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          Robert Towne, Edward Taylor, Jack Nicholson. Los Angeles, mid-1950s.
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            We still have dreams, but we know now that most of them will come to nothing. And we also most fortunately know that it really doesn’t matter.

         

         —Raymond Chandler, letter to Charles Morton, October 9, 1950
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            Introduction: First Goodbyes

         

         Jack Nicholson, a boy, could never forget sitting at the bar with John J. Nicholson, Jack’s namesake and maybe even his father, a soft little dapper Irishman in glasses. He kept neatly combed what was left of his red hair and had long ago separated from Jack’s mother, their high school romance gone the way of any available drink. They told Jack that John had once been a great ballplayer and that he decorated store windows, all five Steinbachs in Asbury Park, though the only place Jack ever saw this man was in the bar, day-drinking apricot brandy and Hennessy, shot after shot, quietly waiting for the mercy to kick in. Jack’s mother, Ethel May, told him he started drinking only when Prohibition ended, but somehow Jack got the notion that she drove him to it.

         
             

         

         Robert Evans, a boy, in the family apartment at 110 Riverside Drive, on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, could never forget watching his father, Archie, a dentist, dutifully committed to work and family, sit down at the Steinway in the living room after a ten-hour day of pulling teeth up in Harlem and come alive. His father could be at Carnegie Hall, the boy thought; he could be Gershwin or Rachmaninoff, but he was, instead, a friendless husband, a father of three, caught in the unending cycle of earn and provide for his children, his wife, his mother, and his three sisters. But living in him was the Blue Danube. “That wouldn’t be me,” Evans promised himself. “I’ll live.” 

         
             

         

         Robert Towne, a boy, left San Pedro. His father, Lou, moved his family from the little port town, bright and silent, and left, for good, Mrs. Walker’s hamburger stand and the proud fleets of tuna boats pushing out to sea. More than just the gardenias and jasmine winds and great tidal waves of pink bougainvillea cascading to the dust, Robert could never forget that time before the war when one story spoke for everyone—the boy, his parents, Mrs. Walker and her customers, the people of San Pedro, America, sitting together at those sun-cooked redwood tables, cooling themselves with fresh-squeezed orange juice, all breathing the same salt air.

         
             

         

         There was the day, many raids later—a hot, sunny day—when Roman Polanski found the streets of Kraków deserted. It was the silence that day that he could never forget, the two SS guards calmly patrolling the barbed-wire fence. This was a new feeling, a new kind of alone. In terror, he ran to his grandmother’s apartment in search of his father. The room was empty of everything save the remnants of a recent chaos, and he fled. Outside on the street, a stranger said, “If you know what’s good for you, get lost.”

         
             

         

         When these four boys grew up, they made a movie together called Chinatown.

         Robert Towne once said that Chinatown is a state of mind. Not just a place on the map of Los Angeles, but a condition of total awareness almost indistinguishable from blindness. Dreaming you’re in paradise and waking up in the dark—that’s Chinatown. Thinking you’ve got it figured out and realizing you’re dead—that’s Chinatown. This is a book about Chinatowns: Roman Polanski’s, Robert Towne’s, Robert Evans’s, Jack Nicholson’s, the ones they made and the ones they inherited, their guilt and their innocence, what they did right, what they did wrong—and what they could do nothing to stop.
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        Justice
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         Sharon Tate looked like California.

         Studying her from across the restaurant table, Roman Polanski could see it was impossible. She was laughably wrong for the part. He needed a burnished, preferably Jewish look, the kind of wintry shtetl waif Chagall might have painted onto a black sky. Polanski had named his character “Sarah Shagal”—Shagal—for that reason—and, with Roman, there was always a reason. He had deliberately set The Fearless Vampire Killers against the heavy, fragrant bygones of the Eastern Europe of his childhood, his home before the Nazis, before the Polish Stalinists. But this girl was as Eastern European as a surfboard; casting her, he would desolate, again, all that they had desolated before.

         There was no reason, therefore, to continue the meal. In fact—as Roman had explained, quite clearly, to Sharon Tate’s manager, Marty Ransohoff—there really was no reason to have this dinner in the first place. But Ransohoff, in addition to managing Tate, was producing Vampire Killers, and had insisted on the meeting. Forget her inexperience, he implored Roman. She’s a sweet girl and she’s very pretty and she’s going to be a big, big star. Trust me. I’ve seen thousands of girls, and Sharon’s different. She’s the one. Trust me. “Ransohoff is a perfect example of a hypocrite,” Polanski would come to understand. “He’s a philistine who dresses himself up as an artist.” Why hadn’t Roman recognized the type earlier? He had never worked with a Hollywood producer, but he was no naïf. He knew the stories; they were all the same: Well, the producers always said, we love the rushes, we love the dailies. What you’re doing is great, but can you do it cheaper and faster? “Creative” dinners like these were precisely the sort of feigned artistic roundelays, so agonizingly familiar to Hollywood code and conduct, that made him want to throw down his napkin and run screaming, back to Repulsion, back to Knife in the Water—films he made his way, the European way, according to his reasons.

         But Roman did not throw down his napkin. Instead he let the girl know—in little ways, silences, mostly—that he did not want to be there.

         When Roman reported back to Ransohoff the next day, Ransohoff insisted on a second dinner. Find something for her, Roman, he said.

         They had another dinner, this one worse than the first. Polanski could see she was trying to impress him, an Oscar-nominated director, talking, babbling, laughing too much. But he was not impressed.

         Still, after dinner, walking through London’s Eaton Square, he tried to embrace her. She recoiled and ran home.

         This, Polanski recognized, was his old behavior. He knew that his attraction to Sharon, or any woman, stirred in him feelings of terrible sorrow as ancient as long-lost wars. For years now, the certainty of loss had corrupted his every longing, and his resultant sadness summoned up the worst in him; for it was better, life had showed him, to be sorry than safe. So he would make himself superior. He would be arrogant, callous, abrupt; with women, and there were many women, he would lie and cheat and hurt. Over the course of those first two dinners, he would reduce Sharon to the size of her own waning self-esteem, and then, in the days and nights to follow, he would admonish himself for doing it. It was a pattern. He knew that. And he knew the reasons. He didn’t like it, but it made sense. 

         At their third dinner Polanski apologized. This time he seemed to take a dedicated interest. Where did she come from? Texas. Who were her parents? Dolores and Paul Tate, an officer of the U.S. Army. They moved around a lot, she said, depending on where he was stationed. By the time she was sixteen, in fact, she had lived in Houston, Dallas, El Paso, San Francisco, and Richland, Washington. In Italy, in high school, she learned Italian. Moving as often as they did, Sharon didn’t make many friends, but the friends she made were real friends. At home, the oldest of three sisters, Sharon found herself assuming parental responsibilities, helping with the cooking—she loved to cook—and tried to shoulder her father’s absences and her mother’s loneliness. “What Sharon was,” her sister Debra Ann said, “was extremely dutiful.”

         Duty was her pattern. She was a smiler, an actress.

         Sharon signed with Ransohoff at nineteen. Dutifully, she faced Hollywood with professional dedication, taking courses in singing, dancing, and acting, the latter with Jeff Corey in the fall of 1963. “An incredibly beautiful girl,” Corey reflected, “but a fragmented personality.” Self-disclosure was a problem, so Corey one day put a stick in her hand and demanded, “Hit me, do something, show emotion!” Beauty was not enough. And she knew she wouldn’t be beautiful forever.

         She was twenty-three.

         She was seeing someone, Jay Sebring, a hairstylist to the stars. They’d been together about three years, almost since she had arrived in Los Angeles. He was there in London now, waiting for her to finish this film, Eye of the Devil. He had the most beautiful, the sweetest, home in Benedict Canyon on Easton Drive. It was Jean Harlow’s old house, the one where her husband, producer Paul Bern, shot himself (unless he was murdered) two months after they were married. But it really was the sweetest house, the kind you would discover if you got lost wandering a forest in a fairy tale, like the cottage where Snow White found the Seven Dwarfs. It actually looked like that. To think that someone would be shot, or shoot himself, in a place like that—it didn’t make sense.

         Sharon and Roman, party people, could agree that they loved mid-sixties London. The city still bounced to the beat of the Beatles—their sound, their look, the cheeky enthusiasm that remade stuffy old London into the mod capital of the world—and in flooded an international miscellany of the young and creative, decked out in long beads, billowy shirtsleeves, and miniskirts, to enjoy a little of the goofy good time they saw in A Hard Day’s Night. They were musicians, photographers, Warren Beatty, Twiggy, Vidal Sassoon, the debonair production designer Richard Sylbert, fledgling producers like Robert Evans—dispatched by Gulf & Western’s chairman, Charles Bluhdorn, to shake the postwar dust off Paramount’s London office. They all crossed paths at the Ad Lib Club, one of swinging London’s hot spots. Most of them liked a little grass, only a little. But—as Polanski told Sharon—he couldn’t stand the dropouts at the margins of the city, the bleary-eyed, perpetually drugged grass smokers with their pedantry and fogged reasoning.

         Sharon smoked grass a little.

         Had she ever tried LSD?

         Yes. A few times. With Jay.

         Roman had done it once or twice. The first time, driving past Harrods, the steering wheel changed shape in his hands, and he and his date got lost on their way to his flat. Once they arrived, the woman marveled at how beautifully green the red stairs were, and in the bedroom, Roman, blinded, draped a shade against the searing glare of night. His hair turned pink and green, and when he tried to vomit, out came a dribble of rainbow circles. Even tripping, he knew why. Observing his own brain—ordinarily as rigorous as a geometric proof—betray its own logic, Polanski fought back, commanding himself to stay rational. He turned to his date and saw that her eyes and mouth were swastikas. 

         Where was Sharon staying?

         Eaton Place.

         Around the corner from him. Would she like to try some acid tonight? They could split a tab. It would be an easy trip.

         At Roman’s Eaton Place flat they lay down together and split the sugar cube in two. Sharon, biting her fingernails, accepted her half and confessed to feeling guilty for being there. She did love Jay. But not like he loved her. Jay was completely in love with her. But—this confused her—she also knew he had other women; they literally lined the block around his salon. But, she tried to reason with herself, free love was natural and therefore good, and since she had come to London, she had heard so many sophisticates, people like Roman Polanski, denigrate middle-class American hang-ups like fidelity that she had almost come to agree with them herself, at least for tonight.

         Roman lit candles as the acid covered them and they talked on for hours, and nearing sunrise, it was obvious to what remained of Roman’s thinking mind that they were going to go to bed together.

         She started screaming.

         Terrified, he dropped to her side. “Please don’t,” he reassured her. “Please.”

         But she wouldn’t stop. She was weeping uncontrollably.

         “Please, no, don’t. Please,” he begged. “Everything’s all right.”

         
            *

         

         He would stare at Sharon, unbelieving. It was impossible, someone so perfect, and yet, there she was. Wasn’t she?

         “She was just fantastic,” Polanski would say. “She was a fucking angel.” Her hair of yellow chaparral, the changing color of her eyes, the unqualified kindness of her face. Did people like this exist? In a world of chaos, was it naive to trust, as a child would, the apparent goodness of things, the feeling of safety he had known and lost before? 

         If the horrible could happen once, it could happen again. Simply knowing it happened, he was doomed—his mind was doomed—by the possibility of recurrence. Despite even the facts, “could” forever opens the aqueduct of nightmares that eyes don’t see. But no mind, even when the sun is shining, sees everything with its eyes. A broken mind sees instead the black chasm of “could,” waiting, smug as gravity, to ravage every newborn thought. Again it sees only what it saw before.

         But there she was, Sharon. They were together, in their hotel room, on location in the Italian Dolomites: Roman, writer, director, and star of Fearless Vampire Killers; Sharon, playing his love interest, Sarah Shagal.

         Outside their window there was snow.

         She would ask him about his first marriage, to Barbara Lass, a Polish actress, “but I really hate talking about it for some reason,” he would say. “Not because it’s so painful to talk about but because it’s so futile.”

         Would he ever lose the loss, or was the best one could hope for to exchange one loss for another? Or could Sharon, like a dam, hold off the flood of losses forever?

         The hemorrhaging: It did not begin with Barbara. When Roman was three, his father, Ryszard, for reasons he would quickly regret, forfeited his painter’s life in Paris and moved the family back to Kraków. It was the summer of 1936. Again, an old feeling: Though Roman was too young to understand why, he could feel a certain tension in his mother and father when they spoke the names Hitler and Göring. Uncomprehending, he would listen to the grown-ups discuss the trenches being dug in Planty Park, why the shopwindows were crisscrossed with construction tape, and the anti-Semitic slogans in the local papers. What did they mean? In 1939 Ryszard decided to send Roman, his mother, and his half sister to Warsaw. “They thought Warsaw would be safer,” Roman reflected. “[Because] Warsaw was far east within the Polish territory.” They thought wrong. In Warsaw the piercing air-raid sirens rushed the Polanski family, without Ryszard, along with screaming babies and hysterical strangers, down into a muggy cellar piled with makeshift gas masks. Roman would spend many nights there, in silence, squeezing his mother’s arm in the dark. Why was this happening? The boy didn’t understand what they had done wrong. As the raids increased—they would hide in the shelter sometimes three times a night—the Polanskis ran short of money and food. “Our emergency plan had been a complete miscalculation,” Polanski would write. “Instead of staying put in Kraków, which had seen no fighting at all, we had headed straight for the very epicenter of the war.”

         In October 1939 the Germans occupied Warsaw.

         Without their father, Polanski and his elder sister, Annette, clung to their mother. When she went out to scavenge, Roman clung to Annette. He was a small boy, even for his age, and she could nearly hold his whole body in her arms. “Let’s sleep,” she would say. “Time passes quicker that way.” Listening for his mother’s approaching footsteps, Roman waited where he had last seen her, sometimes for hours, for the door to open.

         She was elegant. Even as a boy, he knew that. Deliberate in her presentation, Bula Polanski dressed in fox stoles and livened her face with the discreetly aristocratic touches of her Russian forebears, carefully drawing lines over tended eyebrows and, in accordance with the fashion of the day, painting her upper lip just so, like a cherub’s. She was as neat as the house she had kept before the war, and just as welcoming, ready to conduct conversation through all rivers of thought. Roman’s mother was half Jewish but decidedly agnostic, practical above all, and demonstrated, in her wartime resourcefulness, the resilience and audacity Roman would come to inherit. People told him, and he could almost see, that she was a survivor; and never more so than when—after hours of feeling what it was never to see her again—the door opened.

         In time, Ryszard came from Kraków, haggard and unshaven. Roman took him to see an abandoned dog, shivering in the bombed-out skeleton of a nearby building, whimpering for help. Ryszard shrugged at the animal: “What can we do?”

         Soon after the Polanskis relocated back to Kraków, to Podgórze Square, Annette drew Roman to their apartment window and pointed across the street. The Germans were building, red brick after brick, a wall. Then came more bricks, bricks against windows, against the main entrance to their apartment, bricks to build the wall higher and longer—bricks, Roman realized, not to keep something out, but to close them in. He knew then he was in danger. “But at the same time,” he said, “I didn’t know anything else, so I just accepted it.” And accepting the routines of ghetto life, he anticipated its only just outcome: It would be just a matter of time before the Germans realized they had made a giant error; neither he, nor his family, nor the other Jewish families, had done anything wrong. All this would end well, the way it should.

         “Children don’t have any point of reference,” Polanski would explain. “They’re optimistic by nature.”

         Inside the ghetto Roman met Pawel, an orphaned “smart kid,” as Polanski described him, “with an extraordinary capacity for absorbing and marshaling facts.” They shared an obsessive, surgical interest in the workings of things: how to build, from abandoned parts, simple motors; how to apply the principles of aerodynamics to toy planes. “I’d always had a craving for practical information of all kinds,” Polanski would say, “and Pawel could supply answers to everything.” What was electricity? What was gasoline and how did it make cars go? Coming to consciousness in an increasingly incoherent world, Polanski clung to Pawel, and together, attached at the brain, they set out—the streets echoing with gunfire and old women screaming in Yiddish—looking for scraps of metal and mechanical discards. As Roman’s parents began to fight, regularly now—“My own worst fear at this time,” Roman recalled, “was that my parents might split up”—he and Pawel engineered themselves to make order. They were building. The world was made of truths, Roman discovered, like a wall made of bricks. If one looked closely, if one asked why, one could discover, buried in the heap, explanations for everything. It came down to science. That was the highest truth. Truth was power. “Of course, science gives hope,” Polanski said. But the ghetto population reduced—“Germans would raid families,” Polanski said, “and they wouldn’t take all of them. They would just take one”—leaving the boys more rubble to sift through, more deserted bits to choose from. “[Pawel] was my first friendship in my life,” Polanski said.

         Roman and his mother would practice. She, who worked as a cleaning woman outside the ghetto, would take him to the home of Mr. and Mrs. Wilks, where Roman was told he was to flee—through an opening they’d found in the wall—in case, for whatever reason, he could not find them, his parents. “That’s what [war] means to me: not bombs and tanks, that’s just the backdrop. War is separation.” He was told if this separation ever happened he was then to wait at the Wilkses’ until either his mother or father appeared to bring him home.

         The raids continued. At the sound, Ryszard would turn off all the lights and they would stand still, trying not to hear. But once, Polanski said, “We heard noises coming from upstairs, screams and shouts and shots. And my father stepped out on the landing discreetly to see what was happening, and at that time they were dragging a woman by her hair down screaming. These were the first—some kind of memories from me—of violence.”

         He saw a murder. It was a woman, shot only steps from his feet. The blood, he noted rather clinically, burst from her back, but it didn’t gush, it gurgled, like water from a garden fountain.

         One day Pawel disappeared.

         “I remember,” Polanski said, “as a child, I was never really scared of any ghosts, but I was very much scared of people—of a thief in the house, for example—or robber getting in—something of this kind.” 

         Pawel: Roman’s heart. It was the first loss that didn’t go away.

         He befriended a younger boy, a neighbor named Stefan. Stefan told Roman that he wanted to be a race car driver and that his parents were gone. “He had a photo of him with his mother standing in a field of rye,” Polanski said. “And he was always showing me this photo. Of him with his mother.”

         Then the day came. His parents woke him early one morning with suspicions of another raid. Just as they had practiced, Roman’s mother, known to the guards, rushed the boy clear of the ghetto wall to the Wilkses’, but it was his father who, later that same day, collected Roman from his hideout. On the street, Ryszard hugged and held his son with unsettling intensity, squeezing him, kissing him too much; on Podgórze Bridge, returning to the ghetto, he was weeping uncontrollably: “They took your mother….”

         There was nothing he could do.

         He loved Sharon.

         
            *

         

         He loved Sharon’s Los Angeles once he came to be with her there, the bare feet and early nights; he loved the funny science-fictional house—like being on the moon, she said—she rented from a friend. “I have never made love more often,” he recalled, “or with greater emotional intensity, than I did with Sharon during those few days together.” He loved the city’s free embrace of sensuous ideals, the wide red carpet into the Beverly Hills Hotel, the world-within-a-world tranquility of its spacious estates and, at every turn, unbroken vistas. “Here in L.A.,” he reflected, “there were no skyscrapers; it was countrified living with all the desirable advantages of a city.” Having spent much of his childhood in the ghetto and, after his father was taken from him too, in hiding at the Wilkses’ cottage, he was predisposed to love the safety and seclusion of Los Angeles’s vast and variegated topography and big open skies. He loved to drive. He loved cars. He put the top down and drove. He loved to go fast. Polanski was speed. He cherished the freedom—in every respect anathema to his film-school days in gray, angular Communist Poland—of Disneyland, which he had visited for the first time, in 1963, with Federico Fellini and his wife, Giulietta Masina. “For all of us,” Polanski remembered of their afternoon, “it was like discovering the America of our childhood dreams.”

         At Disneyland he remembered Kraków: He was a boy, salvaging mangled Snow White trims from ghetto trash cans. Fascinated by the very filmstrip, the sprockets, the emulsion, the literal medium and science of film, he remembered quite vividly the moment, before the war, when a grammar school teacher carried a tantalizing little gadget into class, “an epidiascope,” he recalled, “used for projecting illustrations onto a screen in the school hall. I wasn’t at all interested in the words or even the pictures it projected, only in the method of projection.” He wanted to understand. What was this contraption? How did it work? He carefully examined its lens, its mirror; he flicked fingers into the beam and grinned at the flickers on the wall. The physics; it made sense. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “my dream was to have a projector and you see, there was a boy in the ghetto who had a projector—it was a 35 mil projector, but a very little one with a handle and it looked like a—peddler grinding machine—and very primitive. It was for kids.” Polanski made his own.

         There was another memory from before the war: the time Roman saw his first movie, the Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy musical Sweethearts, of which he understood nothing, but he didn’t have to; from that point on, the complete enterprise of moviegoing obsessed him, the light, the dark, the muffled click-click-whir of the projector, everything movie down to the dusty smell of the half-empty Kraków theaters and the squeaks of the folding seats. “I read whatever I could on filmmaking,” Polanski said. How were these things made? Who made them? Carol Reed’s Odd Man Out Polanski saw at age sixteen: “The whole atmosphere, strangely enough, resembles very much my childhood city of Kraków,” he said, “with the change of seasons that can happen in one day. That atmosphere seduced me, and then I thought of the acting, of the photography. And then I realized much later that there was something deeper in the story [that attracted me]; it was the story of a guy who is a fugitive.”

         Entrapment: He understood that. “I always liked the movies that happen within some kind of cocoon rather than on the fields,” he said. “As an adolescent I preferred a film like Olivier’s Hamlet, which had tremendous influence on me, to The Charge of the Light Brigade. I like the lieu clos, as we say in French. I like to feel the wall behind me.” Futility, he learned, forced character out of hiding: “Let’s imagine that all of a sudden this house collapses and we find ourselves trapped here for two or three months,” he said. “Our true nature would be unleashed as we fight over who’s going to eat the flowers over there.”

         At film school in Lodz after the war, he met a future master of Polish cinema, Andrzej Wajda. In 1954 Polanski appeared in Wajda’s seminal A Generation. “Roman was an insatiable presence on the set back then,” Wajda recalled. “Voraciously interested in everything technical—lighting, film stock, makeup, camera optics—with no interest whatever, on the other hand, in the sorts of thematic concerns that obsessed the rest of us, like politics, Poland’s place in the world, and, especially, our recent national past. He saw everything in front of him and nothing behind, his eyes firmly fixed on a future he already seemed to be hurtling toward, at maximum speed. And for him that future was out there, in the world, and particularly Hollywood, which he equated with the world standard in cinema. Even then. And that was absolutely unique among us.”

         He was not ashamed, as many of his film-school contemporaries were, of swimming in the warm gush of thrillers, musicals, Westerns, The Adventures of Robin Hood, The Maltese Falcon, Snow White (“It’s so naïvely beautiful. What is it, corny or something? But I just love this movie….”), popular genres that were to Polanski “what cinema”—what Hollywood—“is all about.” These were not dreams; Roman didn’t understand his dreams. These were hopes, as real as the people who made them, sent to Poland from a magical but non-imaginary place on an actual map fantastically far from Soviet rule. “Go West,” Roman said “very quickly became a necessity for me.”

         He had come to Hollywood, to Sharon’s Los Angeles, to show Ransohoff his rough cut of The Fearless Vampire Killers, a film Polanski made “to recreate, in a sense, the joy of childhood,” of his earliest genre-love. Ransohoff detested it.

         “Listen, sweetie,” the producer told Sharon at La Scala restaurant in Beverly Hills, “I’m going to have to cut some stuff out of The Vampire Killers. Your spanking scene has got to go.”

         “Oh, don’t do that. Why would you do that?”

         “Because it doesn’t move the story. The story has got to move. Bang, bang, bang. No American audience is going to sit while Polanski indulges himself.”

         “But Europeans make movies differently than Americans,” she protested. “Blow-Up moved slowly. But wasn’t it a great film!”

         “I’ll tell you something, baby. I didn’t like it. If I’d have seen it before the reviews, I’d have said it’d never make it. It’s not my kind of picture. I want to be told a story without all that hocus-pocus symbolism going on.”

         It had always been Ransohoff’s contention that while Polanski understood European audiences, Ransohoff understood his. “I know the American public better than you do,” he had warned Polanski, “and I’d like to reserve the right to change the American cut of the film.” Polanski had signed, concluding that Ransohoff, in his unpretentious baggy pants and sweatshirts, was trustworthy, a vagrant connoisseur and, based on Ransohoff’s investment in Polanski’s previous films, even artistically inclined. But he had misinterpreted the facts. “What’s funny is that I should have foreseen the problem,” Polanski complained to Variety. “When Ransohoff bought my previous film, Cul-de-sac, for the U.S., he cut 15 minutes from it and did some redubbing.” There was nothing Roman could do: Ransohoff took control. He slashed twenty minutes from Vampire Killers, redubbed actors to make them sound American, drastically curtailed the score, and added an inane cartoon prologue utterly out of tone with the rest of the picture. When Polanski saw what Ransohoff had destroyed—of his script, his film, his own performance and Sharon’s—he nearly vomited. The film, storywise, was now a shambles; it didn’t make any sense.

         
            *

         

         The end of Polanski’s relationship with Ransohoff’s Filmways left him, in 1967, professionally adrift. His problem, as ever, was one of timing: Had Polanski come to Hollywood two decades earlier, at the height of the studio era, when he had been foraging for scraps of Snow White in Kraków, he would have encountered a power structure more amenable to film production and exploration. “The studio pioneers might have been tyrannical,” Polanski said, “but at least they understood the business they’d built. They also took risks.”

         Beginning in the fifties, the incremental dissolution of the Hollywood studio system—formerly the world’s wellspring of motion pictures—curtailed production of domestic film product. Antitrust legislation (United States vs. Paramount Pictures, 1948) had divested Hollywood of its monopolies, slashed its assets, decreased its profit margins, and the dominoes fell: Long-term contracts, in-house resources, and production efficiency declined drastically. The machine slowed. The number of motion pictures Hollywood produced each year fell steadily, and the rise of television made matters worse. There was suddenly less money to make fewer films for smaller audiences. “The movie business,” Richard Zanuck announced in 1966, “has become a weekend business.” Knuckles whitened. Poststudio Hollywood could no longer afford to risk as it once had; thus did Polanski, in the midsixties, sense correctly that a certain breadth and depth of creativity were dying.

         Big business smelled blood in the water. Kinney National Company swallowed Warner Bros., Transamerica merged with United Artists, Gulf & Western engulfed Paramount. “Not since the start of the talkies nearly four decades ago,” wrote the New York Times reporter Peter Bart, “has the movie industry gone through a total overhaul like this—new policies, new faces, new corporate control.” Hollywood was in a semipanic: on the one hand, relieved to be rescued; on the other, dubious of its rescuers. What did these mega-corporate CEOs know about running movie studios? What did Charles Bluhdorn, the obstreperous, impulsive chairman of Gulf & Western, who started a coffee-import house at the age of twenty-three and later parlayed an investment in the Michigan Bumper Company into a great fortune, know about filmmaking? Did he even like movies?

         It was the old Los Angeles story, gold, bandits, fool’s gold, fools. “The greatest talents from all fields—as much artistic or scientific or literary—have passed through Los Angeles,” Polanski would say. “At the same time it’s a place where there aren’t any new developments—either intellectual or cultural.” It was a kind of dreamer’s physics: For every California promise, there was an L.A. disappointment. The sun set over the ocean; night emptied the streets; the Beverly Drive estates that once delighted, isolated. The moon rose. It got quiet. Where’d everyone go? “It’s like an immense suburb,” Polanski complained, “where you rarely, if ever, see other people. There’s no communication—people live as gentleman farmers, and this might explain why some people there are no longer actually creating anything.”

         At least in the studio days, when contracted film artists had an actual home on a lot, a sense of a community workplace—the commissaries, the soundstages, the writers’ offices—facilitated an atmosphere of social and creative synergy, mitigating the city sprawl. As the studios cleared and the streetcars disappeared and Los Angeles grew too big for its local roads alone, new freeways—the 101 in 1960, the 405 in 1961—strained the small-town ambience that once characterized driving-optional neighborhoods like Beverly Hills and Santa Monica. This was Polanski’s city of no communication, Joan Didion’s car megalopolis: By the middle of the 1960s it gave native Angelenos good reason to ask themselves, Do I still live in Los Angeles? Just as Roman Polanski asked himself—for his dreams depended on it—Is Hollywood still Hollywood?

         Grieving the destruction of his film and a future that once seemed assured, Polanski told Sharon he was leaving town for a short skiing vacation in Vermont—when a call came from Paramount’s new, and incredibly young (thirty-six), head of production, Robert J. Evans.

         Evans’s phone voice was as snug and sultry as bourbon and a fireplace, and he maneuvered it into and around Polanski’s ear with the ease of the ace radio actor he had been in New York a few lifetimes ago. “You’re a genius,” the voice gushed; it sounded like movie talk, but Evans meant it. He had seen and loved Roman’s work, and—news travels fast—he offered Roman condolences for Ransohoff’s slashings—whatever Ransohoff liked, Evans proudly hated—and invited him to come in for a meeting at Paramount. The voice said he had Polanski in mind to direct Downhill Racer, a skiing picture (Evans had done his homework) starring Robert Redford. Polanski replied: I’ll ski myself first.

         Returning from Vermont, Polanski met Robert Evans in his office at Paramount and took a quick look around. Evans, Polanski understood immediately, was, despite his love for imperial Hollywood, not the typical Hollywood executive, let alone head of production. Foremost, Evans was great looking. He looked relaxed, satiated, sexy, like someone who was still enjoying the movie business, or what was left of it. In fact, he looked so good it almost played against him. His black velvet hair and pressed collars belied how impossibly hard he worked, and wrongly assured many, at first glance, that they had been right to dismiss him as a pretty playboy loafer riding high and lucky on the expense account of a lifetime. After all, there was reason for suspicion: Evans’s appointment didn’t quite make sense. With virtually no producer’s credentials, Robert Evans had been hand-selected, by CEO Charlie Bluhdorn, to run what many still argued was (once) the greatest movie studio in the world. The job came with a superabundance of power, money, glamour, prestige, the whole enviable avalanche of the American dream, which is what shone so clemently on Robert Evans’s beautiful face—he had had his dream and eaten it too—and why so many in Hollywood were quick—with both good reason and jealousy—to ask, This guy? Why him?

         As soon as Polanski walked into Evans’s office, he began an investigation of Evans’s bookshelves, his ashtrays, his professional bric-a-brac, sizing up the producer (and liking what he saw), all the while entertaining him with hilarious anecdotes about Ransohoff and about his ski adventures that had Evans laughing throughout.

         When they settled down to really talk, Evans leveled with him: “Downhill Racer was just a pretext to get you here. Would you read this?”

         He pushed a bound galley—a copy of prepublished manuscript—across the desk.

         Rosemary’s Baby, a novel by Ira Levin. Roman flipped a couple of pages. “This isn’t about skiing.”

         “Read it. If you don’t like it, your next ski trip is on me.”

         That night, back at the Beverly Hills Hotel, Polanski read the book in one sitting. The plotting amazed him; the pages turned; this story of a young woman impregnated by the devil sped along like a perfect thriller. The only thing that rankled him about the book was the presence of the devil himself. Polanski did not believe in God, and therefore he did not believe in Satan. (Reality was sinister enough.) Going supernatural, Polanski felt, Levin had compromised the potential for actual terror. In his adaptation, Polanski would change that. “I thought that I can get around it by creating a film in which the idea of the devil could be conceived as Rosemary’s folly. We never see anything supernatural in it and everything that occurred that has any kind of supernatural look occurs in a dream … it could have been all question of her paranoia, of her suspicions during the pregnancy and postpartum craze.”

         The next morning Polanski called Evans and told him he loved the book.

         In April 1967, Sharon, then filming Valley of the Dolls, rented them a mansion at the southernmost beginnings of the Pacific Coast Highway, on the Santa Monica beach. The place, they were told, had once been the home of Cary Grant, and to Polanski’s eyes, it even resembled a lavish old studio movie with its laughably large closets and centerpiece stairway that recalled Norma Desmond’s last luscious descent. Sharon and Roman, antique lovers both, reveled in the anachronisms. By day, hunting for the mansion’s secrets lent an air of mischief to their idyll, and, come twilight, when playtime ended, the view of the darkening ocean hushed and humbled them to bed. When the moon rose spectacularly over the water, or when anything at all looked beautiful, Roman’s eyes saw Sharon’s, and he felt the slow, too-tender joy of knowing this was it, these were the happiest moments he had ever lived. He was terrified. “This cannot possibly last,” he told himself. “It’s impossible to last.”

         But happiness kept coming. They couldn’t stop it. It poured out of Los Angeles in great green waves of sage and sycamore. It raced up with them to visit Sharon’s friends on top of Topanga Canyon. Roman couldn’t stop it from filling their home, their dinner parties, their candle-lighting, their kissing. On top of Topanga, they flew up together on an old tire swing, “and I shall never forget,” Polanski recalled, “the thrill of soaring higher and higher through the branches, over the cliff, glimpsing the extraordinary view, hearing the wind whistle around us.”

         Sharon introduced him to her America, junk food, pop music, drive-ins, Big Sur. The sheer size of the country moved Polanski, “the wide open spaces,” he said, “and the natural beauty.” He loved the vitality of Americans, their appetite for success. A free people, they were allowed to dream. “When I came to the States,” he said, “I was struck by the fact that the American Dream existed. It all seems when I first got there, it was all about the middle class. It seemed like everybody was well-off. I don’t remember seeing, during those times, any homeless people. It was just a paradise, unthinkable.”

         Young Americans particularly impressed Polanski. Their level of discourse, their plans for change, the revolution in their voices. “They seem to be much more intelligent than previous generations,” he said. Demonstrations of democracy—so unimaginable in his boyhood—were astonishing. “It was Utopia,” he said. “Society was moving forward on the hopes of young people.” He went to a Be-In. He ambled the meadow of painted faces and picnicking couples, their denim and tie-dye and goddess gowns, their blithe collapse, their drums and flowers. “This is fantastic!” he exclaimed.

         “There are no young people in Hollywood,” Polanski had grumbled in 1964. By 1967, that had changed. Bonnie and Clyde, which opened that year, was a watershed; it ushered into Hollywood an era of hot blood, fresh sex, and violence, and introduced a vision of America—less romantic, more realistic—that would change the game and the players, pervading the movie industry and thus the city of Los Angeles. “The change has come with startling speed,” wrote Peter Bart. “Hollywood, a town traditionally dominated by old men, has been but taken over by ‘young turks.’ The big deal and the big news are being made by men 40 and under.” Even the executives were getting younger. There was Robert Evans, of course, at Paramount; Richard Zanuck, 31, at Fox; David Picker, 35, at United Artists. Something was indeed happening. In an aging industry, the sudden omnipresence of youth was in itself hopeful. “Most top executives here believe that Hollywood now has its greatest opportunity in a generation to emerge again as the world’s filmmaking capital,” Bart wrote. “It has a new infusion of venture capital”—this from the corporations buying up studios—“money for experimenting. It also has an intangible asset: movies suddenly seem to be in again. Young people seem to be caught up by movies, not TV—witness the vast Bogart cult and the emergence of about 4,000 film societies on college campuses.” Bogdanovich, Coppola, Altman, Friedkin, Polanski—the generation that had grown up with the movies was now, at long last, beginning to make them.

         They hung out together. Roman and Sharon and the rest of young, hip Hollywood partied at the Daisy, Beverly Hills’ uptown answer to the friskier Whisky a Go Go. But unlike the Whisky, the Daisy was a private nightclub, the first of its kind in a generation, and founded by Jack Hanson, owner of the posh boutique Jax, jammed with the young and famous who bought tight pants at his store. (“There are three important men in America today,” Nancy Sinatra said. “Hugh Hefner, my father and Jack Hanson.”) A year and a half after he opened the place (pool table, Du-par’s pies, dance floor), Hanson wisely declared membership closed, and the most alluring hangout in the city became, officially, the most exclusive. Hitchcock and company still had their chili at Chasen’s, and the older business set preferred the Playboy Club; but here, in the middle of Beverly Hills, still the center of after-hours Hollywood (“Few stars have ever been east of Doheny Drive unless they are going to the studio,” the Los Angeles Times reported, and “south of Wilshire Blvd. only to go to the airport”), grooved the players of the next wave, Roman and Sharon and their friends Warren Beatty, Mike Nichols, and Richard Sylbert. “It sounds absurd to call the scene innocent,” Dominick Dunne recalled, “but it was.” The Daisy was good, happy fun and, after hosting a fund-raiser for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, “underscored an interesting change in Hollywood mores,” Peter Bart reported in The New York Times, “namely, that it is becoming stylish in the movie colony to be a liberal thinker,” barely possible in the previous generation, when moguls kept their stars’ public images on a tight leash. But since the end of the Hollywood blacklist shamed those who stayed silent, Bart observed, it was no longer considered gauche in Hollywood to talk politics; it was gauche not to. “We were all enchanted,” wrote Eve Babitz, “under a spell of peace and love and LSD that we thought had changed the world. In those days, people might drop by for one joint, get hung up on some transformational conversation, and wind up staying for the whole day or three weeks and then leaving for different skies, other adventures.”

         Hollywood’s golden days were gone, but from his Daisy gang, Polanski cultivated his own kind of studio. He hired Sylbert, whose early work on Elia Kazan’s Baby Doll he loved, to do the production design for Rosemary’s Baby. Sylbert turned Roman on to his sister-in-law, the costume designer Anthea Sylbert, and Mike Nichols’s editor, Sam O’Steen, then cutting The Graduate (also Sylbert’s) at Paramount, and Roman snapped them up. “That was the beginning of this group,” Polanski said. “They all had a good time working together,” said Susanna Moore, then Sylbert’s girlfriend, “because they were all friends. That intimacy made a difference in the work. Oftentimes on movies intimacy is a bit feigned, but in this case it was real, between people who saw each other for dinner sometimes every night. Nobody was really threatened, jealous, secretive or private. The atmosphere was one of a workshop. Their work was a collaboration.”

         Richard Sylbert, the oldest and tallest of the group, was still not even forty, but was by far the most experienced. In his safari jacket—cribbed from Clark Gable—spotted neckerchief, pressed khakis, and loafers, he conveyed the crisp New England aplomb of an English professor who just got laid, and, filling his Dunhill pipe, pulling up to Cyrano’s in his little Mustang in herringbone and tweed, he promised the smart good taste he was well respected for. Sylbert was, like his sister-in-law Anthea, a real New Yorker in L.A. She wore her dark hair, dark skirts, and black turtlenecks stringently straight. Mike Nichols called her “the Ant,” but only jokingly; she was a pistol, utterly unafraid to speak truth, no matter how ugly, to anyone, no matter how powerful. “The hardest thing to find in Hollywood is the truth,” Nichols had said. “The Ant will give you the truth. Even if you don’t want to hear it.” Polanski, relying on the reasonable good sense of her imagination, loved her for it. “If I think they’re not doing their jobs right,” the Ant said, “I’ll tell anyone on set.” Both she and brother-in-law Richard were verbal, sophisticated, electrified—so alike, in fact, they were often confused, per their surname, as siblings—“and they were smart enough,” Susanna Moore said, “to realize how integrated their individual work could be, and how that could benefit the film.” What they shared, artistically, perfectly suited them to Roman Polanski: a dogged commitment to realism, and absolute precision. “That’s how we do it,” Anthea Sylbert said. “We do it right. And if we don’t do it right, let’s do another take. But we don’t arrive on the stage not having thought that we had got it right to begin with.”

         Theirs was not an ethic of wholesale design; on Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, which won him his first Oscar, Sylbert had personally selected each book on George and Martha’s shelves. Here realism and precision went hand in hand: The book titles elevated the characters from generic types to actual, specific individuals. As designers, the Sylberts were psychologists. Anthea aimed not for beauty or for chic—as Edith Head and costumers of an earlier generation so often did—but to amplify character. In her work there were no accidents. “By nature, I am a very analytical person,” Anthea said, but she could have been speaking for both of them. “Nothing that I do in my life is arbitrary. It’s all thought out. Even making breakfast. Everything’s lined up. Then I cook.” The object was to convey, visually, as much as possible as quickly as possible. To do that, she said, “you have to marry reality to drama. What will make the audience instinctively know this character as who they are? That was always the motivation.” The Sylberts synchronized their visual intellects. “I would always get a photo of the location,” Anthea said, “to know what the background was colorwise.” They united under a kind of aesthetic thesis statement, an overall dramatic notion, generally formulated by Richard, that they would tie to the look of the film.

         Thus was Rosemary’s Baby—or any film by the Sylberts—given a visual story, in this case, in conjunction with Polanski. They decided: (1) The film was to look real, not like a horror movie—in other words, contrary to convention, pleasantly colorful. Per Ruth Gordon’s outrageous outfits, “Roman’s instruction,” Anthea said, “was you don’t suspect people who are loud,” and (2) “Roman insisted Rosemary be kept the year the pope came to New York, so it was a period film but only two or three years before. [The film] was set the year that every three weeks you had to shorten your skirt. It didn’t happen all at once, the miniskirt, it happened in increments. So all during the movie, as her pregnancy goes on, her skirts get shorter and shorter. That was the period. All young women, especially in New York, follow the trends, especially if your husband is an actor. That’s who Rosemary was.”

         Mia Farrow was cast as Rosemary. For the part of her husband, Polanski auditioned a young actor who had appeared in a couple of Roger Corman films. Polanski liked him, but his roguish air was deemed wrong for the character, and Jack Nicholson was dismissed. The part went to actor/filmmaker John Cassavetes.

         Production of Rosemary’s Baby began in the summer of 1967.

         Polanski’s perfectionism suffused the set. Filming took time, not because he didn’t know what he wanted, but because he did. As much as his meticulousness, Polanski’s expertise with every office in the production, his total hands-on investment in the mechanics of things, slowed the process down to the pace of careful consideration. Everything—behind and in front of the camera lens—he put under the microscope of his own eyes. “Roman understood more about the camera than any director of photography that I worked with,” recalled first assistant director Howard Koch Jr. “He understood the grip and the electric. He understood all of it. He could do—and did—everything on the set.” He manned the camera, he acted for the actors. What some called controlling, Anthea Sylbert called direction. “Roman, like all great filmmakers, was a dictator,” she said, “a benevolent dictator.” He did not curb his creativity to meet the pressures of the schedule. His allegiance, in the end, was to the work. “[Cinematographer] Billy Fraker would take an hour and a half to light the hallway of the Dakota,” Koch said, “and Roman would tear it out and say, ‘This is how it should be done! I want this here and I want that there!’” And so “the movie went on and on,” Koch said, “and the studio was all over him to hurry up—a fifty-five-day schedule went into something like eighty days.”

         Robert Evans, responsible for protecting Paramount’s investment, was summoned to location in New York a week into production. The call had come from Bill Castle, producer: He wanted Polanski off the movie. Evans balked; he had seen the dailies. They were fantastic.

         “Listen,” Evans said to Polanski, away from the crew. “You better pick up the pace. The first ten days, you’re ten days late.”

         “I can’t work this way.”

         “Start working this way.”

         Evans’s ass was on the line too. The year 1966 had been a terrible one for Paramount, and ’67, so far, wasn’t looking any better. Of course, Evans couldn’t be blamed for the box-office duds—Is Paris Burning?, This Property Is Condemned, El Dorado—he had inherited from the previous regime, but for Blake Edwards and Otto Preminger, two top directors currently working on new projects for Evans (Darling Lili, Skidoo), he had no excuse. Their dailies stunk—and in Edwards’s case, stunk very expensively. Was Evans doing something wrong? Just as baffling was the possibility that he was doing something right: The success of 1966’s biggest hit for Paramount, Alfie, which Evans had helped along in London, utterly defied conventional good sense; the movie (a) starred a newcomer, Michael Caine, and (b) cost almost nothing. Yet it soared. Why? To Paramount’s old guard, who held fast to their prestige formula of stars and spectacle—two assets they figured TV couldn’t offer—Alfie looked like a fluke; but to Evans it looked interesting. In the same spirit—fresh talent, new stories, reasonable budgets—he had green-lighted the audacious political satire The President’s Analyst. But it tanked. Why? Was it really because, as Evans argued, the FBI wanted it buried? Or had Evans buried it to save himself?

         To show the New York money he was in control of their asset and show Polanski he supported him, Evans would appear—infrequently but meaningfully—on set to demonstrably endorse his director before the entire cast and crew. “He stuck his neck out for me,” Polanski said, “and showed himself to be quite courageous.” Assuaged, Polanski continued to make Rosemary’s Baby at his pace, and Evans guarded him, at his own peril, every step of the way, careful throughout to keep his distance from the production, out of respect to Polanski, and keep close, out of respect to Paramount. So it was that both sides were kept in balance and that Polanski could explore, without compromise and to his satisfaction, the Hollywood of his boyhood dreams. “Hollywood was just the name of the place,” he said, “but it happens that this Hollywood is giving me the tools to do what I want to do.” On Rosemary’s Baby, at Paramount, he learned “how to drive this machine” of “the best technicians in the world.” They allowed him, for the first time in his career, to rise to the very peak of his imaginings. Richard Sylbert showed him how a set could be built to maximize camera placement. Sam O’Steen taught him more than he ever knew about editing. Evans, signing the checks, gave him—them—the time. “Hollywood is the best place!” Polanski told a journalist after he completed Rosemary. “It’s like asking Michelangelo, ‘Would you like to live in Carrara?’”

         
            *

         

         Roman and Sharon opened their home to new friends, collaborators, Sharon’s ex-boyfriend Jay Sebring, Polish writers and filmmakers, and Sharon’s family. No one was denied. “Sharon couldn’t turn any friendship down,” Polanski said. “Every time I came home from the studio there was Sharon, the dogs and friends.” Having spent the bulk of her life traveling, first as an army brat and later as an actress, Sharon savored home life, and Roman in it. She doted on him. She cut his hair, packed his bags (placing tissue paper between the layers), cooked dinners for all to enjoy, on the beach, under the Malibu moon. They sang aloud to “Baby, It’s Cold Outside” and “Suzanne,” their music presiding over “the radiance of those California evenings,” as Polanski recalled them. They were golden, their friends were golden, and with so much gold to go around, all were happy at one another’s shine. Even apart, Polanski, the Sylberts, Beatty, Evans, and Nichols seemed to work together. “I never knew life could be a luxury,” Polanski said. “It had always been hotel rooms and struggle,” he added, “and now I loved this life, I loved the place, I love the people, I loved the work.” Polanski paid his maid more than two hundred dollars a week—probably what a Polish laborer earned in six months. “We wanted to settle for good in Los Angeles,” he said. “We had big plans. It seemed to be a kind of peculiar, happy dream.”

         It was a dream that seemed to belong to California, its natural landscapes of purity and spiritual rebirth. “In California,” wrote British journalist Michael Davie, “the European traveler cannot fail to be struck by the absence of the political, social, and religious arrangements that the rest of America derived from Europe. Institutions that have grown up elsewhere in the United States have here scarcely taken hold, because the population has grown so fast.” But whereas San Francisco, a tuxedo town, retained a social structure that recalled Europe and the East, it was Los Angeles, to borrow a line from Walt Whitman, that offered “the new society at last, proportionate to Nature.” Los Angeles was young. It was promise. With their long hair and shaggy beards, the youth of L.A. looked like runaways—and indeed some were, come south from Haight-Ashbury or west from the old East to the new Sunset Strip for a taste of the counterculture they manufactured here. Old-timers remembering the street outside of the old Ciro’s, Mocambo, and Crescendo (rechristened the Trip) crowded with Rolls-Royces and Aston Martins now watched the motorcycles rev by the Whisky a Go Go, one after the next. “You had Paris in the 20s, Hollywood in the 60s,” said record producer Kim Fowley. “And you wanted to get there because those places had hope. If you could get the bus ticket to get to paradise, even if you were a waiter, at least you were there.” L.A.’s music scene, Fowley added, was so hungry for talent that “anybody who had charisma or a line of bullshit could walk into any record label and get a deal—maybe just one record, but that’s how it worked.” Hence the gold, the shine on bearded faces. The music industry, a terminal oasis of quality in an increasingly debauched society, drew the nation’s itinerant dreamers, some enlightened, some lost, to the desert campgrounds, beaches, and secluded canyons above Sunset, where—removed from the rhythms of urban life—they could live differently and remake America as one new community, one new family, at a time. To their parents—the squares and nine-to-fivers back East—these “families” looked more than a little like cults, but what is a family if not its own love cult sharing its own dream?

         Since the good life had always been L.A.’s message to the world, the city was ready-made for flower children; it was the perfect convergence of place and time. “People felt free,” Polanski said. No one in L.A., it was said, locked their doors. “[Polanski] and Sharon Tate,” said filmmaker Paul Mazursky, “were like a king and queen. He was a genius and she was this stunningly gorgeous hippie. They were John and Yoko in Hollywood. They were making art and making love. They were what L.A. at that time was all about.”

         Still, there was the old twinge, memories. There was Polanski’s father, weeping on Podgórze Bridge: “Your mother….” There was, later, the night his father woke him before dawn with news of another raid. As ever, Polanski slipped through his hole in the barbed wire and made for his hiding place in the Wilks family home. But that day, their door was locked. He ran back to rejoin his father, and as he approached the bridge, he saw two rows of ghetto prisoners being marched away by armed guards. Among them was Polanski’s father. The boy ran to him, flailing desperately for his attention. The father would not acknowledge his son, so the boy flailed harder. “Shove off,” his father whispered—get away before they see you—as he was marched away. There was nothing Roman could do. He only stood there, watching his father recede, dwindle in the distance, and disappear.

         Roman didn’t see his father again till the war was over.

         Soon thereafter, he learned what had happened to his mother: She was killed at Auschwitz.

         The old twinge, Pawel, Sharon: “I’ve always been very afraid of any ties.” Polanski said, “I felt that any type of family tie, anything that means nest, ends in tragedy.”

         Sharon held his fear. She understood. “Being around me,” he said, “she still made me feel absolutely free, and she made it clear that she was not going to engulf me.” There was the old discussion, never totally resolved, about the value and nature of fidelity, of modern men and women, Polanski’s untethered definition of love, and how Sharon, a “puritanical” American, might come around to his “European” view of sex. Polanski was persuasive, a flash dancer with words and philosophical rationalizations. But she held on, or tried to. “Sharon wasn’t a dummy,” their friend Victor Lownes said, “but she wasn’t an intellectual giant either. She was sweet and kind almost to a fault, loved everybody … and she didn’t argue with Roman. He was rather dictatorial with her, but that suited her anyway.” Polanski’s thinking was clear: He said she was hung up on fidelity.

         Finally Sharon relented. She told Polanski she didn’t want to change him, she loved him, she loved all of him, and cultivated a “sophisticated” pose to cradle her discomfort. “It’s that European attitude, you know, where it’s natural and normal for the man to have the drive to want to go out and see another girl,” she said, “even after he’s married.” But it hurt, Sharon cried to Elke Sommer, her costar on The Wrecking Crew. “She was unhappy,” Sommer said. “But she saw no way out. She didn’t know what to do.” She wanted to have a child.

         Polanski proposed a few days shy of Sharon’s twenty-fifth birthday. On January 20, 1968, they were married, she in a taffeta mini-dress, he in a green Edwardian jacket. “Just about the only really happy married couple I knew in Hollywood,” Robert Evans would recall, “were Roman Polanski and Sharon Tate.” It was true. There was no more room for happiness. Polanski had married, it seemed to him, more than the love of his life, but the love in his life, the glory of Hollywood, their circle of friends, the euphoric spirit of an entire age and country. “They were the happiest years of my life,” Polanski said, “just as they were for anyone who was lucky enough to have been caught up in it all.”

         In June Rosemary’s Baby opened to tremendous box office. The victory belonged to Polanski and Evans; apart, they had had successes, but together, in Rosemary’s Baby, they had a Hollywood triumph, their first. It was a victory sweetened by the relative risks of the production—soap-opera source material; Mia Farrow, in her first starring role; a director running over budget—granting them hard-won assurance that Rosemary’s Baby was no fluke but the fruit of their vision, mutual trust, talent, and tenacity. They had done it.

         Hot off a hit, Polanski left the elephantine William Morris Agency for Ziegler-Ross, joining their small but high-end roster of Hollywood’s literary beau monde, a client list that included writers Robert Towne, Joan Didion, Irving and Harriet Ravetch, and William Goldman, for whom Evarts Ziegler negotiated a $400,000 fee—an enormous salary for a screenwriter—for his script Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Ziegler himself—an elegant, Princeton-educated WASP—was renowned for his superlative good taste (Z-R represented the estates of Fitzgerald, Faulkner, and Steinbeck); he drove a white Cadillac with red leather seats and enjoyed his two-martini lunch at the Polo Lounge every day; his office, calm, unostentatious, peopled with readers and intellectuals, was more like a New York publishing house than an L.A. agency, and centrally located at 9255 Sunset Boulevard, between Beverly Hills and West Hollywood, perfectly positioned between the old and the new. “It was a comfortable place to be because these were sophisticated New York guys,” said Marcia Nasatir, who joined the agency in 1969. “The tone was that we all knew the queen; we were like British upper-class people.”

         In late-sixties Hollywood, the Ziegler-Ross Agency may have been atypically refined, but it did not corner the market on intimacy. Before the age of CAA, which would excel at servicing not the discreet needs of its clients but the omnivorous bottom line of the corporation, boutique talent agencies like Ziegler-Ross proliferated in the movie business, fostering personal relationships and personal projects, many of them tough sells, like Z-R’s They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? a pitch-black night-of-the-locust drama that eventually won Oscar nominations for director Sydney Pollack and writer James Poe, clients both.

         Polanski’s agent at Ziegler was Bill Tennant. “Everyone on his list seemed to be ‘happening,’” wrote Peter Bart, “and Tennant seemed the fulcrum.” With its six or seven agents hand selected for their intelligence, Ziegler-Ross, between phone calls, nurtured a salon environment wholly unthinkable at William Morris or MCA. “Clients would just come by the office,” said Nasatir. “Hollywood was like a small town then.”

         
            *

         

         Sharon got pregnant. “Bob,” she cooed to Robert Evans, “the baby’s kicking!”

         “How does it feel?”

         “It’s the best feeling in the world.”

         “I’ll tell Roman.”

         “While you’re at it, tell him he’d better be home for his birthday. Remember, it’s the eighteenth.”

         “He’ll be here, baby.” 

         Polanski was in London with Richard Sylbert preparing their next film, Day of the Dolphin, for Sharon and Jack Nicholson, who had only months earlier made a big noise in Easy Rider. Enveloped in love, friends, and film, Polanski tried to accept his incredible good fortune. “I know that on one hand success gives you some kind of satisfaction but it doesn’t give you the bliss,” he reflected. “On the other hand I know that love gives you the happiness but I know that it ends.” In his mind there was always the ghetto. “To get a woman pregnant was a catastrophe [during the war] at [that] time,” he said, “and that’s how I grew up.” But a stronger part of Polanski intervened, reminding him that it was safe now, that everyone around him, in America, was having children, “that I can have a child and we can have a normal life.”

         Sharon and Polanski worked up “an astronomical phone bill,” he said, discussing the pregnancy, the baby books she was reading, how she wanted a natural childbirth, how Polanski, when he came back to Los Angeles, would be going with her to Lamaze class. She stopped smoking grass, she said, quit wine, and was drinking whole milk. He wanted a girl; she was convinced it would be a boy. They agreed the baby would be born in the United States.

         “When are you coming?”

         “Soon,” he would say. “Soon.”

         Grocery shopping on Canon Drive in Beverly Hills, Sharon ran into Julie Payne, new girlfriend of the screenwriter Robert Towne. They hadn’t seen each other for a few years, since they were neighbors up Benedict Canyon on Yoakum Drive. Roman was coming back in a few days, Sharon told Julie, and they were house shopping.

         Payne, a native Angeleno and first-rate house person, had friends who were selling their place up Benedict, not far from Yoakum. It had a fantastic screening setup, an outdoor projector that threw light over the pool against a large wall. Roman would love that. “I know a house that’s going on the market,” Payne told Sharon. “It’s a Byrd house”—so called because of the architect Robert Byrd. “It’s perfect. You could see it next week?”

         “Great!”

         “Come up for dinner soon?”

         Sharon would come for dinner (“She weighed herself in the bathroom,” Payne said, “bra and panties and eight months pregnant”) but would pass on the Byrd streets for a high-up and spacious Benedict Canyon property very close to Robert Towne’s home on Hutton Drive. The day she met real estate agent Elaine Young, “Sharon wore no makeup and was wearing jeans and she was the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. She was so excited and fell in love with the house.” It was her dream house, she confessed to Young as they ambled the grounds, the garden, the astonishing city view below. Roman, Sharon knew, would flip for the view; he loved the burnt rainbow of Los Angeles at dusk, its million lights twinkling like stars on earth. Even Paris, city of his birth, couldn’t argue with Los Angeles’s great ocean of night light, visible, in its tranquil entirety, from the yawning cliff’s-edge lawn of 10050 Cielo Drive.

         Sharon took the house and, as was her custom, opened its doors to everyone. “It was the crowd from the Daisy,” Warren Beatty said. All were welcome to stay the night, or even the week.

         “When are you coming home?”

         “Soon,” Roman would say. “Soon.”

         She went to visit him in London. There was a strangeness.

         Though her pregnancy only increased his devotion, Polanski found himself unable to make love to Sharon, an equivocation she took for withdrawal, the sure sign, she thought, of infidelity. Of course, she knew Roman had had other women. That had been their agreement. Ashamed of his shortcomings, Polanski assured Sharon she was as beautiful as ever, and he loved her only more for carrying their child. But she worried the change foretold inevitable changes ahead. She knew there was a threshold in every long love where romance cedes to reality, and certain passions, once abundant, begin to appear for the last time. A day would come. The garden gate would lock behind them, and suddenly they would be different forever. Or were they already?

         On the day she was to return to America, aboard the QE2, Polanski drove her to the dock at Southampton, and they climbed aboard the ship hand in hand, exploring its nooks and cabins like excited children, the way they had their house on the Santa Monica beach, haunted all the while by the coming goodbye. Sharon couldn’t bear it.

         “Okay, go now,” she said.

         He held and kissed her and thought, for reasons he couldn’t explain, that he would never see her again.

         They continued to speak on the phone every day.

         Polanski, caught up in script problems, further postponed his return to Los Angeles, and Sharon grew impatient: He was missing it, the crucial final stretch of the pregnancy. Suddenly the baby was due in two weeks. Couldn’t he finish the script at home in Los Angeles? Would he at least be home for his birthday? Bitterness edged into her voice and they were strange again. The double intrusion of a Southern California heat wave and ill-timed houseguests, Roman’s friend Wojciech Frykowski and his girlfriend, Abigail Folger, only increased her irritation. When was he coming home? She couldn’t ask them to leave, she said, they were her friends….

         “That’s it,” Polanski told her. “I’m coming. I’ll finish the script over there. I’ll leave tomorrow.”

         But it didn’t work out that way; it couldn’t. Polanski still needed a U.S. visa, and the consulate was closed on Saturdays.

         That day, Friday, August 8, 1969, they spoke again.

         She told him she and Wojciech and Abigail had found a kitten in the hills and were feeding it with an eyedropper. They were keeping it in the bathtub.

         “I’m coming Monday,” Polanski said, “whether I’m through with the script or not.” 

         That night Polanski and his friends Andy Braunsberg and Michael Brown were discussing the script. A whiz with story and a first-rate screenwriter, Polanski was pacing the room in thought, gesticulating his ideas into a potential scene, when the phone rang. Braunsberg reached for it.

         “Hello?” Braunsberg could hear something was wrong. “What is it?” Suddenly overcome, he passed the phone to Polanski.

         “What is it?” Polanski lowered himself into a chair.

         “Roman.” It was Bill Tennant, his agent. “There was a disaster in the house.”

         “Which house?”

         “Your house.”

         Had the hillside collapsed?

         Roman held the phone to his ear. “Sharon is dead,” Tennant said. “And [Wojciech] and Jay and Abigail.”

         “No …,” he said. “No, no, no….”

         A landslide. It was a landslide. They had been crushed.

         “How?”

         “I don’t know,” returned Tennant. “I don’t know …”

         When they cleared the rubble, Sharon would be rescued.

         “This is insane …,” Polanski pleaded. “This is insane….” He kept saying it.

         Finally Tennant said, “Roman, they were murdered.”

         “Shove off,” his father had said. “Shove off.” The phone slipped from Polanski’s hand. He was crying, banging his head against the wall. He did not understand. They had just spoken. He heard the words, but he did not understand, because the words were not true. They had just spoken. She found a cat.

         
            *

         

         Joan Didion and her brother-in-law, Dominick Dunne, were poolside, sitting out the Southern California heat wave at Dunne’s soon-to-be ex-wife’s when the call came—from Natalie Wood. She was petrified. Sharon Tate and Jay Sebring and their friends had been murdered, viciously murdered, at the house on Cielo Drive. Details were scant, but more calls came: the reports were grotesque, confusing, and contradictory, but soon the facts emerged: One body was found outside the Cielo Drive house, stabbed dozens of times; another, a woman, was stabbed to death in her nightgown; in the living room, Sharon’s pregnant body, caked in blood, was found in the fetal position, a nylon rope tied twice around her neck and thrown over a rafter. The other end of the rope was tied to Jay Sebring’s neck a few feet away; a bloody towel covered his face. Another body—that of a young man—was found shot to death in a car. There were no motives, no suspects.

         The bizarre depravity of the crime scene, the number of victims, the pedigrees of the dead—a movie star, a celebrity stylist, an heiress—would make the Cielo Drive slayings, next to the Kennedy assassination, the most publicized murder case in history. The apparent meaninglessness of the massacre was intolerable to logical minds; no one, not least the detectives, knew what to think about the little they knew. To fill in the gaps, crackpot theories, perpetuated by a grasping press, ruled all conversation. These were sex crimes, gossip said; these were drug crimes; these were Hollywood killings; the killers were Klansmen, satanists; Polanski, conveniently out of town, was the evil mastermind; it was a ritual slaying, a Rosemary’s Baby murder. Polanski even looked evil. Didn’t he? Well, he certainly knew evil. Only a man capable of such a sinister film—a film Robert Windeler in The New York Times wrote was “conceived by the devil himself”—could commit such an inconceivably psychopathic act. And Polanski had survived the Nazis. That had to mean something. Didn’t it? He was such a party animal too; he must know those sorts of people, the type who stalk the Whisky a Go Go at two in the morning looking for a ride or a toke or a girl. Personal grudges on the grand scale—against hippies, against liberals and conservatives, against the young, against the rich and beautiful, against Hollywood, against the 1960s—legitimized all hypotheses. “The murders seemed the consequence of everything all of us had done,” wrote Dore Schary’s daughter, Hollywood scion Jill Robinson: “We had gone too far, done all of the things our parents warned against—and more.” The whole of Los Angeles was implicated.

         The following evening, August 10, 1969, Leno and Rosemary LaBianca were found murdered, stabbed to death, in their home in Los Feliz. The word “War” was carved into his stomach. She had been gagged with a lamp cord and stabbed forty-one times. On the walls, “Death to pigs” and “Rise” were written in blood. “Helter Skelter,” in blood, dripped down the refrigerator door.

         Los Angeles panicked. “Everybody was thinking, ‘we’re next,’” Andy Braunsberg said. “We were all running around with guns in our purses,” said Michelle Phillips of the Mamas and the Papas, a friend of Roman and Sharon’s. “We all suspected each other.” The police, with no leads, suspected everyone. They even targeted Phillips’s husband, John, whose “outward calm,” Polanski would write, “concealed a capacity for deep, burning anger.” They came to her house, asking, “Would your husband have any reason to have any animosity toward anyone in that house?” Marcia Nasatir’s phone at Ziegler-Ross rang around the clock with phony well-wishers digging for dirt. “I kept saying to these people, ‘She was a mother,’” Nasatir said. “‘She was eight months pregnant.’” Dominick Dunne sent his children to his mother-in-law’s in San Diego. Sharon’s sister, Debra Ann, said, “Everybody was off frantically trying to make some kind of sense of this horrific tale that was forced upon us. But there was no sense to be found.”

         Joan Didion, though horrified, was not surprised. No one, she would think, was that surprised. After all, this was Los Angeles: “This mystical flirtation with the idea of ‘sin’—this sense that it was possible to go ‘too far,’ and that many people were doing it—was very much with us in Los Angeles in 1968 and 1969. A demented and seductive vortical tension was building in the community. The jitters were setting in.” She kept a record of license plate numbers in her dressing-room drawer.

         
            *

         

         Hotels wouldn’t take Polanski. As soon as he landed, Robert Evans moved him into a dressing room at Paramount. A guard held watch. A doctor kept him sedated. Most of his meals, he ate with Evans.

         Friends surrounded him. Sylbert, Beatty, Evans. Work, work, everyone said. That’s the best medicine. Work.

         “I’m sure everybody tells you to work,” Stanley Kubrick said to Polanski by phone.

         “That’s right.”

         “I know you can’t work.”

         He met with a psychiatrist. It would take Polanski at least four years, he was told, to recover.

         He went to the wake Warren Beatty held at the top of the Beverly Wilshire Hotel.

         He went to Sharon’s funeral. He watched her coffin, dazed.

         He made a decision. He would stay in L.A. If he found the murderer himself, Polanski reasoned, it would ease his grief.

         He was brought in for questioning. Barely lucid, he murmured: “The whole crime seems so illogical to me. I’m looking for something which doesn’t fit your habitual standard in which you are used to working as the police. I would look for something much more far out and that’s what I’m going to do. I’m devoted now to this and I’m going to do it. Maybe it was somebody who hated me. It’s difficult for me to imagine that somebody hated me to this point.”

         He offered a $20,000 reward for any information leading to the arrest of the killers.

         He went to Cielo Drive, determined to find something, anything, that made sense. His mind was fogged in grief, but he would force himself to think. 

         As he approached the house, he noticed a rail broken off the fence. The dead boy in the car—maybe he broke it trying to get away.

         He walked through his front yard, past the wishing well, the flowerbeds, a bloodied blue bedsheet left under a pine tree.

         He walked to the swimming pool, covered in brown leaves. Sharon’s inflatable swimming tube.

         He walked to the front porch. “PIG” in brown blood on the door.

         Living room. On the floor, two smears of blood where Sharon and Jay were found. Beside them, a candle stub, a bedroom slipper, a book on natural childbirth.

         Their bedroom. Two big pillows across the bed. She always kept them that way, to hold on to when he was gone.

         Blood on the door leading to the pool. She was awakened by the screams, he reasoned, got up, and went to the living room, where she was attacked before running to the back door to get away. They must have dragged her back….

         He spoke slowly. “There is something here. I can feel it. Something the police missed. I must find the thread.”

         Outside again, he found a broken lantern in a flowerbed. He recognized it. The lantern. It meant something. What did it mean? It should be hanging on a nail on the front door. It must have fallen off.

         Or was it taken off?

         He looked up to the door, to the nail. He looked hard. Then he picked up the lantern and stared at it for some time, waiting for it to answer. Then he dropped it back into the flowers. It meant nothing.

         In the master bedroom, he wept.

         The next day, August 18, was his birthday. Newspapers and magazines, even the most reputable, ran lies: Sadomasochistic drug orgies, “a scene,” Time said, “as grisly as anything depicted in Polanski’s film explorations of the dark and melancholy corners of the human character.”

         The day after, he appeared before the press at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. “Excuse me,” he sobbed. “This is difficult for me. The last two months of my life were the happiest. I turned thirty-six yesterday and my birthday present was this treatment of me by the press. It isn’t true, these things they say. These were selfish newsmen who said horrible things about my wife. You all know she was one of the most beautiful women in the world, but what few of you don’t know is how good she was. She couldn’t refuse any friendship.”

         He moved into Dick Sylbert’s rickety beach house overlooking the water on Old Malibu Road, secluded, but not far from the Malibu Colony, its gaggle of concerned and suspicious neighbors. Polanski stayed under Sylbert’s care for six months.

         As he had with the Wilkses, he hid.

         What little energy he could muster, he devoted to the case. The police, who kept in constant contact with him, maintained that the killer or killers were out for personal revenge, and advised Polanski to keep a sharp eye on anyone he knew, or had ever known. “We sat around,” Sylbert said, “thinking anybody could have done it ’cause we had no idea … So it was, ‘Hey, I wonder which one of our friends did it?’” On the theory that Polanski’s friends would be more vulnerable with Polanski than the police, he was advised to go under cover as himself, to act as “some kind of amateur sleuth.” Polanski, a gifted actor, assumed the part without hesitation.

         It couldn’t be Sylbert. Sylbert was innocent. He was with Polanski in London.

         One clue—a pair of horn-rimmed glasses found by the police at the scene—persisted, unaccounted for. With caution, lest his intentions be discovered, Polanski charged himself with matching the prescription of the glasses in question to those of his friends. He wouldn’t let on, even to Sylbert, his reasons for examining their dinner guests’ frames or engaging pals in conversation about their eyesight; it was too dangerous.

         Sylbert unwittingly provided a lineup. “The house was always full of interesting people,” said Susanna Moore. “Warren, Anthea, Joan Didion, and [Didion’s husband] John Dunne, who had just moved up the road.” The devastation Polanski showed Sylbert he hid, in public, behind bravado. At dinners he entertained arduously. He soliloquied. He sprayed the air with outsize moods and gestures, one minute laughing, too hard, the next bursting with unchecked rage. He pounded the table, drunkenly slapped backs, rudely and brilliantly forced his voice into conversation. “Roman,” Moore said, “was not what you would call, by most standards, mature. He was so egocentric and so needy and so restless. He was manic, jumpy, talkative, dominating. Like an imp. He was often funny, but he would go on too long, and it would get boring. He would interrupt. He needed to be the center of attention. His clowning was a sign of insecurity and vulnerability. He was devastated by Sharon’s murder.”

         “I think I was probably a better human being before [the murders],” he said. “It’s difficult to define, but I think I was more gentle with people before.”

         He had sex. He partied.

         Because he seemed to be singled out by fate, the public suspected and feared him, and because, in the midst of death, he tried to enjoy life, they hated him. There was a way, they said, to suffer, to grieve properly. This wasn’t it. Where was his heart?

         The girls were young, too young, but he didn’t see any problem. He didn’t hide it. “I like young women,” he would say to the press.

         He didn’t think. He ran.

         “Shove off.”

         “What happened to me diminished my contact, my rapport with people,” he said. “It reduced me.”

         Alone with Sylbert, he cried.

         
            *

         

         The randomness of the tragedy reinforced Polanski’s belief in the chaotic absurd, that “our destinies are the result of apparently meaningless coincidences.” “After all,” he said, “even sitting here at some stage may be dangerous.” There was no reason for the murders, for his mother’s murder, for his unborn son’s murder, no reason why he, Roman Polanski, should be the recipient of so much misfortune. It would be frankly immoral to draw lessons from it, for to organize it was, in some way, to justify it. “Unfortunately,” he said, “there is no lesson to be taken. There is just nothing. It’s absolutely senseless, stupid, cruel and insane. I’m not sure it’s even worth talking about. Sharon and the others are dead. I can’t restore what was.” Meaning was for art. That’s what art was for. The rest was … what?

         By night he ran amok; by day he fixated on the horn-rimmed glasses. Bruce Lee, formerly Polanski’s martial arts instructor, and now his friend, had casually mentioned he had lost his glasses. Could it be? Laying a trap, Polanski suggested they stop by the optician’s for a new pair. But there he discovered Lee’s prescription didn’t match that of the glasses found at the crime scene. But what now? Who? Plunged back into chaos, Polanski reevaluated his methodology. He realized leading suspects to the optician was a clumsy and impractical tactic, and over time would arouse the suspicions of the shop people. Instead, he bought himself a pocket-size Vigor lens measure gauge and carried it with him everywhere. Now, in case he should encounter anyone else who had lost their glasses, he would examine them himself, stealthily and undercover.

         He bought a pin mike, a transmitter, a tape recorder, and bugs. He would hide them around his friends’ homes.

         Paranoia was a kind of obsessive perfectionism; the microscope went under the microscope. There was the possibility that the killer or killers, after the murders, would have left bloodstains—surely cleaned, but still detectable—in his or her car. Polanski’s attention to detail: Equipped with testing chemicals and Q-tips, he sneaked into friends’ garages, swabbing inside their Chevrolets and Porsches, but quickly, before he could be found out. He went to work on John Phillips’s Jaguar, finding nothing of relevance—nothing, that is, save for a machete stashed in the trunk, but there was nothing linking such a weapon to the murders. Onward, he applied his Q-tips to Phillips’s Rolls-Royce convertible, swabbing the brakes, seats, steering wheel. He found Phillips’s diary. Inspecting the handwriting, he noted a resemblance to the blood lettering of “PIG” written on the front door. Or was he imagining the resemblance? Would that ease his suffering? He pinched the diary and photocopied a sample, which he sent off to a handwriting expert in New York, but the results came back negative. Was that a relief?

         Had he missed something?

         The mystery of loss, the unceasing consequence analysis of history. Did what happened have to happen? Rational deduction was leading him nowhere, so Polanski pressed his mind to think irrationally. He tried to think sideways. To think backward. Would they kill him next? What-ifs lured him through endless nightmare scenarios, conspiracy theories, false hopes, and he lost, slowly, incrementally, bits of his mind. “All of a sudden,” he said, “you realize that the remote light at the end of the tunnel is the train going in the opposite direction.” He melted. “Shove off.”

         His mother, her lacquered hair and cherry lips, the songs she used to sing to him. She was pregnant when they came for her.
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