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I thought that I had arrived, like the Caliph in the Arabian Nights, in the nick of time to rescue a man who was being beaten, and in fact it was a different tale from the Arabian Nights which I saw enacted before me, the one in which a woman who has been turned into a dog willingly submits to being beaten in order to recover her former shape.


Marcel Proust, Time Regained


 


Gogol once boasted of Dead Souls: “All Russia will appear in it,” but later confessed that he had made it all up.


Richard Pevear, Introduction to


Anton Chekhov: The Complete Short Novels


 


But a little after nones, they all went and refreshed their faces in cool water before assembling, at the queen’s request, on the lawn near the fountain, where, having seated themselves in the customary manner, they began to await their turn to tell a story on the topic the queen had proposed.


Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron
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DAY ONE


Monday, March 24, 2003





Max was still sleeping, neatly, as always, his head framed by the sunny white of his rectangular pillow, his eyelids smooth over the orbs of his eyes, his lips pale and soft, his bare shoulders square on the bed. While Elena was gazing at him, he sighed. Sometime in the night, he had turned back the white comforter; its fold crossed him diagonally between the hip and the knee. The morning sunlight burnished his hands (right on top of left), and sparkled through his silvery chest hair. His cock lay to one side, nonchalant. Elena smoothed the very tips of his chest hair with her hand so that she could just feel it tickling her palm, and then circled his testicles with her index finger. She was sleepy herself, probably from dreaming of the Oscars. What she could remember were more like recurring images of the bright stage as she had seen it from their seats, smiling figures walking around on it, turning this way and that, breasting the audience suddenly as if jumping into surf–not unhappy images, but not restful. The bright figures had stayed with her all night, sometimes actually looking frightened, or turning toward her so that she had to remind herself in her dream that they were happy, well fed, successful.


She sat up quietly, so as not to disturb him. She saw that all of their clothes–his tux and her vintage gold silk-velvet flapper dress–were draped neatly over the backs of a couple of chairs. Her silver sandals and her silver mesh evening bag lay on the windowsill where she had set them when she walked in the bedroom door. He had taken her to the Oscars and then to the Governor’s Ball, because she, of course, had never been, though he himself had an invitation every year–his movie Grace had won Best Screenplay in the 1970s (and in fact was listed on three “hundred best films of the twentieth century” lists that she had looked up on the Internet: seventy-seventh on one, eighty-third on another, and eighty-fifth best on the third). At fifty-eight, Max had a certain sort of fame in Hollywood: most people had heard of him, but lots of younger ones assumed he was dead.


Elena, who wrote self-improvement guides (she was currently working on Here’s How: To Do EVERYTHING Correctly!, chapter four, “Eating and Drinking”), had also managed to earn herself a house, but it was a bungalow in the flats of Beverly Hills, not a mansion that cascaded down a mountainside in Pacific Palisades, looked across Will Rogers Memorial Park at the Getty Museum, and had five bedrooms, a guesthouse, and a swimming pool down the mountainside (three flights of stairs) that caught the morning sun. There were two gardens–the herb garden and flower garden, one level down from the kitchen, and the Japanese garden, twenty feet below the swimming pool, which was utterly cool and silent, as far away from Los Angeles as the island of Honshu.


Elena put her feet on the floor and thought of the war. The war had begun on Thursday. As soon as she thought directly of the war, which had been until this moment of her day a presence but not an object, her fragmented, Oscar-colored mood jelled into a general feeling of shame and fear. The fact was, the war was going forward no matter what, no matter how threatening and dangerous it was, no matter how many people were certain to die, no matter how many people protested and complained, no matter what a bad bet it looked like. Other people could understand the war and explain it–there was, indeed, something reasonable about the war that other people seemed able to comprehend–but for Elena the war was entirely counterintuitive. She supposed it came down to that very word–“war,” a word she had avoided reading, saying, looking at for a number of years when she was a child during the Cold W—, when “war” meant annihilation, mutually assured destruction, better dead than red, except that as a child she had understood “dead” much better than “red”–she had understood “dead” perfectly. Elena remembered herself at eight, standing in the kitchen with the radio on and her fingers in her ears, blocking out the sound of the television in the living room that was reporting the random progress of various threats to her life. One name she remembered was “Francis Gary Powers,” a man who endangered everyone by spying. After more than forty years, Elena could still remember that name and see his snowy black-and-white figure, a tall man with dark hair, being hustled from one room to another by other, more shadowy figures. She remembered him because she had known that there was a train of circumstances that could begin with Francis Gary Powers and end with her death. Even then, even at eight years old, Elena had understood that tipping over into mutually assured destruction would have been an accident. This war, though, was not an accident but an intention. People who knew people whom Elena knew planned to visit assured destruction on other people whom Elena didn’t know. She sighed so deeply that Max turned toward her and opened his eyes. He said, “Did you have fun last night?”


“Yes, but I dreamt about the stage all night. What I liked best was that so many people were happy to see you.”


“The troll emerges from under the bridge.” He pulled up the coverlet. “It’s always a pleasant surprise.”





“It looked to me like they were genuinely happy to see you. Actual smiles that included their eyes. Involuntary twinkles and sparkles and body twitches.”


“They’re actors. Nothing is involuntary.”


“Well, thank you anyway for taking me.”


“The best part was them wondering who you were and where you got that dress.” Now he rolled her into his embrace, right up next to his shoulders and chest. He kissed her between the eyebrows and pulled the quilt over her. “The worst part is that I think we have a house party shaping up.”


“Isn’t your friend Charlie Mannheim coming soon?” She had met Charlie the previous summer with Max on a trip to San Francisco. She had observed then that with men you often didn’t quite understand why two people who became friends when they were ten years old remained in contact almost into their sixties.


“That, plus Stoney has to vacate his place while the floors are being redone. And Isabel wants to visit all of a sudden. I guess she broke up with Leo and he won’t leave their apartment.”


Stoney Whipple was Max’s agent, a position he had taken over from his father, Jerry. Elena hadn’t known Jerry. She’d met Max in the cheese section at Gelson’s last Easter, when Max was buying a Piave and Elena was buying a Gruyère de Comté and their hands touched as they both reached for the Epoisses. Jerry had died by that time. She had come to understand that Jerry Whipple was, by all accounts, a legend. Stoney Whipple was sweet, Elena thought. He was in and out of Max’s house in a way that reminded her of her Midwestern roots, and so she felt friendly toward him for that and also because his career didn’t seem to be shaping up into a legendary one.


But Isabel! Isabel was Max’s daughter, whom Elena had not met. She said, calmly, she thought, “That’s three. That isn’t so bad. It isn’t bad at all.”


“Stoney can sleep in the study. He’s going to be in and out.”


Without wishing to, she felt a surge of nervousness. The spacious peace of this luxuriously sprawling house to be broken! Although Elena loved to contemplate pork roasts and thread-counts and bottles of spring water on bedside tables, having to provide them made her anxious. She said, “At least we got rid of Simon.” Simon was Elena’s own son, a senior at UC Davis, who, Elena thought, was spending too much time in L.A. and too little time in Davis. He had left only a week ago, after twelve lazy days of vacation during which he did not look for post-graduation employment.


Max said, “What do you want to do today?”


“Hide out from the war.”


“Oh, that.” He frowned and flopped over on his back. Max’s feelings about the war, she knew, were compounded less of shame than of anger. When Elena said that the war was stupid and then Max replied that, yes, it was stupid, she then went on to point out that those prosecuting the war didn’t comprehend the chaotic and agonizing nature of war, and he went on to exclaim, “What’s the plan? It’s evident they have no plan!” As a movie director, he had directed Bull Run in the late 1980s, an epic Civil War movie that ran three hours and five minutes, had taken eight months to make, employed hundreds of extras and horses, and had, perhaps, killed the studio that made it. When he talked about planning, she was sure he was thinking about projects he had planned and executed over the years. And he was thinking of the army, since he had been in Vietnam.


She lifted the quilt, then let it drop. She said, “The war is too much for your cock.”


“I admit that.”





“Say, did you notice that when I spoke to Michael Moore after the ceremony, about his speech, he seemed a little shocked by the booing? You don’t expect Michael Moore to be shocked by anything. I was disappointed. I mean, if Michael Moore is intimidated by a little booing, what’s going to happen to the rest of us?”


“But who was booing him? Studio executives. You don’t want to be booed by studio executives, even if you are filled with contempt for them. Anyway, I bet by this time you’re the only person in the world who knows he was shocked. I bet even he doesn’t know he was shocked anymore. And who’s to say that they were booing his remarks about Bush? Maybe they were booing his remark about having Canadian financing.”


Elena smiled, then Max smiled. He said, “I want Canadian financing, too.”


“What for?”


“A movie I am going to make about you.”


“Oh, yes, about posture. I’m going to be sitting in my chair with both feet flat on the floor and my spine perfectly aligned, and then I’m going to rise from my chair and walk across the room without turning my toes out, pronating my ankles, or, God forbid, turning my toes in. We’ll put small white circles all up my spine and across my shoulders and down the backs of my legs, so that my physiologically correct and evolutionarily correct posture will be evident to anyone.”


“No.”


“Then maybe I’m going to get stains out of some delicate items? Not just red-wine stains and bloodstains, but rust stains and grass stains and oils of various kinds? Using lemons and other citrus fruits?”


“No. You are not going to be useful in my film about you.” He was propped up on his left elbow now, looking down at her. His right hand slipped behind her back and turned her toward him. She let her head loll backward, lengthening and exposing her neck, and he kissed her along her jawline. When she turned her head toward him, he kissed her on the lips. He had a certain way of kissing that Elena liked very much, not active but quiet, springy, and full of suction. During the kiss, she contemplated their connection–tight, warm, and comfortable. Everything promised was delivered, adjustments were made in which he claimed more and more of her lips, and then, in a moment of common agreement that she suspected was visceral or even biological, they broke apart, in order to kiss again. Each long kiss built on the previous one as more and more nerve endings came into play. Each kiss was a surprise to her lips. Her brain remembered that they had kissed and that the kisses were always seductive and good, but her lips were won over anew every time. Each kiss, also, she felt as a material and particular assertion of his masculinity–steady, strong, orderly, desirous, and, above all, intentional, as if kissing her were something that he paid attention to each time. Elena, of course, had been kissed thousands of times over the years–she was fifty, after all–and she had been married once, and of course there had been high school and college and graduate school, and if marriage was like a thousand-dollar bill, rare but tangible and possessable, and going steady was like a hundred-dollar bill–more common than you thought when you didn’t have one–then kisses were like pennies, easily disregarded, hard to remember, or even inconvenient and annoying. And yet she could say with perfect honesty (and she was far too meticulous to allow any other kind of honesty) that Max’s kisses were always to be noticed, valued, and cherished, since they could not be preserved, which was, by the way, too bad.


They stopped kissing. He put his leg over hers and pulled her more tightly against him. Now that the kiss was over, she thought maybe it was this she liked best, the skin-to-skin contiguity of solid flesh, which, of course, was not solid flesh at all, but layers of various tissues, and, from the point of view of physics, lots of empty internal space. Perhaps as a young girl in biology class, when the elderly biology teacher set the orange on the lab table and said, “This is the nucleus,” and then walked to the far corner of the room and held up a pea and said, “This is the electron,” and then demonstrated, as best he could given all the junk in the room which they were to imagine as emptiness, the passage of the pea around the orange, she had hardly paid attention to him, because what she could not stop noticing was that her best friend, Linda, was whispering to her other best friend, Margie. The way that teacher lifted his arm, clad in brown tweed, and the way she could not really see the pea between his thumb and forefinger, and the way that the orange was bright against the smooth blackness of the lab table, was as vivid to her at fifty as it had been at thirteen, though, and of course that was why he demonstrated that space in just that way, so that indifferent twelve-year-olds would notice and remember. As a result of such idle biological experiences: here was the arm, here was the leg, here was the hip and the curvature of the chest. As they squeezed her and pulled her even more tightly against his vibrant warmth, she had in her mind an idea of the long limestone-white bones with their striated brick-red bulging attachments, and over those the bright azure-and-magenta network of blood vessels, and encasing them the squamous cells and the dermis and the epidermis, with its tear-shaped hair follicles out of which sprang those single dark hairs–each hair having a follicle of its own. When he held her and squeezed her and pressed up against her and warmed her and comforted her, she was aware of the variety of his anatomy. He was a mesomorph. As he moved, the layers slid smoothly and noiselessly across one another. As she pushed against him, the springing hairs flattened; she felt the different texture of his skin against hers. When children were raised without biology teachers and encyclopedias, how did they perceive the bodies of their lovers? It was impossible to know, Elena thought.


“I want to make a movie about this very thing,” he said. “I was thinking about it last night at the Oscars. My Dinner with Andre, but in bed naked. My Lovemaking with Elena. This is how her body looked. This is how my body looked. This is how the light in the room changed as the sun rose and the clouds came in off the ocean. This is what we said. This is what we did. This is what we felt. Ninety minutes. Doesn’t that sound great? We’ve made love for ninety minutes any number of times, and every time was interesting and most of them were worthy of film. But, and here’s the great part, it would be a real filming challenge. How would you get in close? How would you set up the camera? What sort of film stock would you use? I mean, look at the skin of your arm here.” He lifted her arm. It looked brownish and mottled to her, like a fauxed wall, though not shiny. “With the right lighting, we could make that skin look any way we wanted to. Rich, deep peachy pink. Parched, bleached-out sand color. But how would we make it look like you, just like you? That’s what I would want, except, of course, the actress wouldn’t be you. Frances McDormand, maybe. I thought of her. Anyway–”


He turned her palm and kissed it. “This is a fabulous idea. Never been done before. But you can do almost anything as an indie feature now. Not like fifteen years ago, when you were stuck with what they gave you.” He grinned. “Let’s look at your arm again. Put it here, next to your stomach. Now, see that contrast? That’s a beautiful thing, only seen in fifty-year-olds.”


His hand was the beautiful thing, she thought. It cradled her wrist, made a contrast with her own hand, about which she had no opinions–it was hers, she made do with it. But he said, “I mean, this film would have things that My Dinner with Andre didn’t have, like penetration and a variety of camera angles and lots of point-of-view shots. Voice-over. I don’t think My Dinner with Andre had very much voice-over at all–I need to watch it again. The actor who plays me is talking, and the camera reveals things that he’s looking at, sometimes things that he is staring at–for example, the skin on your arm. What if the camera focused on the skin of your arm for five minutes, or even for a minute? Probably I haven’t stared at the skin on your arm, or, say, your belly, for five minutes, but I bet I’ve stared at it for a minute more than once. What did I see? I can barely remember. But I know I stared at it with fascination. After all, it was your arm! Love you, love your arm! I mean, just as an example, let’s turn your arm over and look at the inside of your wrist. Here’s the base of your hand, kind of rounded and mounded up, and then here are your tendons. If we move your hand backward and forward, we see that the right tendon, as we are looking at it, pops in and out–when your hand is flexed forward and backward–but the left one barely moves. That’s interesting. Don’t you wonder why that is? And then the veins are so visible–down here, where they begin to emerge from the forearm and then branch around the right tendon–and then up here, right where the lines you’ve made in the skin by bending your wrist cross laterally, the veins branch again, but very faintly, and disappear into the fatty tissue of the palm. Isn’t that beautiful?”


Elena made a waving gesture with her hand, mimicking a sea anemone.





“How much of that sort of thing is too much in a film?” he went on. “I don’t think our models are really Hollywood movies at all, more like National Geographic specials. But even so, if I can look at your hand for a minute, in fascination, then why couldn’t an audience look at it for a minute, too? Maybe they could. And, of course, there would be just the tiniest difference between how he sees the room and how she sees the room. Her arm would look different to her from the way it looks to him, so let’s say for part of the movie–and not exactly half, that’s too obvious–the room is slightly brighter or more vividly colored, or more full of depth than it is in the other section of the movie. His film stock, her film stock. Anyway, think of it this way. Frank kept that show to three hours. Everyone said he was draconian about it. You open your mouth for one more second than your allotted time, and you get the hook. Hallelujah, they held the Oscars to three hours! But, my God, it was three hours long! No camera work! No story! I mean, yes, there was better material than maybe they’ve ever had at the Oscars, what with Brody kissing the girl like that, what’s her name?”


“Halle Berry.”


“Of course he couldn’t resist the chance, everyone saw that immediately. And all the stuff with Michael Moore, and then, when they got everyone onstage for the portrait, even Luise Rainer, that was significant drama right there. Just the sight of Luise Rainer all dressed up in that gown and made up and helped out onto the stage. Shocking! We thought she was dead! This one was surely dead, but no! So Frank had a lot to work with, and he did a wonderful job moving it along, and millions of people watched it, so why wouldn’t they watch a minute of your arm, or, you know, Frances McDormand’s arm, while the voice-over makes remarks about things?”





Elena said, “You want to have penetration?”


“Well, that would be the promise. I don’t see, if it’s My Lovemaking with Elena, how you could avoid penetration.”


“You would never get it on the screen. It would be pornography.”


“Just because of a little penetration? A little penetration embedded in a long conversation? I don’t know about that. Anyway, if the conversation were interesting enough, and the audience got inured to seeing them, us, on the screen, fifty and fifty-eight, who cares? If penetration has a context, then it isn’t pornography, it’s a story. The mere sight of penetration doesn’t arouse, isn’t meant to arouse. It’s their penetration, not an abstract penetration taken out of context. It would be much easier to simply observe and consider a penetration if it were surrounded by other things, especially voice-over. In some sense, the movie would sort of bore the viewer until he was beyond caring about the penetration as penetration. And anyway, in porn movies, they don’t do much with the penetration, because they always want the ejaculation to be on the screen. Our ejaculation would be normal–entirely invisible.”


“I don’t know that people would see it like that. Don’t you think the penetration would be the news, and that everyone would go to the movie to see the penetration and more or less ignore the other stuff?” Max rolled onto his back and put his hands behind his head. Now the sunlight was stronger. She said, “Are you ready for a cup of coffee?”


“But having no penetration would be just avoiding the issue. Everyone knows that when you make love you have a penetration and all the various sensations that go with it. How would this movie be different from My Dinner with Andre if there were no penetration?”


“But here’s another thing. Who would be seeing the penetration? We don’t see the penetration, except from various odd angles.”


“I see it. I see it in the mirror, and you don’t because you aren’t looking. I also see it from better angles than you do, just because of anatomy.”


“So would the actor playing you wear one of those little cameras around his head like they do in sports events?”


“That’s an idea. I’ll have to think about that idea. I actually haven’t seen one of those, so I don’t know how you would fit it onto a regular head, you know, without a helmet or something like that. Also, I would have the penetration in the first act of the movie, not the third. The penetration is not the climax.”


“What is the climax, then?”


“Well, think about every Hollywood movie you’ve ever seen. What’s the climax?”


“A warehouse explosion?”


“No. The kiss.”


“They, we, would be making love but not kissing for ninety minutes?”


“Well, eighty-five. The kiss itself would be quite lengthy, but it would take a while to get to it.”


“How could they make love for eighty-five minutes without kissing? I don’t think that’s very realistic, especially for us. We kiss all the time.”


He kissed her. Elena closed her eyes, which shut out the brightness of the room and relocated her back inside her sense of touch. The sensation of his lips on hers flowered along her cranial nerves, which she imagined fanning outward from her lips over and around her head like a spiderweb, and within that web was a darkness whose life she could better sense when her eyes were closed. When her eyes were open, she was all surface, facing the world. When her eyes were closed, she was all hollow, facing inward. And what shape was she? Not precisely human, not precisely bipedal, but more amorphous. She opened her eyes. His face was right there–she could see the bridge of his nose, the orbit of his right eye, and the lid slightly wrinkled across it. Three creases in the corner. The plane of his cheek. She said, “But in some ways, watching people kiss is the most pornographic of all, because, from their point of view, the kiss is in darkness. It’s felt in the body, and there’s no way to get that on film, or even to get that weird view you have of the other person while you’re kissing, just his eye and his hair and the far wall. As soon as they start kissing, no matter what point-of-view shots you’ve had before, you’re out of their consciousness, and you couldn’t have voice-over, either, because they’re kissing. So you’re stuck with watching the two people kiss. I don’t think you–”


He kissed her again. This time her sense of herself was located between her lips and her hands and arms, because between kisses, more or less as an involuntary response to kissing, they had repositioned themselves in order to address the kiss more fully. Now their heads were tilted at more of an angle, their arms were fully around one another, and they were pressed together all down her breastbone, and belly. It was a satisfying kiss, a whole-body kiss, definitely a kiss of the nerves and the epidermis, not a kiss of the mind. They parted, kissed again for a second. He said, “Of course you could have some cut-away shots that represent the kissing. That’s a technique. It can be kind of cheesy, of course, if you cut away to trees blowing in the wind or surf crashing on the shore. But what if you cut away to something simple and abstract, like mere blackness with some indefinable shadows or light patterns? Just for a second. I mean, at this point, artists have been visually representing the inner life by means of abstract color and shape for more than a hundred years. Why hasn’t this made it into film? That’s a question in itself. It’s a challenge. That’s why this whole thing is a good idea.”


Elena said, “What if you cut away as soon as their lips touched to that Scream painting? I would like to see that. It would make the whole movie not quite so domestic.”


But even after two quite superior kisses, he didn’t have an erection. And she was stiff from lying in bed. She was fifty, after all. If she remained too long in one position, muscles contracted, that was just the way it was. She rolled away from him, got up, walked across the room, and picked up the velvet dress. He lay there with his hands clasped behind his head, happy with his idea.


She picked up the velvet dress and smoothed it. The velvet dress added up to, in every sense, a private triumph for her. As far as she knew, no one at the Oscars or at the Governor’s Ball had noticed the velvet dress. She had not detected a single lingering glance or turn of the head. Whether this was owing to her own obscurity or to the apparent unimportance of the velvet dress she did not know, but the velvet dress was true silk velvet, of a rich, deep gold color, and it had a lineage–it had belonged to Gene Tierney, and been worn by her, though certainly not to the Oscars. Maybe she had worn it as a young woman. When the dress was new, in 1927, Gene Tierney was only seven years old, so perhaps she had inherited it from her own mother. At any rate, the dress had gotten from Gene Tierney to her niece, and when Elena had told the niece, whom she knew from a cooking class, that she was going to the Oscars, the niece had handed her the dress in a brown paper bag and said, “It’s in terrible shape, practically unwearable.” The niece, whom Elena did not know well, seemed to be the sort of woman who had transcended material considerations, and so no longer valued the dress except as a mildly arresting artifact. Elena, having nothing else to wear and not wanting to spend actual money, had taken the dress to a shop full of Iranian seamstresses. Together, she and two seamstresses had inspected all the frays and tears and holes in the dress. Gestures by all three of them had expressed amazement, hope, despair, willingness to try, willingness to acknowledge that with such an old fabric there were no guarantees, willingness to keep the shop open an extra hour on Saturday for pickup, willingness to pay extra for extra effort. It was an exchange of perfect mutual satisfaction in the end–the repairs were invisible, they cost $144.89, the seamstresses were happy with their work, and the dress fit perfectly, shimmering from her shoulders to her mid-calf in a gold that contained shades of red and silver and brown as well as yellow. Now its nap picked up the slanting sunlight and the velvet seemed to smolder around the sparkling beads. And it had been a practical dress for the Oscars, having no train. Her worst moment, the night before, was when she and Max were standing at the bar, waiting to get a drink, and she and the woman beside her realized simultaneously that she was standing on the woman’s ruffled pink train with both feet. After that, Elena had more or less stayed close to the walls of the room or occupied her seat in the Kodak Theatre.


She took the dress to the closet, where she opened the closet door and took out a hanger. Max said, “This is a shot I would put in, just a shot of you, perfectly naked, walking across the room and hanging up a dress. No bending down, no shimmy, just your hair falling across your shoulder, the muscles of your back, your waist, the backs of your thighs, your calves and Achilles tendons and heels, moving casually across the room.”


“Maybe Nicole Kidman would play me.”


“Wrong type. Too young. I mean, apart from the fact that, after last night, there’s all the added factors. If she got out of bed and walked naked across the room and hung up a dress, she would be hauling her whole career with her, if not in her own mind, then in the mind of everyone in the audience, and in my mind as the director. Frances McDormand is perfect for you.”


Elena folded up the silver shawl and set it on the table by the door–that was borrowed, too, from her friend Leslie, who had an antique-clothing collection. “Frances McDormand is not my type at all.” She knew she sounded a little waspish.


“Who is your type?”


She turned and looked at him. He looked jolly and irreverent. She said, “That’s a dangerous question to answer. Lots of potential for vanity on the one hand and false modesty on the other. What if I said ‘Audrey Hepburn’? What if I said ‘Marjorie Main’?”


“What if you said ‘Liv Ullmann’? She’s Scandinavian, like you. Or ‘Constance Bennett’?”


“Constance Bennett was a lifelong blonde and at least four inches shorter than I am. Not to mention that she’s the same age as my grandmother.”


“But she’s your type. Every move she makes is organized and precise. Every moment she’s onscreen, she’s taking measure, observing. She would never get herself into that situation that, say, Joan Fontaine got into in The Women, where she leaves the husband in a fit of petulance and talks in a baby voice. It’s not in her. The thing you just did, walking across the room naked, hanging up the dress, turning to face me down though I lie at your mercy in my bed, Constance Bennett would have done that effortlessly. Joan Fontaine would have made a fuss about it. It’s one take versus twenty takes.”


“Thank you, you’re forgiven, she’s dead, so who else?”


“Frances McDormand.” But he was teasing her.





“Say who for you.”


“I don’t know.”


“We’re not actually casting the movie. Just say someone who’s dead. Say someone who’s too attractive, too unattractive.”


“Let’s see. Gregory Peck in To Kill a Mockingbird. Too thoughtful and wise and forbearing. So full of virtues that the good looks slip into the background. That’s not me. Walter Huston in Treasure of the Sierra Madre. Too garrulous and hairy. I can’t jump up and down like he does. I’m too nervous for that.”


“What if I say Dana Andrews is your type?”


“I like that.”


“Whatever he’s doing, you want to watch him. You don’t have to watch him, the way you do Humphrey Bogart. The whole time you’re watching Humphrey Bogart, you’re thinking of reasons to stop watching him, but you keep watching him anyway, even when he makes that little move with his upper lip and you go, Ughh, don’t do that! With Dana Andrews, you just sit there and when he’s onscreen you’re happy and when he’s not onscreen you’re less happy.”


“That’s a very female perspective.”


“I’ll tell you what. It’s going to be harder to cast you, because it’s harder to cast a man as a regular man, a man with a brain and a point of view. As soon as you have a man on the screen, everything about him is exaggerated. When he’s lying around in bed, he’s got a manliness problem. When he’s sitting at the kitchen table, he’s got a manliness problem. He’s got to get out of bed and stand up and prove he’s a man and then do that all day and all night, and every time he does something or fails to do something, either he’s more of a man or less of a man. I don’t think that’s going to work in a simple tale of My Lovemaking with Elena.”


“I didn’t realize you were such a theorist of the cinema.”





“Adrien Brody could do My Lovemaking with Elena, but not with Frances McDormand.”


“I think he solved his manliness problem last night, for sure. He took her in his arms, he pulled her to him, he bent her back, he gave her the kiss of a lifetime and took her completely by surprise. His rhythm was perfect.”


“He did, but men in European movies don’t have a manliness problem. They can do whatever they want.”


“Brits, too?”


“They’re transitional. For example, Hugh Grant never has a manliness problem. He has abdicated all considerations of his manliness, and if a question of manliness comes up, he ignores it, so he’s fallen back to the default option–he’s a man. That makes all movies with him much more simple and relaxed. Colin Firth, on the other hand, always has a manliness problem, because his willingness to keep working on the issue is evident in his face every time he’s onscreen. He has to win something or get something or understand something. Hugh Grant only has to allow things to be thrust upon him. So English actors have a choice. American actors have no choice, and European actors are outside the manliness problem altogether.”


Max laughed.


By now she had put away everything, closed the closet doors, raised the shades, looked across the canyon at the Getty shining through the smog, straightened the pillows on the settee, and flipped a corner of the area rug, a rose-colored Oriental, so that it lay flat again. The room looked neat and quiet. For her, disorder was what noise was for most people, distracting and irritating, but, oddly, she didn’t mind noise. If the room she was in was straight and the windows were clean, no amount of noise disturbed her.


He threw the quilt to one side and said, “Here’s a manliness problem right here.”





She sat down cross-legged on the bed and regarded his member. Once, in the Hustler Store on Sunset, they had gone through all the dildos on the shelf to find the one that most resembled him. In the end, they had settled on the “Big Classic.” Now, though, the Big Classic had subsided into cushy somnolence, though as far as Elena was concerned it was still appealing. It lay over to the side, not a straight, evenly shaped sausage, but more of a baguette, bulging comfortably in the middle and then narrowing just below the cap. Blood vessels of various shapes and sizes ran all over its length. The major artery ran up the left side and branched at about the middle. The cap itself was large. It swept back in a fire-helmet sort of shape and bore a faint triangular discoloration, a birthmark, that was only visible in bright daylight. The most interesting thing about the Big Classic was that, even though it was fifty-eight years old, the fineness of the skin, its smoothness and softness and resiliency, seemed not to have diminished over the years. Was this from lack of exposure to the sun, or simply a feature of this special sort of skin? It differed in this from all the other skin on his body, even the skin in the creases of his hips and the tops of his thighs. And his scrotum showed considerable wear and tear, even though one couldn’t actually say what the wear and tear on a scrotum would be. She said, “I told you I consider this a geopolitical problem.”


It was true that the war felt like it was just outside the room, not visible through the windows looking out upon the Getty, but still there, like two gunmen hiding in the bushes, waiting to mow them down. You could film it that way–cutting from herself and Max, idly considering his dick, to the brutal-looking hit men, glancing at one another as they took up their positions, then back to her running her index finger up the artery on the Big Classic, then encircling the shaft with her hand, and the two of them smiling at each other, then back to hit man number 1, taking off his jacket as the sun struck the house and laying it neatly under a bush, then back to her rolling the shaft gently against his belly, then back to hit man number 2, setting down his weapon and surreptitiously wiping his nose with a used tissue, then tossing aside the tissue and picking up his weapon again.


Or you could film the Iraq war as a fog, a thick toxic pall, approaching the house from the other side. While they unknowingly laugh and chat, the suffocating miasma engulfs the house board by board, roof tile by roof tile.


He said, “Don’t you think it would be able to transcend the geopolitical problem?”


“I don’t know, because I think this particular geopolitical problem is unprecedented. I think your cock is saying what now, why bother, he’s distracted, she’s distracted. At this point, I think it’s just reacting. I think it will naturally either reject or assimilate the geopolitical situation.”


He flipped his cock back and forth in a way that she always found a bit disrespectful, or at least overly familiar, but of course perfectly understandable since it was his cock. He said, “Why don’t you turn over, and I’ll just massage your ass?”


She stretched out on the bed and then turned over, facing away from him. The sheet against her skin was cool and clean. She said, “Don’t you always wonder what you would do in your last hour or so, as the bombs were falling all over Los Angeles? Would you really have the fortitude to sample one last pleasure? Would you really have the strength and fatalism to maintain your privacy, to not show off your end in any way? And say we were together. What would be the most comfortable connection? Just lying in one another’s arms? I guess it would take a lot of savoir faire to do anything else.” Of course she had images in her mind of Mrs Miniver and of Margaret O’Brien, but she had no images of real deaths, real escapes, real panic, or real fortitude, because the closest she had ever come to such a thing was crouching in a corner of the basement with her babysitter during a tornado as a child. Elena would have been nine and Eric maybe four. They were sitting at the kitchen table after school when the sirens went off, and they stared at one another for a moment, then the girl herded the two of them to the top of the cellar steps. As she opened the cellar door, they looked out. The spot they were standing in was quiet, but ten feet away, the curtains to the windows of the screened porch stood out horizontal in the wind. The two of them went down the steps while the sitter went for Andrew, who must have been about a year old. A minute or two later, here she came down the steps, lightning flashing behind her, with Andrew clinging to her shirt. Yes, trees fell like bombs as the winds broke them over the house, and, yes, the noise was too loud for any kind of communication. Andrew clung to the babysitter, and the babysitter held Elena and Eric in place beside her, their backs pressed against the bricks, until the door opened at the top of the steps and Elena’s mother’s face appeared and they realized everything had been quiet for some period of time. Now she turned toward him and said, “I was in a tornado once. A house two streets over was knocked off its foundation, and all the windows on the west side of the school were blown out. But you were in Vietnam.”


“I guess the scariest thing that happened directly to me over there was when this crazy guy in our company turned the rocket launcher toward the officers’ tent, which was up the hill. I was actually stepping into the latrine. I’d just closed the door when the force of the explosion knocked it over onto the door and it slid down the hill maybe ten feet. It took them at least a half an hour to roll it over and let me out of there. I wouldn’t say I panicked, but my attitude was far from resigned and accepting. I was the company clerk, so I wasn’t out in the firebases, taking incoming rounds all night. I knew some of those guys, though. Lots of the time they were drunk, of course. Or stoned to the eyeballs, though the real marijuana period was more after my time. I think if you’d asked those guys what they wanted to be doing all night, they would have said fucking, of course, but who knows? They didn’t have that option.” He leaned forward and kissed her breasts, first the left one, then the right one. She put her fingers in his hair and felt the shape of his head. Her nipples lifted. The left one seemed to spark, as if the nerves within were switched on by the unexpectedness of the kiss. Both breasts seemed suddenly lighter and less dense. His skull was hard under her fingertips, and he breathed out a little groan. But the Big Classic was non-responsive. She pulled him on top of her. The Big Classic fell between her thighs.


“We were in that tornado with a babysitter. She was fourteen or something, maybe only thirteen. She sent Eric and me down the cellar and went for Andrew. When she appeared in the doorway, her hair was puffed out from her head because of static electricity, like a helmet. Andrew’s hair was standing straight out, too. He didn’t cry until he saw my mother when she got home and found us. The babysitter charged fifty cents an hour, and my mom gave her a ten-dollar tip for saving our lives. She said, ‘Oh, you don’t have to do that, Mrs. Sigmund.’ Then my dad came home and we ate dinner and he told us how the tornado went right down our street just when he would have been coming home, except that he had to stop at my uncle George’s house to give his car a jump.” Now she could feel the muscles in his back and buttocks as she stroked him up and down. He pressed her comfortably into the mattress, and she felt completely safe. She said, “I would do this if the bombs were falling. I would pull you on top of me and be crushed by falling debris.”


He lifted his head and put his hand behind her. “My friend Charlie who’s coming today and I were in a thunderstorm in high school. We were watching TV with our girlfriends in his living room. Marnie Cushman and Patty Danacre. Lightning came down the cord and blew the thing up right in front of us.”


“Oh my God!” exclaimed Elena.


“Charlie threw himself over Marnie so he would get some credit for saving her. They made out for the first time right then and there, with the TV smoking against the far wall. I tried to get that scene into a movie once, but I had to leave it out.” His weight along her body was reassuring. She gently pulled his cheeks apart and pushed them back together; pulled them apart, pushed them back together; then she made deep circular strokes, her right hand clockwise and her left hand counterclockwise. She said, “What would you have to leave out of My Lovemaking with Elena?”


“I wouldn’t have to leave anything out. That’s the challenge. Say, for example, there is no lovemaking with Elena, or at least no penetration, because part of the team isn’t cooperating. You might be tempted to leave that out, or to film another day, or to use a body double or some sort of special effect. Even as I say it, I can imagine how I would do it. But the noncooperating member does have a contribution to make. What is it? This here seems to be intimately related to the manliness problem.” He was smiling.


“I’m not sure that it is, actually. The manliness problem is more of a social problem. The noncontributing-member problem could have a more idiosyncratic context, and anyway would be a problem that lots of people could relate to. Really, how many guys are going to boo or jeer? People might get up and walk out, but not just because the protagonist can’t get an erection. What is it that lawyers say? His manliness problem is mooted. It’s personal. Members of the audience don’t judge. It’s bad luck to judge something like that, and they know it.” She was smiling, but again the war was imminent. It was fun to lie here beneath him in the bed in the tidy room in the well-cared-for wing of the charming house nestled at the top of the canyon on the west side of L.A., overlooking the shining Getty in southern California, far from Washington and even farther from Iraq. It was a relief not to know personally any of the government officials who were setting up the deaths and dismemberments and talking about them reasonably. But now that she had remembered that old tornado and had in her mind simultaneously the dim memory of the babysitter’s hand on her arm, holding her against the wall, the earthen smell of the basement of that house, and the soundless roar of the wind, but also an image of them as if from her mother’s point of view as she would have opened the cellar door and looked down, four children pressed into a dirty dark corner, only the pale colors of their clothes and skin visible at first, that was the image she now had of the waiting-to-be-bombed ones in Iraq. What if the mother never came home, what if the bombs, unlike most tornadoes, came right through the house into the basement, what if the babysitter was killed, leaving three, two, or one child to linger in shock and pain, what if the bombing went on for days instead of an hour or so, what if the basement was flooded, what if rats came around and ate the children, what if the mother showed up but way too late? It might be that these what-ifs didn’t cross the minds of those prosecuting the war, and it might be that if they did cross those minds, those people said to themselves, So what? Elena could imagine that, too. She could imagine how it was when you wanted to do a certain thing–you thought, that’s the way life is sometimes, or they’ll get over it, or that’s not my problem. There was a little frisson to that, a frisson of selfishness combined with willfulness. Who had not felt it? Of course the architects of the war felt that. And then there would be the afterthought, after the war was done and countless agonies had gone unwitnessed or unexpressed. The afterthought would be, we did our best. Mistakes were made; some things are always unforeseeable. But actually, from beginning to end, indifference would be permanently on display, the indifference of those who made the war to the war’s resulting deaths and dismemberments. The war-makers knew they should care–everyone agreed they should care–but in fact they didn’t, and you couldn’t get around it. They themselves would say that they cared about something else more than the deaths and dismemberments, that one had to have priorities, but that was a rationalization of the fact that, no, they didn’t care.


At any rate, now that those tornado-generated images were in her mind, she didn’t really want to kiss, or to have him lie on top of her. She pecked him on the lips and eased him off. She said, “You know, I can’t get this war out of my mind. I hate it.”


“It’s a dilemma.” He looked regretful.


“What’s a dilemma?”


“What to do about the weapons of mass destruction. What to do about Saddam.”


“You know I don’t believe in the weapons of mass destruction.”


“I know that. But he didn’t prove they aren’t there.”


“You can’t prove a negative.”


“You can be open and aboveboard. You can let in the–”


“Or bend over and take it in the ass. You can do that. If you’d been to enough movies, though, you would hesitate to do that because of the manliness problem.”


“I’m sure Saddam is beyond the manliness problem. I mean, the manliness problem doesn’t seem really to apply to him.”


“Why not? Don’t you think he watches movies?”


“You sound a little aggressive.”


“You sound a little condescending.”


“Do I?”


She sat up and looked around the room. The angle of the slanting sun had risen, and it crossed the feet of the woman in a photograph she liked. The sight of it relieved her a degree, and she said, “No. You just sound like you disagree with me. Supposedly, in some abstract way that I can’t quite comprehend right now, that’s not only okay but inevitable and even desirable.”


“I do agree with you. I just can’t quite gauge what will satisfy you.”


She thought for a moment. “Okay. Here it is. I don’t want arguments to be made. I don’t want logic to pertain or issues to be carefully weighed. I want the whole idea of the war to simply be disgorged from the body politic like the poison it is, and I want those who thought it up to feel sick with overwhelming nausea and horror that they somehow ingested the poison to begin with. I want them to sincerely and abjectly plead for forgiveness. Then I want them to spend a lot of time thinking about what happened. And I want them to make a solemn vow to change their ways and do better in the future. I don’t think it’s too much to ask.”


“But you know it’s too much to expect, right?”


“A remote part of me knows that,” she acknowledged.


“You know that there are people whose job it is to know more about this than you do and that they think this is a regrettable necessity, right?”





“I’ve heard that rumor, but I question their motives. If their motives are humane, I question their logic. If their logic is reasonable, I question their worldview and their right to impose their worldview on the lives and bodies of others.”


“Then, honey, you question the nature of civilization.”


“And you don’t?”


He sat up, put his arm around her, and brought her down again, but now they were lying face to face in the sunlight. His face had that clear, open shape she liked so much, prominent nose, smooth brow, well-defined chin, blue eyes. He was smiling. He said, “Do you know how long I’ve been in Hollywood?”


“Thirty-five years.”


“Do you think I have any faith in human civilization after that?”


“No.”


“Let me tell you how I see it.”


She rolled over onto her back and said, rather petulantly, she was willing to admit, “Okay.”


He rolled her onto her side again. He said, “Look at me.”


“Okay.”


“The people who are running this thing have spent their whole lives as corporate executives, more or less, and not only that, corporate executives with in-house philosophers of the free market. Not only are they rich and powerful, they feel that they deserve to be rich and powerful, because the free market is the highest good and they have worked the free market and benefited from it, and so has everyone they know. There are two things about them that you have to remember–that deep down they feel guilty and undeserving and that they live very circumscribed lives. Inside the office, inside the house, inside the health club, inside the corporate jet. Iraq is the size of California, right? But none of these guys has driven from L.A. to, say, Redding, in living memory. They have no idea what the size of California is, much less what it means in terms of moving armies and machinery, or having battles or conquering territory. They are used to telling people to get things done and then having them done–or partially done, or done in a good enough way, or done in a half-assed way that someone has convinced them is good enough. The real problem is that they don’t understand logistics and that they’ve been downsizing for decades. Even though Iraq is the size of California, they think it is the size of United Airlines. United Airlines could possibly be reorganized and made to sustain itself in a couple of years with the right sort of ruthless leadership, but California doesn’t work like that. That’s how I see it.”


“As an administrative problem that can’t be solved.”


“In a way, but more as a testament to inexperience and lack of imagination. If one of them had been in the army, or even just drove around in the Central Valley for a week and saw the scale of things, that might help everyone emerge from the fantasy. Or if everyone all the way up and down a single chain of command–let’s say forty levels of authority, down to the guy fixing the carburetor on the Hummer–just came into the office and told one of them what he had actually done for the last twenty-four hours, the inevitability of fuckups and waste would be so evident that even the idea of ordering up a successful invasion would seem laughable. Situation Normal All Fucked Up, as we used to say. But I know it isn’t going to happen. I know the machine is going to keep running and lots of people are going to be crushed beneath the wheels and mangled in the gears. I can’t not know that. I can’t even have hope that it won’t be so.”


Now she rolled on her back again, and he let her, though he kept his arm comfortingly under her head. Though no theory worked, she couldn’t help toiling at her theorizing. Her fellow citizens had become unaccountable. She had lost even the most rudimentary ability to understand their points of view, but she could not stop theorizing. Each new theory was accompanied by a momentary sense of uplift–oh, that was it–fear, native aggression, ignorance, disinformation and propaganda, a religious temperament of rules and punishments. But in the end, it was that they didn’t mind killing; they didn’t think killing had anything to do with them or their loved ones. It was unbelievably strange, a renewed shock every time she thought about it.


She said, “I think I’m becoming deracinated.”


“Then it’s time to get up.”


“Is there a word beyond deracinated?”


“Only in the realms of mental illness.”


“Well, mental illness is not the problem. Moral illness is the problem.”


He put a hand to each side of her face and turned it toward his face. He spoke slowly and clearly. He said, “I agree with you even when I don’t feel exactly as you do. That’s the best we can do.” He took his hands off her face. She nodded, feeling at first a bit chastened and after that comforted. Now he rolled her up against himself, her head in the crook of his neck, her breasts against his chest, his belly pushed into hers, his leg crooked over her leg and pulling her legs toward him. She could feel his warm solid body all the way down hers, no gaps. His wide hand was on the small of her back, pulling her tightly against him. Then he shifted toward her a bit, not on top of her but pinning her nonetheless between his weight and the resilience of the bed. She felt him breathing, then felt her own breath synchronize with his. She let this happen. It was slow, but they had done this many times, this exercise of physical agreement, usually as a way of getting back to sleep in the middle of the night. Even now, after only a minute or two, it made her feel relaxed and then sleepy. Should the occasion arise, she thought, this was a good way to be buried, and she should remember to put it in her will.


She said, “What time is it, do you think?”


“It is eight-oh-six. Time for a cup of coffee.”


When he walked across the room, she thought, This is the thing you never get to see in the movies–a naked hairy middle-aged man walking past the window in a graceful, casual way, pushing his hair back, adjusting his testicles, looking for his glasses, rubbing his nose, coughing–and yet it is a beautiful sight, no manliness problem at all. He went into the bathroom. She heard him blow his nose, urinate resoundingly into the toilet, and flush. She heard him go out the other door of the bathroom. After that there was silence for about a minute, and then he was back.


She said, “What’s the matter?”


“The house is full of people.”


“How many people? Do we know them?”


“Stoney, Charlie, Delphine, Cassie, Isabel, and Simon.”


“Simon! What’s he doing here?” She sat up.


“I don’t know what anyone is doing here. I got out there in the altogether, realized the place was teeming, and came right back for my bathrobe. Do you think we invited all these people for today? I thought they were going to be dribbling in one at a time over the next couple of weeks.”



















It was, indeed, unusual that they all showed up at once





It was, indeed, unusual that they all showed up at once. Normally, Max lived alone in the house itself, but his former mother-in-law, Delphine Cunningham, lived in the guesthouse. Even when his ex, Zoe (Isabel’s mother, the pop icon and sex goddess Zoe Cunningham), left, there had, apparently, been no question of Delphine going with her. As Delphine was Jamaican, Zoe said, it was wiser not to move her. But really, of course, the arrangements were more about Isabel than anything else. Delphine was tall, thin, and imposing, but Elena had found a small, perhaps pinpoint-sized, area of common ground with her on the subject of correctly roasting pork. Delphine and Elena agreed that brown sugar in the marinade, soy sauce, and slivered ginger and garlic (always sliced lengthwise) thrust into cuts stabbed into the meat with the tip of a good sharp knife were key, along with, of course, laying the roast in the pan fat side up, and setting the oven temperature low–325. Thirty-five to forty minutes per pound was not too much, either, if you wanted juicy. And they had come to these conclusions independently, only happening to compare notes one afternoon in Max’s kitchen.


Delphine’s best friend, Cassie Marshall, also in her seventies, lived next door. Whereas Delphine was tall, Cassie was short. Whereas Delphine was laconic, Cassie was voluble. Whereas Delphine did not drive and almost never made any noise, Cassie drove, ran an art gallery down in the Palisades, and was notoriously well connected. Delphine was reserved and Cassie was busy (and Max didn’t like to be disturbed), so Elena could not say that she had become actual friends with them.


Max said, “Simon shaved his head.”


“He did what?”


“I guess he did it yesterday.”


“Oh, for God’s sake!” But this exclamation was mostly for show. She was a veteran of worse surprises than head-shaving. She said, “What about Isabel? I thought she wasn’t coming for a few days.”


“She looks good. Get up. They’re making pancakes. I had no idea Charlie would be here. I thought his plane was due this afternoon.”


She got up.


The kitchen was the only other room on the same level as the master bedroom, but whereas the bedroom seemed to stand out over the hillside, anchored to the rock but jutting into the air, the kitchen was set back under the trees, on what had been the original tableland. It was shaded most of the day by overhanging purple bougainvillea that grew up through a spacious deck. It was not terribly modern–no restaurant range with grill, for example, and the work space was limited–but you could cook there happily day after day, as Elena sometimes did, making bread or cookies or authentic Bolognese sauce with milk and white wine, just to prolong the pleasure of puttering around in the wood-paneled quiet. Her own kitchen, which she had installed after much thought, research, and consultation with experts, was more up-to-date, but she found herself cooking there less than here, in what had become, more or less, her territory.


Not, she supposed, in the minds of Delphine and Cassie, who were busy flipping pancakes, or the tall girl, who would be Isabel, whose head turned in her direction as she came into the room. She was opening a jar of jam. She gave Elena a friendly smile, set down the jar, and stepped forward. Though she didn’t have the same attention-riveting incandescence that Zoe had, she did have a bright, intent look to her, and Max’s natural grace. She said, “Hi. I’m Isabel. You must be Elena.” And then she put a hand on each of Elena’s shoulders and kissed her. Simon said, “Hey, Mom.”


She turned from Isabel with what she hoped was a smile that matched Isabel’s in warmth. “Hey, Simon. What are you doing here?”


“Something not bad. Something fun.”


“That’s not a good start, Simon. I see you had your hair done.”


He put his hand on the top of his shining head and rubbed. “What do you think?”


She was more suspicious about his purpose for being here, but she knew not to openly pry. She said, “Honey, your head has a nice shape.” She kissed him on the cheek. “You’re lucky. Some people are entirely flat behind.” She decided to leave it at that. Cowardly. “How’s your car running?”


“It’s fine.”


“So have you two young persons been formally introduced?”


Simon said, “A long time ago. Do you remember that guy Decker, Roman Decker, that I used to hang with?”


“Not really.”


“Isabel goes with his cousin Leo.”


“Well,” said Isabel, rolling her eyes and spreading her hands, “I think Leo and I would have different views on that. I thought I was so relaxed about it, and I was going to take my vacation-time buildup and come next weekend, but then I just couldn’t stand the sight of him for one more minute, so I flew standby last night. The plane was four hours late, so I sneaked in after you guys were asleep. Little did I know that the bed and breakfast here was full.”


“I’m just staying for a couple of days,” said Simon, with a glance at Elena.


But Elena didn’t ask. She would ask later, she hoped.


Isabel turned suddenly toward her and said, “Do you mind that I called my mom? I mean, of course you don’t mind that I called her, but do you mind that she’s coming over? If she comes over she can see me and Delphine at the same time, whereas if she doesn’t come over who knows how she’ll fit us in.”


“I don’t mind. I like your mother.”


“Do you? You’re one of the few, then. Have you met Paul? Here are his credentials: He’s a terrific healer and he got back from China less than a year ago, where he climbed the seven holiest mountains. And, let’s see, as Mom would say, he has a boat.”


“What kind of a boat?” asked Simon.


“Well. He doesn’t have a boat. I am making fun of my mom. That’s what she said about her last boyfriend all the time–‘and … he has a boat.’”


“I have met Paul, actually,” said Elena. “I didn’t really form an impression of him, though.”


Isabel opened the refrigerator door and took out the package of butter. She said, “You are smart. I like you. I’ll have to consult you on what to do about Leo.” She unwrapped a stick of butter and set it on a plate, then she wadded up the paper and tossed it over her shoulder into the wastebasket without looking. Elena and Simon shared a glance.


Simon put his arm around her and gave her a squeeze. She said, “Just tell me one thing. Are you going to get a big tattoo on the back of your head?”





“Isn’t that the best place?” But he slipped away from her without committing himself. He had only two tattoos so far, one on his calf, of a skull, that he had gotten in high school (“When I have to get a job, I’ll just wear pants”), and one on his upper arm, of a tree, that she rather liked. By the time he got that one, it seemed as though his future in corporate America was improbable, anyway.


Across the room, the pancakes, cooked and served without her help, were now being eaten. Cassie, Max, Delphine, Charlie, and Stoney were sitting around the island, hunched over their plates and laughing. Behind them, framing them, the lemon and quince trees she had installed in tubs on the deck looked simultaneously bright and dark, yellow and green, promising and calm, just as she planned they would. The pancakes were small, maybe three inches across, and delicate, with crispy edges, cooked in butter. She slipped under Max’s arm, gave him a squeeze around his middle, and reached for one, then said, “Hi, Charlie.” Charlie opened his mouth to speak, but Cassie said, “So how did you enjoy the Oscars? We watched for a while, then we turned it off and missed all the good parts.”


“They hid the red carpet around behind the building this year, for fear of snipers,” said Max, “so it wasn’t terribly festive.”


“It was all new to me,” said Elena. “I liked it. And at one point, they got every actor who’d ever won up on stage for a group picture. I thought that was fascinating. I understood that they did that during a commercial break, so no one at home saw it.”


“Frank still looks good,” said Max.


“Who?” said Cassie.


“Frank Pierson, the president of the Academy. You know him.”


“I do,” said Cassie. “He’s older than I am.”





“I don’t think so,” said Delphine. Elena didn’t know how to react to this. In fact, she didn’t know how to react to a lot of things Delphine Cunningham said.


Stoney smiled. His plate was swimming with syrup. He lived by himself three streets down the hillside and hated to cook.


Max said, “Frank told me a funny story at the Governor’s Ball.”


“What was that?” said Stoney.


“You know he worked on Gunsmoke for a while. And he said that, once, they were sitting around, waiting while the scene was being set up, and one of the old cowboys was sitting sideways on his horse, having a smoke. Well, the horse reached forward with his hind leg, I suppose intending to scratch some itch, and it got its foot in the stirrup of the saddle. Frank was standing right there, and he said the old cowboy just drawled, easy as you please, ‘Weelll, if yer gittin’ on, I guess I’m gittin’ off.’”


Everyone laughed.


“Frank has been around this town as long as I have and he’s still alive,” said Cassie. “Most of them aren’t.”


Stoney said, “Cassie won’t tell me how she came to Hollywood, but she says it’s mythic. So, Elena, you tell me how you got to Hollywood.”


“I never got to Hollywood. I only got as far as L.A.”


“We want to know,” said Cassie. “Then I’ll tell how I got to Hollywood.”


“You will?” said Stoney. Isabel leaned over his shoulder and took a strawberry off the plate in the middle of the counter. “You will?” she said.


“You tell first,” said Cassie to Elena.


She glanced over at Simon’s bald head. He was going down the stairs. “Well, my first literary work was a pamphlet called You and Infertility. What was this? Oh, twenty-five years ago now. I mean, I was married to my husband, and I could never get pregnant, so I did my usual thing, which was to find out all about it. Every time I made an appointment with an expert to find out more, he would ask me if I were writing a book, so eventually I started saying yes. Then that marriage broke up, which actually happens with infertility more than most people realize. Anyway, I wrote that book, and it made a fair amount of money. Then I got pregnant and had Simon, and I got interested in baby-food, though of course Simon was on the breast for”–she leaned forward, more as a joke than anything else, because Simon knew this about himself–“thirty-one months. I wrote the next book, with recipes and little pen drawings, called Don’t Feed Your Baby What You Wouldn’t Eat Yourself! That was put out by a press that published baby and child-care magazines with a natural slant, you know, homemade diapers, and how you could put a four-year-old child in a warm bath and ask him to remember his birth. When those magazines went out of business, another press bought it. They were more of a media conglomerate, so they brought me to L.A. to do a little demo tape–an infomercial, really. I made little messes and showed how to freeze them in ice-cube trays. That sort of thing. Once we were installed in our rental in South Pasadena, it wasn’t really in the cards to go back to Chicago. And Simon, of course, has never had a trans-fatty acid in his life. You can tell by his head of hair, can’t you?”


Max laughed and the others smiled.


“Very dull,” she said. “Now you.” She pointed her fork at Cassie.


“We’re ready,” said Stoney.


“Well,” said Cassie, “when I was a small child, in the thirties, I didn’t really know who my father was.”


“Don’t believe her,” said Delphine.





Cassie tossed her head. “I lived with my mother and my sister on the Upper East Side in Manhattan, and there were these two men who came around. One was a guy in a suit–he was in advertising, and he later got to be famous for the slogan ‘I’d walk a mile for a Camel.’ His name was Ewan Marshall, like mine. The other one was named Morton Hare. He was an impoverished artist. I preferred him. He would get me up early on Sunday mornings and take me out into Central Park with a gun and he would shoot ducks for food. They both had volatile relations with my mother, who also worked in an ad agency.”


Cassie took another pancake. Stoney said, “New York always leads to Hollywood.”


“So, when the war started, both of them went into the army, and my mother wrote a best-seller called Since You Went Away. David O. Selznick, who made some big movies–”


“Like Gone with the Wind,” said Stoney.


“Bought the book and brought my mother out here to write the screenplay, and us with her, of course. We started at the Westlake School. I was in the sixth grade and my sister was in the ninth grade.”


“A big movie,” said Max.


“Claudette Colbert played my mother, Jennifer Jones played my sister, and Shirley Temple played me. She had to follow me around and learn how I did things and my facial expressions. In the movie, she’s incredibly spoiled and bratty.”


“That was you,” said Delphine.


“Well, she followed me around a fair amount, but she was slightly older than I was and way more mature–when we went to gym class, I saw that they were wrapping her chest to make her look flat, because she was always having to go on good-will trips. She was nice to me, but even I knew she was having a difficult transition to more mature roles, and I think maybe they bought the book not because of how great it was and how noble and long-suffering and brave my mother was, but because Shirley’s career needed a boost. Anyway, Jennifer Jones followed my sister around. She was in her twenties, I think, and married to Robert Walker, who was in the movie as her boyfriend, but actually she was having an affair with David Selznick. Robert Walker was fairly crazy. You remember him, right? He was in Strangers on a Train as the guy who proposes that Farley Granger kill his father and he will kill Granger’s wife. It was all a very big deal, because Jennifer Jones had won the Oscar for Song of Bernadette. Delphine and I watched Since You Went Away a couple of years ago. Joseph Cotten played Morton Hare, and he was all over the picture, even though the ‘you’ in the title was supposedly my father, who was overseas. Anyway, at one point, Joseph Cotten gives Claudette Colbert a bigger-than-life-size picture of herself as a naval recruiting poster. She’s in a short-short skirt and high heels, no stockings, and she’s leaning forward. Her derriere is out to here, and a little skirt is fluttering around it, and she has a mysterious smile on her face, luring young men into the navy. Claudette Colbert is, of course, a little scandalized when Joseph Cotten gives her this picture, and they hang the picture somewhere out of the way, but not before the camera gets a good full-frontal look at it.” Max and Stoney chuckled.


“Except that we had that picture in my mother’s room for years, the very same picture that Morton Hare painted. Only it was a nude.”


Everyone laughed except Isabel, who produced an authentically shocked look. She was a handsome girl, Elena thought, so similar to Max.


“Of course, in the movie, they are very careful to establish that Claudette Colbert only has eyes for my father. I had realized which one was my father by that time, of course.” She jutted her jaw saucily at Delphine. “But Joseph Cotten only has eyes for my mother. He keeps turning up and giving us things.”


“He was sinister onscreen,” said Max. “Effortlessly sinister.”


“What made me cry was the dog. It was my dog! He was an English bulldog, and I suddenly remembered that at some point they took him away, and then at some point they brought him back. In the movie he does exactly the same thing as he did around the house–nothing. But there are lots of shots of him doing it. It’s a very slow movie. Delphine and I had to stop watching at the intermission.”


“Well,” said Max, “it was basically propaganda. People were in the mood for it at the time. It was nominated for a lot of Oscars. I don’t remember how many it won.”


“I think I ended Shirley Temple’s career. The better job she did acting, the more accurate and convincing her portrayal of me, the more unappealing she was onscreen. But it was fun for us. My mother wrote a few more movies about the war, I rode ponies and horses, my sister became a specialist in international law and later met Shirley Temple at diplomatic functions, Selznick married Jennifer Jones, Jennifer Jones got rid of that strange young man, Morton Hare got a wife of his own in Europe, and the Allies won the war in part thanks to all the good-will trips Shirley Temple had to do.”


“More pancakes?” said Delphine.


Isabel gave her grandmother a kiss on the cheek. Delphine said, “Did you eat, Isabel?”


“I ate some of the cantaloupe, an orange, two slices of whole-wheat toast, and a piece of pineapple.”


Delphine said, “Isabel is a vegetarian.”





“Vegan.”


Everyone looked her up and down.


Delphine said–fondly, Elena thought–“When Isabel was five years old, she came through the kitchen while I was fixing a chicken and she said, ‘God, what’s that?,’ and I said, ‘It’s a chicken,’ thinking that she had eaten plenty of chicken, but she looked at that chicken, and that was that. No chicken ever again.”


“I am an overtly self-righteous vegan,” said Isabel. “My position is the moral-high-ground position.”


“Except around me,” said Delphine, “because I know that all this started not because you knew anything about agribusiness, but because you couldn’t stand the sight of an undressed chicken.”


“It had feet on it. And a neck.”


“It was a good chicken. And it tasted good, too.”


“I’m sure of that,” said Max.


“Anyway,” said Isabel, lifting her chin, “Mom left me a message that she and Paul have decided to go wait out the war at some Buddhist monastery up north, and they are leaving today, and so they are stopping by on their way out of town.”


“Do you think they’ve eaten?” said Elena.


“I’m sure they have,” said Isabel. “They’re on a diet where they have to get certain foods eaten by certain times in the day, and the first time is six a.m.”


Delphine rolled her eyes and got up from her chair. Isabel continued, “He makes her get up at four-thirty so they can get whatever it is cooked and digested. I think it’s organ meats.”


“You’re kidding,” said Charlie, who hadn’t said much yet.


“Kidneys, hearts, sweetbreads, brains. I don’t think I could even open their refrigerator. When I was here last, she was low-carb, but now she’s gone beyond that.”





“Not very Buddhist,” said Cassie.


“I know,” continued Isabel, “but Paul has his own system. He’s got all these students he counsels over the phone. They call him at all hours, too, because some of them are in Australia and France and one is in Croatia. It’s been very taxing for Mom, I have to say, having him get out of bed in the middle of the night and talk some Frenchwoman through an anxiety attack.” Isabel grinned merrily. Elena couldn’t help smiling, though she did like Zoe, as she had told Isabel–who didn’t? Zoe was a mostly good-natured and generous woman, and she was also agelessly and effortlessly beautiful, with a singing gift that no harebrained script or crazy producer had ever been able to dim. Zoe Cunningham could sing any song from “Stormy Weather” to “Happy Birthday” and break your heart every time. Once before this Paul, who had been in the picture now for about three or four months, she had come by to look in Max’s storage room for an old portfolio of photographs that she couldn’t find anywhere else, and Elena had listened to her singing in the bathroom–flushing the toilet, washing her hands, no doubt fixing her hair, and at the same time offering a rendition of “It Had to Be You” that segued neatly into “Bob Dylan’s Dream.” Elena had positioned herself cautiously so that she could listen. When Zoe suddenly opened the bathroom door and there she was, Zoe had said, “Doesn’t that bathroom have great acoustics? I always loved them,” and went past her up the stairs.


In spite of her good nature, though, Zoe Cunningham was irritating, or perhaps “maddening” was the word. Every so often there would be “a crisis,” and when “the crisis” hit, she sought advice and support from everyone around her. Everyone around her gathered and helped her weather “the crisis,” always dishing out much advice, for which Zoe expressed profound gratitude. And then the next crisis would come along, and its terms would be exactly the same as those of the previous crisis, and not only had Zoe not learned anything about how to weather this crisis, she didn’t seem to realize that the two crises were similar. In the year since Elena herself had come into the picture, there had been more than five but fewer than ten (well, six–Elena was a counting sort of person) crises. When Paul turned up, Max had said, “Well, finally she’s got her own in-house healer and guru,” but Zoe had called within a couple of weeks, and “the crisis,” as far as Elena could tell, was no different from the others.


None of her crises were career crises. She was a working machine, which Elena had to admire. If she put out an unsuccessful CD or acted in a stinker of a movie, she laughed it off and did something else, like a concert of standards in New York or a mini-tour of Europe singing cowboy songs (she sang “Red River Valley” like you wouldn’t believe). It was only men that made her crazy. Delphine was reserved in these crises; Elena had no idea how Delphine felt about her daughter or anything else.


Isabel said, “I don’t think Paul considers serving Mom his number-one priority. In fact, I think he sees Mom as just another unit in his array of female admirers.”


Elena looked at Max, and Max looked at her.


Charlie said, “I can’t believe Zoe Cunningham is just going to walk through that door in a half an hour.”


Max turned toward Charlie in exaggerated amazement. He said, “Zoe Cunningham has walked through that door thousands of times, and you were here for some of them, so what does that mean?”


“I don’t know. I mean, yes, Max, Zoe was your wife and my friend, but that was twenty years ago. Now–”


“Now you’re separated.”


“I don’t think that’s a factor. I mean–”





“Face it, Chaz. Here you are almost sixty and you have to make up for lost time.” He turned to the group. “You should see Charlie’s suitcase.”


“It’s a sample case.”


Max said, “Charlie decided to live his life backward. He got married at twenty and had five kids. Now the kids are all married and he has twelve grandkids, and he’s decided to live a little.”


“You laugh, but taking advantage of your best reproductive potential and highest fertility is the responsible thing to do. You pass on the optimum genetic material, for one thing. Pregnancies tend to be more trouble-free, and the likelihood of producing a child with problems is less–”


“Yes, ladies and gentlemen, Charlie Mannheim has been boning up on the latest research by the Cato Institute, or is it that Richard Mellon Scaife thing, what’s it called?”


“Fertility decline in women of European descent is–” He coughed and glanced around, then smiled. “Anyway, I’ll be happy to see Zoe. I hope she remembers me positively. I was a little self-centered in those days, I admit. The separation has been a real growth experience for me.”


“What about your wife?” said Cassie.


“Well, in the end she’s glad to get rid of me, she says now.”


“And he is giving her everything,” said Max. “That softened the blow. She gets the house and the money, and he gets the nutritional supplements.”


“Who gets the kids?” said Cassie.


“I know just what you mean!” exclaimed Charlie. “Everyone is in their thirties and married and has kids of their own and all, but every single one of them has an opinion, including my two sons-in-law.”


“Charlie is an outcast,” said Max.


“Well, I wouldn’t go that far. But there hasn’t been a lot of sympathy for my point of view.”





“You vacated your fancy job at PepsiCo just when you hit your earning peak, so I’m sure part of it is that they see their inheritance flying out the window.”


“That wasn’t completely part of the separation. That was more of a health issue. But I’m telling you, these supplements are a growth industry. Junk food is going to level off. Anything geriatric? Hunh! Out of this world. I mean, look at it this way. My grandkids aren’t allowed to drink soda, much less energy drinks. My kids drank free soda all their lives, and now they put soda down in the basement like it’s booze or something. All investments are ultimately driven by demographics. The soft-drink market seems permanent to outsiders, but it isn’t. There’s no telling what the Chinese market is going to do. The days when you put up a Pepsi sign and they all came running are gone. The market is too splintered. I mean, I told them–” Everyone was picking up plates and evidently beginning to think about other things. Charlie looked around the room for the rest of his audience, Elena thought. “Anyway,” he said, “I’m here. I’ll be glad to see Zoe again.” He glanced at Elena. “Of course, it’s wonderful to see you again, Elena.”


“Thank you, Charlie,” said Elena, picking up her own plate. That was the correct reply. She didn’t say that Simon had only had access to fresh, filtered water and organic low-fat milk. She had met Charlie once, the previous summer, when he and Max had happened to be in San Francisco at the same time. They had all gone to Postrio, and Charlie had talked about his separation for three and a half hours. She said, “You seem happier.”


“You know, I’m glad you said that, because I am–”


She smiled warmly and turned away from the island before he could continue. As she did, Max gave her a friendly pinch on the ass.


Simon emerged from the stairwell. He was wearing a different shirt and pants. It looked like he had shaved everything all over again. He said to her, “May I turn on the TV?”


Everyone looked at him, and there was a long silence.


Elena’s first thought was that this was an odd question for an American boy to ask, especially one like Simon, for whom the TV had often been his only friend. Simon had been a loner for years before he, rather unaccountably, blossomed. That pattern of middle-school life, where betrayal was routine and hurt feelings were intentional and you didn’t know what was going on most of the time, was simpler on television. Simon had always watched television because television was safe and predictable; even when he himself got handsome and graceful and attractive to women (he still didn’t have many male friends), he watched television automatically. But not now, not here.


Because there was the war. The prospect of opening the communications tap and letting the war flow over them made Elena feel tense and ill. She said, “I think we’re all talking, Simon, and the TV would interfere.”


Everyone else was silent, too. Simon said, “So okay. I won’t turn on the television.”


After a pause, Charlie said to Isabel, brightly, as if eager to be part of the conversation, “So–did you see The Hours? I was wondering why what’s-her-name got the Oscar. I didn’t see it myself.”


Isabel said, “Oh, I saw it.” She glanced at Elena in a friendly way. “The weirdest thing happened. Explain this to me. We got there kind of early, because they were showing it in a smallish theater in Cambridge, where my friend was living. We had to sit toward the back and off to the side. I was sitting next to Tara, and there was one seat between me and the wall. Behind Tara, all the seats were full except one seat over toward the aisle. About a minute or so before the lights went down, this couple walks in. They must be in their forties or early fifties. Perfectly normal couple, nice-looking and tall. She’s carrying the popcorn. No seats anywhere by this time, so he squeezes in past me and sits in the seat by the wall, and the wife sits up behind Tara. For some reason, everyone in this section is friendly, and these two are perfectly pleasant, just like everyone else. The movie starts, and we’re watching. About fifteen minutes into the movie, I realize that the guy next to me is making noise, so I shift over toward Tara an inch or so. The movie goes on, and he’s really bothering me. I mean, he’s not touching me or anything, but I can’t stop being distracted, so I turn and look at him. It must have been in one of the California scenes, because this man is all lit up from the reflection of the screen back into the audience, and he is leaning up against the wall on the other side of his seat and crying his eyes out. His eyes are open and I can see glints of light in them, and also in the tears running down his cheeks, and he’s resting his head against the wall like he can’t hold himself upright. So I poke Tara and she looks at him, and then we turn and glance at the wife. She’s just sitting there, eating popcorn and watching the movie with that movie-watching face you get. We look at the husband again. Floods of tears. We look at the wife again. She never looks over at him or seems to notice or have any sixth sense that there’s something wrong. I thought we should report him to the wife, but she was too far from Tara for her to poke her on the leg.”


“I would put that shot in a picture. Especially with the light from the screen glinting off the tears,” said Max.


“Are you sure they were married?” said Cassie.


“We couldn’t figure out if she even realized what was going on. Tara said, ‘Aren’t you so glad those aren’t your parents?’”


Cassie said, “Maybe they’d been fighting on the way to the movie.”


Simon said, “Maybe he had a friend with AIDS or something. I mean, maybe they weren’t married at all, and he was gay, and the movie made him relive the death of his lover.”


“They had that married look. Used to each other. I think women and gay men who hang out together look like they feel lucky.”


“Or maybe his mom had been schizophrenic and he was reacting to that part of the movie, where the little kid realizes something is really wrong and he’s the one who has to deal with it. I thought that was the most affecting part of the movie myself,” suggested Stoney.


“Maybe,” said Elena, “he sympathized with Virginia Woolf’s decision to kill herself because of the onset of the Second World War.”


“But he didn’t try to stop or wipe his eyes or hide his face. He just leaned up against the wall and bawled. What if he hadn’t gotten that seat against the wall and had been out in the middle somewhere, or sitting next to the wife? It was just the sort of seat in a movie that nobody ever wants, but it was perfect for just this guy in just this movie even though he was the last person to get to the theater. So, yes, I saw The Hours.”


Simon said, “I couldn’t get over the nose thing. I guess I didn’t understand the movie, really. I liked that guy Ed who played the gay man.”


“Ed Harris,” said Max. “No manliness problem there. That would be why they cast him as a gay man dying of AIDS. I’ve tried to put him in at least three movies, but he’s always had scheduling conflicts. I saw him do a movie about twenty years ago, Under Fire. He played a mercenary. He was funny and happy and entirely without a conscience.”





“What’s a manliness problem?” said Charlie, leaning forward.


“Ask Elena. It’s her theory of American film.”


“Oh.” Charlie slightly deflated.


“It has nothing to do with your sample case.”


“So, Max,” said Simon, “what’s your favorite movie? What movie do you wish you had directed?”


“Well, those aren’t really the same thing. I have a lot of favorites. There’s the one I wish I had directed, which was One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest. There are all the ones I love but couldn’t have possibly directed, like Pennies from Heaven and Ashes and Diamonds and the Judy Garland version of A Star Is Born. There are my Hollywood favorites and my non-Hollywood favorites.”


“Hunh,” said Simon. Then he added, “So what was it like to win the Oscar?”


“You know what?” said Max. He leaned forward, a playful look on his face.


Elena thought how much she enjoyed watching them interact. She did not think that Max was going to be the father Simon had never had, but she did think that it was positive for Simon to know Max. She would go that far.


“About two weeks before the Oscars that year, I was driving out in the Valley, by Middle Canyon, you know that area? A dog bolted out of a driveway to my left and ran across the road. I just saw him out of the corner of my eye. I swerved right, and my tire went down over the rim of the pavement. When I turned the wheel to come back up onto the blacktop, the wheel jammed, and the car went end over end.”


Elena gasped.


He glanced at her. “I didn’t have a seat belt on, and I was thrown under the glove box. Both the roof and the left side of the car were crushed, and I was disoriented. I kept trying to get the window open by pushing the button, but because I was upside down, I was pushing the wrong direction. A guy showed up who told me to push the button the other way. That’s all I remember about him. The window opened, and another guy pulled me out. I had to go to the hospital for the night but that wasn’t the weird thing, the omen.”


“What was the omen?” said Isabel.


“The omen was that when the car flipped over it landed on the dog.”


Simon laughed.


Isabel looked a little shocked. Max said, “So I was convinced that, because I survived, I was going to win. When I won, I wasn’t very surprised.”


“I don’t–” Elena was saying, but then the front door opened and there was Zoe Cunningham, and everyone turned to look. Behind her, Paul, who had a bushy beard and was thin and catlike from years of doing yoga, smiled. Zoe seemed to spring into the foyer in a way that reminded Elena that once, in her stage act, she had entered by leaping from the wings almost halfway across the stage (she had used a trampoline to launch herself). Paul closed the door behind them. Zoe dropped her handbag on a table and swept toward them, Elena thought. She was only wearing jeans and a white shirt, with black-and-white zebra-print flats, but she wore it all with such flair that, had she worn it the night before, she would still have appeared on the best-dressed list. What you could not get used to, Elena thought every time, was that face appearing suddenly near you, and her hair, swept up in a luxuriant bundle and pinned with careless expertise at the back of her head.


“We’re here!” exclaimed Zoe. “You wouldn’t believe the traffic. We should have come over Mulholland, I guess, but we came by the 101. Hi, Max. Hi, Ma. Isabel! Oh, you look great, sweetie! Elena, are they driving you crazy? Who’s this?” She put her hands on Simon’s shoulders and looked into his face.


“I’m Simon.”


“You’re so cute! Are you Isabel’s boyfriend?”


“Not yet. I’m Elena’s son.”


“Are you? Stoney! How are you, you should just move in. We should all just move in. Can we move in, Max? Hi, Charlie. I heard about the divorce, but I didn’t hear how to feel about it.”


“It’s a separation,” said Charlie.


Cassie said, “Charlie says his wife is relieved, so I guess we can be relieved for her, too.”


“Hi, Cass. Is my mother behaving herself? This is Paul Schmidt, did you meet Paul? Paul, this is Cassie Marshall. Cassie knows everyone and has seen everything, and that’s why she hides out up here in the hills with these people.”


“I do not! I open the gallery six days a week, and I have to deal with artists on a regular basis, and I met Paul a month ago. Nice to see you again, Paul.”


“Charlie, Paul Schmidt. Stoney Whipple, Paul Schmidt. I am so hungry! We haven’t had a thing all morning. Did you have pancakes?”


Isabel said, “I thought you were eating organ meats.”


“Paul does, but I stopped. It’s harder than you think.”


“How could it be harder than you think?” said Cassie.


“Brains was the hardest,” said Zoe. “In the end, I couldn’t actually incorporate the brains into my body. I talked Paul into substituting tofu that’s been made to taste like organ meats. You can get it in Chinatown. Oh my God!” Zoe strode into the living room and dropped into a chair.


Isabel said, “You want some fruit, Mom? I cut up some pineapple.”


“Oh, I don’t know,” said Zoe.





Paul said, “I’d like some fruit, if you don’t mind, Isabel. May I help you get it?”


“Sure. If we bring it out, Mom will see it and start picking at it and pretty soon eat all the best pieces.” But she smiled.


Paul was wearing khakis, a cream-colored polo shirt, and bone-colored Timberland boat shoes trimmed in tan. The way you could tell he was a healer, Elena decided, was the full beard, so thick that for any normal person it would clearly present a style problem–how was such a beard to be groomed? Shampooed like a thick head of hair, but then what–combed? trimmed? roughed up with fingers? shaped with hair gel? Clearly not. He was a walking paradox–slender and elegant and clean and even careful, the way dapper men were often careful of what they chose to wear and how they wore it, but with all this grizzled hair around his mouth and down to his collar, like a rabbi. Probably, Elena thought, he should not be handling food. Isabel and Paul opened the refrigerator, chatted, took things out. They were the same height and build, taller than she was by five or six inches, and taller than Zoe, who was more or less what you would call “petite.” Max, who had disappeared for a bit, now came out of the bedroom with his clothes on. In the meantime, Zoe continued what she had been saying while Elena had not been listening to her.


“It’s a place of miracles, actually. Miracles are absolutely routine there. It isn’t just that some fire they had up there a few years ago literally stopped at the property line and went back the other direction. Isn’t that interesting? I guess there was a big fire in that whole forest that was set by a lightning storm that came in September. No rain, just lightning. Talk about an act of God. Thunderbolts being cast here, there, and everywhere. And the country was so rough that all there was back in this part of the forest was a Franciscan monastery and a Buddhist monastery, and of course some marijuana farms. The firefighters came after about four days, and they told the monks they had to clear out, even though the monks were doing everything to remove the brush and save the place. So the monks were resisting, of course, though politely. The way they do it is to just not respond to what you’re saying. People think they keep smiling, but they don’t. If you are a true Buddhist, smiling has nothing really to do with it, though you might have been smiling, and the smile could linger, but you are not trying to smile. Anyway, the monks did not want to move, so they just kept clearing the brush and giving the firefighters water, and here came the fire up the side of the mountain, and as it got to the property line, which was visible from the buildings, the wind shifted and the fire stopped, because of course it couldn’t go back down the hill. It just burned out, and the firefighters and the monks dug a trench. The firefighters were really impressed, but the monks considered it fairly routine, all things considered. Buddhists don’t really get excited about things, I’ve noticed. I don’t think the Franciscans had the same sort of miracle, but I don’t remember. Do you remember, dear one?”


Paul sat down across from her and put the plate of fruit on the table between them. Pineapple, strawberries, a couple of slices of kiwi, and some wedges of orange.


“Do I remember what, Zoe?”


“About that fire up at the monastery. What happened to the Franciscans?”


“They ended up rebuilding the residence, I believe.”


“There you go,” said Zoe. “I gather that the Franciscans pray for miracles, but the Buddhists expect nothing.”


Paul might have been smiling, but, Elena thought, it was hard to tell. She said, “Are you going up there today?”


“We were,” said Paul.





“But what time is it? Oh, about eleven. To us that’s like three or four in the afternoon, because we get up at four, so my own opinion is that it’s too late to go all the way up there. It’s six hours just on the highway, then another couple of hours on very treacherous roads with no guardrails, and at this point that would be in the dark, which I don’t like, so maybe tomorrow, don’t you think, dear one?”


“We’ll see.” He ate another piece of pineapple.


Elena glanced at Max. He looked amused and benevolent. She glanced at Isabel. She looked amused and irritated, the way Elena herself could remember feeling so well, that overwhelming weariness that came from being too familiar with your parents, more familiar than anyone should be with any other person. She glanced at Delphine. Delphine was smiling in Isabel’s direction, not as if she expected Isabel to return her gaze, but as if she didn’t and was simply enjoying the chance to look at her granddaughter. It was sort of like watching Delphine reveal a secret, something that Elena, at any rate, had never seen Delphine do before. In fact, secrets abounded in this house. The biggest one, as far as Elena was concerned, was how long it had taken Max to get over Zoe, if he was over her yet. As Max beamed (a low beam, for sure, but nonetheless a beam) at Zoe reaching for a strawberry, Elena suspected that he was surveying Paul for clues, using this new guy to ask, What does she want, what did she want? And Elena herself was staring at Zoe, as she always did, thinking, What does she have, is there something beyond the beauty and talent, or is it just that surface thing?


Officially, of course, Max didn’t love Zoe–she had devolved into just another person who was around from time to time, important as Isabel’s mother but otherwise more tedious than attractive. Officially, Max’s adult life, at least with regard to women, had flowed like a river, through several sets of locks and dams, and no reach of the river was that much different from any other, except in regard to landscape. When he was first in the business, he told her (he told her all of this in an easy, good-natured voice), he was married to a girl named Ina that he had met at the Actors Studio in New York. They had come to Hollywood, but she had been artistically offended by the parts she landed, and so she’d gone back to New York. After Ina, who lasted only two years, he dated Dorothy, who was the daughter of Bo Levin, the famous agent. When the time came to break up, Dorothy and Bo had sat Max down in Bo’s office and told him he was too antisocial ever to make it in this town, and so Dorothy was leaving him, no hard feelings. Later, she married Jerry Whipple, who worked in Bo’s agency and was Max’s agent. Jerry had Stoney from his previous marriage to Diana Carstairs, a starlet who died in a car accident under mysterious circumstances when Stoney was not more than a year old. Jerry went on to make the sort of money that Dorothy and Bo were comfortable with, and to have three more children, while Max dated beautiful women. In 1979, Max met Zoe at a party, where she was singing with the band. In 1980, as a result of winning his Oscar for writing Grace, which had been about a classic British actress that Elena couldn’t now remember the name of and a child actor named Josh Lane escaping the Russian Revolution and ending up in Japan, but was really about Max’s great-grandmother and his grandfather, Max got Zoe a part in a comedy about college students in San Francisco, and she was so sexy and gorgeous, even before she sang, that for her next movie she had to hide the fact that she was pregnant with Isabel through almost the whole shooting. After Isabel was born, Zoe made one movie after another, with no one realizing that the woman on the set taking care of the baby was Zoe’s actual mother (because Delphine insisted on wearing what seemed to be a uniform, but was, according to Max, just the sort of cool, natural cotton trousers and shirts from India that Delphine liked to wear). Max didn’t make movie after movie, but he wrote two more and then directed his first, which was a success, and then directed his second, a blockbuster called A Very Bad Day, in which the Beverly Center was destroyed by a flotilla of tornadoes and the La Brea Tar Pits gaped open and swallowed up UCLA. After that movie, Max and Zoe bought this house. In 1990, Zoe suddenly bought a house in Malibu, and they broke up. In the late nineties Zoe had fallen in love with the costar on her most ambitious film, which was a remake of Green Mansions, set in the Amazon, written expressly for Zoe, though they actually filmed somewhere in British Honduras, and Zoe got malaria, which stopped filming for a while, and by the time the movie was in the can, Zoe didn’t want to see that director ever again.


To Max (Elena was sure), Zoe felt like the main event of his life, but to Zoe (for some reason), Max felt like the opening act. Elena understood that this was a common pattern in Hollywood, where the calibrations of success, especially for “talent,” were highly refined, and every marriage was simultaneously an assertion of who and how important you thought you were at a particular moment in your career and a sign of how you were to be treated by others. But Max’s feelings (Elena was sure) about Zoe went beyond those prescribed by the system, even, as far as Elena could tell, beyond his history or psychology. He found her at a party, he was married to her for ten years, fixated on her for another ten, and never for a moment did he cease–what? Maybe it was something Elena could not imagine, but it was very romantic, larger than life. Desiring her, of course; contemplating her, of course; longing for her, wondering about her, molding her, wishing to touch her, be next to her, look at her, fuck her, make love to her, give her things, serve her, make an impact on her even when she was thinking about something else. Once he had said to Elena (and she thought about it for days), “What I wanted was to be fused with her, for our molecules, atoms, and subatomic particles to be intermingled, and then, when Isabel was about two and we were watching her and talking about how she looked like each of us, I realized that I had had my wish–in the fusing of sperm and egg, there it was, we were intermingled at the minutest possible physical level, but it didn’t satisfy me. The result was Isabel, an entirely separate human being, a child that I loved, but not what I wanted in terms of the potential outcome of my feelings, which felt like it should be an explosion or a melding, not another person. I considered this a tragic revelation about the impossibility of true love.” When he told her that, he laughed at his folly, but what he said was so like what she felt about him that at first she felt like she wasn’t going to get over hearing him say it about Zoe (though jealousy was the ultimate incorrect thing).


In the end, Elena saw what Max had felt for Zoe (she saw this privately–she had never confided this idea to Max himself) as a gift, an example of unprecedented inspiration on Max’s part in which he recognized the inherent possibilities of romantic love, not only for himself and Zoe, but for everyone. He had been in the grips the way everyone wanted to be in the grips but couldn’t manage, or was afraid to permit. And furthermore, it was his inspiration, not theirs–that much was evident in Zoe’s attitude. She treated Max as if he were her father or uncle, whose affection she could rely on but whose wrath she preferred not to incur, not because she was afraid of it, but because it would inconvenience her. Look at how she had apparently consigned Delphine to him, and he and Delphine continued to live together the way estranged couples were said to do in Japan–separate living quarters, separate entrances, separate recognitions that the arranged marriage didn’t work as a form of intimacy, but did work as a way of life. He did say, “It’s okay for me that Zoe and I aren’t married anymore. I never actually wanted to be a family with her. It was just that that was the only form available to embody what I felt about her.” Elena contemplated this as she gazed at Zoe.


The new Max, the Max that loved her, Elena, had chosen not to engage in that Zoe sort of love anymore, or ever again. He was kind, attentive, faithful, thoughtful, conversational, and sexy, just exactly what Elena had always looked for. Every day she marveled that she had found him, attracted him, and had many minutes and hours to enjoy him. It was love of a very correct sort, much like finding your notions, plans, and presuppositions satisfactorily confirmed–you thought that you wanted a certain thing, you got it, and it turned out to be everything you had hoped for and more, because your capacity for enjoyment turned out to be larger than you had realized. So–nothing wrong there. But how was she to think of Max’s progress? Had he been sick before and now he was well? Had he transcended before and now he had come back to earth? Had he painted his masterpiece and now he was idling out his later life? Had he embraced an illusion and now he was back to reality? Had he been an older man falling in love for the first time with a younger woman and gone a little crazy? Or was it just pure Hollywood? She could have asked him about that when he was talking about his joke film, My Lovemaking with Elena, but she had forgotten to. Or not dared.


Paul and Isabel offered the last strawberry to Zoe, who took it and said, “I could eat a piece of toast. What kind of bread do you have around, Max? Dear one, do you want a piece of toast?”


Elena said, “I bought some of that nine-grain loaf that they have at Gelson’s Friday. That’s good toasted.”


“Do you have any hummus?” said Zoe. “We’ve been eating that instead of dairy products.”


“Oh, for God’s sake, Mom,” said Isabel.


“I thought you were a morally superior vegan,” said Cassie.


“I am, but not being greedy is a moral category that trumps vegan. Sometimes, when the virtues you want to promote contradict one another, you have to choose one over the other. In this case, I notice that Mom came into the house, made herself the center of attention, asked for food, didn’t like what was offered, and then asked for what else we might have as if this were a restaurant.”


“No one minds,” said Elena.


“We’re used to it,” said Delphine.


“Are you joking, Isabel?” asked Zoe.


“What do you think, Mom?” said Isabel.


“I don’t know,” said Zoe. After a short, meaningful pause, she went on, “Honey, why don’t you show Paul where the bread is.”


“I’ll do it,” said Elena.


“Do you know how irritating you are, Mom?” said Isabel.


“I irritate you because you can’t give me a break, Isabel,” said Zoe, and as Elena passed her to go into the kitchen, she thought that that was probably true. She herself would have never gotten along with a daughter. However, had she been Zoe’s daughter, she would have found her irritating also.


The nine-grain bread was in the freezer. She took out the loaf and broke off four of the frozen slices. While she was putting them in the toaster, Paul came up behind her. He said, “Let me do that. We meant to pack some food, but we forgot, and then we meant to stop for something to eat on the way over, but the traffic was terrible and there wasn’t anywhere I was willing to eat. Probably Zoe’s a little annoyed about that.”


Elena considered how not to offend by showing that she knew more about him than she had learned from actually talking to him. Finally, she said, “Are you on a special diet? I mean, other than the organ meats?”


“Well, the organ meats are temporary. I only do that once a year, for about four weeks, for the iron mostly. Zoe never did it before, so it’s a big deal to her, but I’m so used to it I just think, ‘March–organ meats.’”


“Why March?” The toast popped up. Elena picked out the slices, turned them over, and put them back in so they would toast evenly.


“By now, it means spring, I guess. I used to live in Ohio, where spring actually came in March, but if I remember correctly, I just happened to do it the first time in March, and so I did it a year later, and so on.”


Elena opened the refrigerator and took out a container of roasted-garlic hummus. The toast popped. She opened a drawer and took out a knife. He took it from her in a smooth, courteous way, and began to spread hummus on the toast. It was awkward to stand there not knowing anything significant about him and to make assumptions based on someone’s saying that he was a “healer” and that he ate organ meats before six in the morning. He was too vivid in her mind to be a stranger, and yet he was a stranger. So she said the wrong thing. She said, “If it’s too late to leave for the monastery, you ought to spend the night here. I mean, if you go back to Zoe’s house, that’s going to add an hour to your trip starting out again tomorrow.”


“We could stop somewhere along the way, though my idea of a good place to stop isn’t going to be the same as Zoe’s. I like a nice dive myself. There’s a motel in San Miguel. It’s right out of The Postman Always Rings Twice. You know, two hard beds and a lightbulb hanging from the ceiling.”


“You like that?”


“I like paying $44.95.”


“It’s probably better that you get all the way to the monastery in one day, then.”


“The first time I ever stayed there, I couldn’t figure out why the doors were slamming all night long. Every time I would drift off, bam, the door next to mine or down the line would go off like a shot. And the semis were idling in the parking lot. At about five, I finally woke up for the day when someone came pounding on the door next to my room and shouting, ‘Let me in!’ and the girl inside called out, bright as you please, ‘Who is it?,’ and the guy shouts, ‘It’s me! Let me in!,’ and the girl calls out again, ‘Who is it?,’ and the guy says, “Come on! Let me in! You know who it is!’ They go on like this for about ten minutes, and she never lets on that she knows who it is or that she’s intimidated in any way, always just calling out ‘Who is it?,’ and he refuses to say his name. So the guy heads off to the office, I guess to wake up the manager and get another key, and there’s quiet for, oh, say two minutes, and then, all of a sudden, the girl runs out of the room, jumps into the car, and races away. When the guy comes back with the key five minutes later, she’s miles down the road. I always thought that was brilliant, the way she did that.”


Elena laughed. As he told this story, he carefully cut the crusts off the toast, cut the four slices into eight triangles, picked a sprig of parsley off the plant in the window, and set it on the plate. Elena said, “What about water? I have some Pellegrino.”





“We drink Pellegrino.”


She opened the refrigerator again and took out a big green glass bottle. There were two glasses in the dish drainer. He said, “Do you have room for us?”


“Oh my goodness,” said Elena, “I think it’s a crime the way the rooms in this house sit empty. And Delphine lives in the guesthouse, so that’s four bedrooms that hardly ever even get aired.”


“It’s a thought,” said Paul as they carried the food into the sitting room.


“Dear one!” said Zoe. “Guess what. We’re staying here for the night! Isn’t that a good idea? We’re right above the 405, and we don’t have to go all the way back to my place and start all over again tomorrow morning. Max said we could stay in the garden room. It’s a cave! You’ll love it. The previous owners actually dug it out of the hillside for their wine cellar. You could never do that nowadays. And then they got divorced, and all the wine went to some bank or something. Anyway, it’s totally quiet, it looks onto the Japanese garden, and when you get up, you can go out and pull weeds. It’ll be just like spending the night in the monastery. It even has a tiny little kitchen, if we want to cook. It is just my favorite room, even though it’s forty-eight steps down and forty-eight steps up.”


“It sounds perfect,” said Paul.


“We’ll stay, then,” said Zoe.


Isabel made a little noise, as if she couldn’t believe that Zoe had gotten away with something yet again.
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