not in any routine Clintonian sense.

My editor’s suggestion that I write a memoir came the day after I delivered my “be careful what you pretend to be” and “honesty in the defense of liberty” speech at a Harvard commencement. It was in the course of that speech that I announced I was withdrawing myself from consideration for appointment to the Supreme Court. For a year afterward I made a few notes for the book we imagined I was writing.

But I decided to write the present book a little over a month ago, during the … commemoration? celebration? wall-to-wall media opportunity?… surrounding the fiftieth anniversary of John F. Kennedy’s death. I recall the very moment: I’d just seen the new IMAX documentary, and, shaken by its digitally reconstructed 3-D 360-degree version of the Zapruder assassination film, I’d taken a sip of gin, then sobbed for several minutes in my banquette at a Mexican restaurant in West Hollywood, allowing my date to misunderstand why the ninety-eight-foot-high snuff film had shattered me.

Those weeks last fall of national Kennedy hoo-ha amounted, I think, to the baby boomers’ dress rehearsal for their generational funeral. For me, at any rate, it was a two-minute warning. Time’s running out. After fifty years of elaborate JFK conspiracy theories and conspiracy-theory refutations, the unending re-investigations of the investigations into ballistics and cover-ups and murky connections among Cubans and CIA agents and the FBI and mafiosi, and the endlessly regurgitated disingenuousness about America’s lost innocence, I knew I was obliged to figure out and come clean about my own secret episode of 1960s berserkery and lost innocence.

My lawyer, the one person to whom I’ve described in detail what I’m doing with this book, calls it “suicidal,” says it will “besmirch” my “legacy” and ruin my life, blah blah blah blah blah. Even though I am doing it to myself, my motives are the very opposite of a suicide’s: instead of chickening out, allowing the shock and scandal to bloom posthumously, I decided I want to be alive when the truth comes out. It’s not masochism. It’s closer to honor. Plus, I suppose, an old litigator’s obsession with having the last word and wanting to see the case all the way through to a verdict.

And by the way? For the record? America didn’t “lose its innocence” all at once on November 22, 1963. That was the midpoint, the end of the beginning, the moment when a wild new strain of crazy could no longer be denied or ignored. I started reading the newspaper every morning when I was eight, in 1957, and my scrapbooks, full of crinkly Elmer’s-glued press clips, seem like the libretto of a dark modern opera, all the darker now for my schoolgirl conscientiousness.

On the scrapbook page opposite my pale green report card from the first semester of third grade is a Chicago Sun-Times article about Charles Starkweather’s murder spree across Nebraska with his fourteen-year-old girlfriend. The Starkweather story is followed immediately by a tiny article from New World, the local Catholic weekly, about St. Clare of Assisi being named the patron saint of television. At the end of fourth grade, the Action Comics cover introducing Kara Zor-El (“Look again, Superman—it’s me, Supergirl! And I have all your powers!”) is pasted next to a photo of the actor George Reeves in his Superman costume, illustrating the news story about his suicide, and then a motif emerges, Grown-ups on TV Misbehaving—articles about Charles Van Doren admitting his quiz show championship was fixed, Jack Paar walking off The Tonight Show in a huff, the divorce of Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz.

From sixth grade is my census of the ravages of Dutch elm disease in our neighborhood, with my color snapshots of eleven dead trees, as well as articles about the Bay of Pigs invasion, Ernest Hemingway’s suicide by shotgun, and a protest (3,000 BEATNIKS RIOT IN NEW YORK’S GREENWICH VILLAGE) that I fantasized about having attended. Starting in seventh grade are some James Bond bits and pieces (“BOND” AUTHOR FLEMING SPIES ON CHICAGO), and a Sun-Times article about the Supreme Court’s decision outlawing prayer in public schools, but I was still archiving the terrors of the day: a government pamphlet about the new community fallout shelter program, a wordless Newsweek cover illustration of a skull and mushroom cloud hovering above the earth, Marilyn Monroe’s suicide by Nembutal, a plane crash near O’Hare that had been watched by a man whose wife and four children were on board, Sylvia Plath’s suicide by coal gas, a U.S. Air Force pilot parachuting live pigs in wicker baskets into besieged South Vietnamese army outposts so they could be slaughtered and eaten.

My last scrapbook, only half filled, is from ninth grade. Slipped into it is the entire Tribune front page about Kennedy’s assassination. We got only the Sunday Tribune, so my father must have bought it in Chicago for me as a souvenir. The news had shocked me, of course, but so did the size and baldness of the headline—KENNEDY SHOT—DIES—and the fact that the page-one photos of JFK and Lyndon Johnson were printed in color.

“So back then were you, like, more emo or more nerdy Goth or more punk?” Waverly asked a few years ago when she was looking through my scrapbooked chronicle of America Spinning Out of Control. I explained to her that, mainly, I’d been a cheerful, ambitious, good-humored child and young adult—self-obsessed, sure, and slightly morbid, but not sullen. “Your scrapbooks are death death death, Grams.”

Because I was very young, I told her, and living in peaceful, prosperous America, death was totally theoretical to me. Plus, because my father had survived the Nazis and contributed in his small way to the Allied victory, I grew up believing in happy endings. And even though things were beginning to fall apart in the early ’60s, I said, thinking out loud, the world—my comfortable bit of the world—was also becoming fizzier and shinier and more fun than ever.

In other words, those old scrapbooks provide a skewed history of my tween years, because I neglected to document our nonstop and virtually sexual excitement over all the newness. The sudden arrival, all at once, of stereo records and the Beatles, Bic pens and Instamatic cameras and live transatlantic TV broadcasts and in-flight movies and printed circuit boards and TouchTone phones, area codes and zip codes, Frisbees and Slip ’N Slide and Silly Putty, instant tanning lotion and stretch fabrics and bikinis, McDonald’s and Tang and SweeTarts and Sweet’N Low and zip-top cans of Tab. There’s no mention of my dad’s business trip to Rio de Janeiro in 1961 on the same 707 as Rock Hudson or the new supersonic jets announced in 1963, or of Alex’s brother Flip driving his brand-new green Mustang to New York City for the World’s Fair. All in all, back then, I told Waverly, I was a lot more manic than depressed.

Take our James Bond shenanigans, for instance: total mania.
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