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From the outside, the building I was in certainly didn’t look like much. It was part of a cluster of prefab units that had been hastily erected in what was, to all intents and purposes, an industrial park. The interior was scarcely any more impressive. The wall opposite me was decorated with a collection of posters advertising various long-forgotten Hollywood blockbusters, and just in front of it there was a trestle table piled high with promotional bric-a-brac: pens, mugs, baseball caps. It could have been a distribution warehouse for a DVD mail order company: buy one get one free.

In fact, it was the global headquarters of ______ ______, one of the most powerful producers in Hollywood. When I’d first met him earlier that year he’d told me that, collectively, his films had made so much money that if you averaged it out each one had grossed over 100 million dollars. The films advertised on the posters opposite, some of which had grossed three times that much, had all been produced by him. The prefab units might not look particularly fancy, but no other producer occupied such prime real estate, at least not on this lot. And it wasn’t, strictly speaking, an industrial park.

It was one of the eight major Hollywood studios.

The reason I was there is because three months earlier this producer had been sitting on a billionaire’s yacht in the South of France when he happened to find a copy of How to Lose Friends & Alienate People under a throw cushion. (This was a book I’d written about trying—and failing—to take Manhattan.) By the time the yacht docked in Antibes, he’d made a couple of calls on his cell-phone and got my number.

I was back in England—in my Skoda heading to a wedding in Norfolk—when I got the call.1


“Is this Toby Young?”

“Hang on a minute,” I said, trying to wedge the phone between my ear and my shoulder. “I’m just overtaking a lorry.”

After the usual cacophony of hooting and swearing—no one, especially a truck, likes being passed by a Skoda—I was back on the line.

“Sorry about that. I’ve been stuck behind that fucker for the last twenty minutes.”

“Is this Toby Young?”

“Yes. Who’s this?

“______ ______”

“Yeah right. And I’m Hugh Grant.”

“No, really, it’s me.”

“Langan? Is that you? It is, isn’t it? You’re going to have to work a lot harder on that American accent, my friend. You sound far too working class to be a Hollywood producer.”

“Listen, I don’t have time for this. I’m going to give you the number of my production office in Los Angeles and I want you to call that number and ask to speak to Lauren—that’s my second assistant—and she’ll patch you through to my cell.”

Beat.

“Jesus Christ. I’m an idiot. Sorry about that. What can I do for you, Mr. _______?”

“Where are you right now?”

I glanced out of the window.

“Somewhere between Colchester and Ipswich, I think.”

“No, I mean what country are you in?”

Duh!

“England. I’m in England.”

“Can you meet me in the lobby of the Hotel du Cap on Monday at noon? If you can’t get a flight I might be able to arrange for a private jet to pick you up.”

I let out an involuntary bark of laughter.

“A private jet? Are you sure this isn’t a crank call?”

“Eight one eight, five four six—”

“Okay, okay, I believe you. What’s this all about?”

“I want you to write a picture for me.”

Beat.

“I’m afraid you’re going to have to give me that number after all. This is just too good to be true.”

After he’d hung up, I turned to my wife who was sitting beside me in the passenger seat.

“You’ll never guess who that was?”

“Who?”

“_____ fucking _______”

“What did he want?”

“He says he wants me to write a picture for him.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t a crank call?”

 



This was the summons I’d been waiting for—if not all my life, certainly for the past two-and-a-half years. Having failed as a glossy magazine editor in New York, I was determined to make it as a screenwriter. Since returning from America in 2000, I’d made numerous attempts to break into the movie business, but, not surprisingly, none of these efforts had come to anything. Now, thanks to an extraordinary stroke of good fortune, I was being given a chance to play in the big leagues.

Perhaps I should have been more wary. After all, the annals of Hollywood are full of cautionary tales about young writers being lured to Los Angeles by the prospect of easy money, only to spend the next forty years doing nothing. Ernest Hemingway said that a writer should come no closer to Hollywood than the Nevada-California state line, arrange to pick up his check at the border, and then turn round and head home. On the other hand, that check is nothing to sniff at. As one jaded screenwriter put it: “They ruin your stories. They trample on your pride. They massacre your ideas. And what do you get for it? A fortune.”

 



It turned out the “picture” _____ wanted me to write was a biopic about a notorious ’70s record producer. He had acquired the rights to this man’s unofficial biography back in 1994 and already hired several other writers to have a crack at adapting it. The reason none of them had succeeded, at least not to _____’s satisfaction, is because this particular individual, like most legendary record producers, was a spectacularly unpleasant human being. He ripped off all his artists, drove a famous singer to suicide, and abandoned his only son. He had almost no redeeming qualities. On the face of it, it was simply impossible to tell his story in a way that wouldn’t automatically alienate the audience.

“I’m the first to admit it—he’s not a likable guy,” said Mr. Hollywood over lunch at the Hotel du Cap forty-eight hours after he’d first contacted me. “But if I’m going to make a movie about this guy’s life I have to find a way to make him sympathetic. When I read your book, I thought, ‘If anyone can do it, this guy can,’ because you  did it. At the end of your book, I liked you. I don’t know why I liked you, but I did. I mean, you do all this really dumb stuff, you fuck  everything up, but when I got to the end I liked you. That’s why you’re the perfect guy to write this picture. I mean, if you were able to make yourself likable, given all the horrible shit you pulled, you should be able to make this guy look like fucking Gandhi.”

 




When I got back to London, I immediately called Rob Long, the only person I know with any claims to being a Hollywood insider. I was introduced to him by William Cash, a fellow British journalist, on a trip to Los Angeles in 1992. Rob was only twenty-seven at the time, but he was already an executive producer of Cheers and I persuaded him to write a column about the difficulties of sustaining such a meteoric career for a magazine I was then editing. The columns were subsequently collected into a cult book—Conversations with My Agent—that quickly became required reading for anyone seeking to understand “the Business.” Since then, Rob has gone on to have a very successful career as a sitcom producer and, at one stage, served as an Adjunct Professor of Screenwriting at the UCLA School of Film, Theater and Television.


Rob listened patiently while I offered my analysis of the situation. The problem was that no one had a clue about how to turn this misanthrope’s life story into a commercial movie. _____ simply couldn’t justify spending $64 million on it—the average cost of a Hollywood movie these days—when it so clearly wasn’t going to be a hit. My job was to figure out a way to tell the story that, while remaining true to the source material, also rang bells at the box office.2


“Completely wrong,” said Rob. “You let him worry about how to make it commercial. That’s his job. He’s the producer. He wants to make it commercial? Easy. He puts a star in the picture. You don’t have to worry about the picture being made. You should be worrying about  your career as a writer. You want to come out of this with a great writing sample, something that’s going to get you hired on other movies. You want my opinion? Turn it into a comedy.”



After I hung up, I racked my brains, but the only way I could think of to make the story funny was to include myself as a character. As I envisaged it, The Schlockmeister would be about this completely unknown writer who’s summoned out of the blue by this big Hollywood producer and then saddled with this absurdly difficult writing assignment. The story of the record producer could then be told as a film-within-a-film, focusing on one of the numerous episodes in which he plucked some completely unknown band from obscurity, promised them the earth, and then discarded them as soon as the next band came along, not even bothering to pay their travel expenses. The picture, which would switch back and forth between the A-story and the B-story, would begin with me receiving a phone call from ______ ______ as I was heading to a wedding in Norfolk.



“He doesn’t want to make a film about you,” said Rob when I told him this idea. “In any case, it’s been done. It’s called Adaptation. Listen, you’re thinking way too much about this. Writing for the movies is easy. There are only two rules: Make sure something interesting happens on every page and make sure the character changes. The character has to change. Don’t worry about the three-act structure or any of that bullshit. And for god’s sake don’t read any of those goddamned screenwriting books. That’s the kiss of death. The secret of success in this business is to not give people what they want. Over and over, you give these guys what they want, they don’t like it. ‘It’s hacky,’ they say. That’s why he’s interested in you. He’s got twenty guys who can write commercial movies. He wants you to bring something new to the table.”


Rob called me back five minutes later.


“One more thing. Don’t call it The Schlockmeister. That’s the worst title I ever heard.”


 



“Hi, are you waiting for _____?”

I snapped out of my reverie and looked up at one of the most beautiful faces I’d ever seen. This must be Lauren, the famous second assistant, I thought. Apparently, the man I’d flown over 5,000 miles to see employed supermodels to fetch his dry cleaning. This particular specimen didn’t look a day over sixteen.

“Yes I am, as a matter of fact,” I said. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of a coffee is there?”

She gave me a quizzical expression.

“White, no sugar,” I added. “Thanks.”

“I’m Stacey,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m the Executive Vice-President of Production.”

 



“What were you expecting?” said Rob later. “Some lesbian drill sergeant? They used to employ women like that back in the old days when the studios made 50 pictures a year. Now they employ women like Stacey. It’s gotten to the point where I’m afraid to shake hands with a studio executive for fear of being picked up for child molestation.”

 



It turned out that Stacey wasn’t the Executive Vice-President of Production for the entire studio, just the “shingle” owned by ______ ______. But it was still a pretty impressive job title for a woman who looked like she should be on the cover of Teen Vogue. She took me through to her office, explaining that it might be some time before I could get in to see her boss.

“He’s rapping,” she said, “and when he starts rapping he loses all sense of time.”

“He’s rapping?!? Wow. Is that, like, a hobby or something?”

She gave me a puzzled look.

“He’s talking. Talking.”

Beat.

“Soooo,” she said. “I read your book. I had to, actually.”

Apparently, she’d asked Mr. Hollywood to tell her about this project and by way of response he’d given her a copy of my book.

“I couldn’t really understand why you kept doing such dumb stuff,” she said. “I mean, you just kept on doing it, over and over and over. What’s with that? It’s like you had Tourette’s or something.”

 



“She’s clearly irritated by the fact that she wasn’t present when you guys first talked about this thing,” explained Rob. “That’s all these girls have. They don’t actually do anything. They’re just ‘in the loop.’”

 



After several minutes had elapsed, another supermodel came in and told us the big guy was now off the phone. Stacey leapt out of her chair and motioned for me to get up: Come on, come on. Clearly, the boss didn’t like to be kept waiting.

The first thing I noticed on entering his office were the Oscars—four of them standing side-by-side in the fireplace. I had to fight the urge to pick one up. I wanted to know what it felt like to hold one in your hand.

“So, where are we with this?” asked Mr. Hollywood. “Is this a done deal?”

“Yes,” I said confidently. “I think it’s pretty much a done deal.”

I regretted saying this as soon as the words came out of my mouth. The studio’s Business Affairs division had only just sent over the “Writer Employment Agreement”—a whopping forty-eight-page document—and my agent hadn’t had a chance to read it yet. What if she uncovered some appalling clause that she wanted to dispute? “Writer will indemnify Producer against any and all liability, damages, costs and expenses, including attorney’s fees, in connection with . . .” Presumably, _____ would simply say, “But Toby told me it was a done deal.”

His office was a large oblong, with an expensive water feature at one end and a huge plasma screen at the other. On my right as I walked in was a large desk and, in front of that, a seating area with two leather sofas opposite each other. There were two phones in the room, one on his desk and one on a little side table  to the left of the sofa facing the plasma. This was clearly his spot. As I later discovered, he never liked to be more than an arm’s reach from a telephone.

After we were all seated—Stacey was evidently going to be present at this meeting—he asked me how I was getting on. Had I had any brain waves yet?

I began by reciting the long list of the record producer’s shortcomings. Even by the standards of Tin Pan Alley, he was a nasty piece of work. Why would anyone want to watch a movie about him? As I saw it, there were only two ways around this.

The first was to model the picture on Wall Street and tell the story from the point of view of a fresh-faced ingénue. The film would then become the story of this innocent’s relationship with the ’70s legend: hero-worship followed by gradual disillusionment and, eventually, disgust.

The second was to tell it like a gangster picture. Why not model it on Scarface? Depict him as this feral, predatory man, an ambitious sociopath who manages to conquer the music business by being more cunning and ruthless than any of his competitors. We know he’s a terrible man but there’s something compelling about him nevertheless . . .

“Well, obviously, I like the second one better,” said _____. “Listen, the thing you have to remember about this guy is that he invented the cult of celebrity. He invented it. He created this world we live in. He knew about the importance of publicity, of generating buzz, and he turned this business into the celebrity-driven thing it is today. Okay, so he was no boy scout, but so what? With artists, we’re prepared to forgive all these terrible things they do because, you know, they’re artists. They’re so talented. But where does it say producers can’t be artists? How come artists can get away with all this crap, but producers are held to account for every tiny little goddamned thing?”

He became so impassioned in the course of this speech that, by the end of it, both Stacey and I were staring at him.

“I know, I know,” he laughed. “People have said I identify with this guy. But I don’t, I really don’t. I just think he’s a fascinating man.”

Toward the end of the meeting, _____ outlined his professional credo.

“I like to distinguish between action and activity. Activity is when you come into the office, you make thirty phone calls, and you go home. You come in the next day, you make another thirty phone calls, and you go home. Action is when you actually walk over to the fucking sound stage and you make a fucking movie. I was on the sound stage till two o’clock in the morning last night dubbing my latest picture. This is a motion picture production company. We make four to five motion pictures a year. I don’t hire writers and then stick them in development hell. That’s not what I do. If you write a movie that’s even part of the way there, I will make the fucking movie. I promise you that.”

 



“That’s the stump speech he gives to all the new writers,” explained Rob. “In fact, activity is precisely what he does. That’s what these producers do. They keep all these plates spinning in the air. And how does he do it? By making calls. That’s all he does: talk, talk, talk, all day.”

 



As _____ was showing me out he asked if there was anything else he could do for me.

“Well, there is one thing. D’you mind if I pick up one of your Oscars?”

“Sure, be my guest. They’re just techie Oscars—the only kind I’m  ever gonna win.”

I bent down and picked one up: It was an Oscar for Best Sound. How come he had it? Had the sound engineer given it to him as a way of ensuring future employment? It’s embarrassing to admit, but for a second I thought: If The Schlockmeister wins an Oscar for Best Original Screenplay, do I have to give the statuette to him?

“You could kill someone with one of these,” I said, weighing it in my hand.

I looked up to catch Mr. Hollywood shooting Stacey a look, as if to say, “Can you believe this rube?”

 



“Don’t worry about it,” said Rob. “People go out of their way in this town to appear innocent and unworldly. It makes them attractive to predators. Out here, you get paid a lot for being eaten alive.”

 



By now it was 7 p.m., and _____ said that since he was finished for the day he’d walk me out.

“So, when are you gonna move to L.A.?” he asked, as we strolled toward the parking lot.

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. I mean, look what happened to me in New York.”

“Ah, you’ll love it out here. That’s the beauty of America. If you don’t make it one city, you just move to another.”

“Well, I’ll certainly give it some serious thought.”

“Well, if you do move out here, let me know. If you want an office to work out of, I can give you an office here.”

Not for the first time that afternoon, I pinched myself. Had I really just been offered on office on the back lot of one of the major Hollywood studios? Visions of having lunch in the commissary with a group of fellow writers danced before my eyes.

“So,” I said, turning to Stacey. “I imagine you’ll want to remove yourself as the go-between on this project as quickly as possible.”

Instead of answering, she made a movement with her eyes as if to say, “Look behind you.” Again, there was that sense of urgency:  Quick, quick.


I turned round to see Mr. Hollywood waiting for me, his hand extended. How long had he been standing there like that? I grabbed his hand and shook it as heartily as I could, telling him how grateful I was for this fantastic opportunity.

“Well, just try not to fuck it up,” he said.

With that, he climbed into what I initially took for some sort of spaceship but was, in fact, a Cadillac Escalade. It was the biggest car I’d ever seen. As soon as the rear passenger door clunked shut, it glided off, the studio gates parting to speed him on his way.

 



When I got back to my hotel, my first inclination was to call Caroline to tell her about everything that had happened—but I hesitated. The truth was, I passionately wanted to move to L.A., but my wife Caroline didn’t. She’d been born and brought up in London—it was where all her family and friends lived—and she didn’t want to live anywhere else. She wasn’t the sort of wife who’d simply pick up and follow her husband halfway across the world just because he thought it would be good for his career.

On the other hand, opportunities of this magnitude only came along once in a lifetime. My own fucking office in a Hollywood studio! There’d be no starting in the mailroom for me. With _____ acting as my mentor, the whole town would be open to me. I was being given a shot at the big time and if I didn’t take it I knew I’d regret it for the rest of my life. I’d end up like Marlon Brando in On the Waterfront : I coulda been a contender. . .


So what should I do? Tell Caroline I was moving to L.A. and she could either come with me or stay in London, it was up to her? Or should I give up this dream as just another one of those “childish things” I’d had to put away since merging my life with Caroline’s?






PART ONE

BONDED





1

Better Wed Than Dead


CAROLINE AGREED TO marry me on April 28, 2000, which was rather miraculous considering my prospects at the time. I’d just returned to London, having spent the previous five years trying to make a name for myself as a journalist in Manhattan. I’d been fired as the  Evening Standard’s New York columnist, fired as a contributing editor to Vanity Fair, fired as the Independent’s New York columnist, fired as a staff writer at Gear.. . . Indeed, the only thing I’d learned was what not to say when I’d just been fired. Whenever I used some pathetic euphemism like “it didn’t work out” or “I felt it was time to move on,” the person I was talking to always gave me a pitying look, as if getting fired had been such a devastating blow to my self-esteem that, in addition to being unemployed, I was now too insecure to admit I’d just been fired. After five years of this at least I knew what to say if I was ever fired again: “I’ve been fired.” Unfortunately, my latest gig showed every sign of being permanent—a column for the Spectator,3 a British  weekly magazine, called “No Life.” As Caroline pointed out, no one could accuse her of marrying me for my money.

The earliest date she was prepared to set for the wedding was July 21 of the following year, giving her plenty of time to change her mind. At the beginning of 2000, Caroline had agreed to live with me for three months on a “trial basis,” and when she finally accepted my proposal I took that as a sign that I’d “passed.” But it soon dawned on me that, far from being over, the probationary period had simply been extended by fifteen months. Not for her the old-fashioned approach whereby marriage is a leap of faith. She wanted to road test the merchandise before committing to a purchase. Consequently, by the time I carried her across the threshold of my studio apartment in West London, we’d been engaged for fifteen months.

Like all married people I became a self-styled “expert” on the subject as soon as I tied the knot—and one of the many pieces of advice I now give to young people who are thinking of doing the same is to keep the engagement short. There are numerous problems with long engagements. For one thing, it gives you far too much time to quarrel about the arrangements. Scarcely a week went by without a heated argument breaking out about the flowers or the caterers or the wedding tent—and that was just between Caroline and her mother. The two of us were worse. They say that if you can survive the first year of marriage you have a pretty good chance of staying together for the rest of your life. But to my mind surviving a long engagement is a far more difficult test.

The fact that I have the diplomatic skills of Idi Amin didn’t help. When Caroline and I finally agreed on the guest list, after six months of torturous negotiation, I ran my eye over the 130 names and said, “So, d’you want to know how many of the women on this list I’ve shagged?”

We had to start again from scratch.

Perhaps more importantly, a long engagement gives both parties too much time to think about whether they actually want to get married in the first place. During my three-year courtship of Caroline I had my eye so firmly on the prize I never stopped to ask whether marrying her was something I really wanted to do. I’d proposed to her so often that when she finally agreed to become my wife she caught me off guard. It had never occurred to me that she might actually say yes. I felt like someone who, as a schoolboy, had fantasized about playing for the England soccer team, only to find himself being unexpectedly selected at the advanced age of thirty-seven.

Should I have been more careful about what I wished for? I wasn’t in any doubt that I loved Caroline. But why get married? Couldn’t we just carry on living together indefinitely? After all, plenty of people manage it.

I quickly discovered there are some very sound arguments for not getting married. According to England’s Institute of Social and Economic Research, men’s disposable income falls by an average of fifteen percent when they tie the knot, while women’s goes up by twenty-eight percent. For a man, getting married is like entering a new tax bracket without any corresponding increase in income; it’s like moving to Sweden.

I consulted my accountant, who confirmed that there was no tax benefit in getting married, at least not since the British Government had abolished the married couple’s allowance. The only advantage he could think of would be if I transferred some of my income-earning assets into Caroline’s name in order to equalize our incomes, thereby reducing our joint tax burden. However, he quickly pointed out that I didn’t have any income-earning assets, and even if I did, there’d be no guarantee that Caroline would give them back if we ever got divorced.

Then there was the cost of the wedding itself. I’d done the arithmetic and even after our guest list had been pruned of the women  I’d slept with (all three of them) I couldn’t see us getting away with less than £20,000.4 It used to be the case that this cost was borne by the father of the bride, but not any more. That convention, along with all the other things that used to make marriage so attractive to men—like coming home to a nice hot meal and getting your socks darned—is now regarded as laughably out of date.

From a purely financial point of view, getting married is about as sensible as investing your life savings in an Internet start-up—which might explain why, for instance, the number of British citizens getting hitched declined by approximately twenty-five percent between 1988 and 1998. Indeed, according to British government statisticians, the institution of marriage is in terminal decline. They predict that by 2031 the number of unmarried men in the 45-54 age group will rise from fourteen percent to forty percent.

 



Of course, few men engage in this kind of calculation when deciding whether to get married. For most of us, the real stumbling block is having to be faithful to just one person for the rest of our lives. The issue doesn’t turn on how attractive the woman in question is. She could be Marilyn Monroe and it wouldn’t make any difference. Rather, it’s the thought of never being able to have sex with anyone else that’s so difficult to bear.

Is it possible to enjoy marriage without monogamy? Well, yes, provided you’re prepared to cheat on your wife. In my case, though, that wasn’t really an option because (a) I’m a terrible liar, and (b) the consequences of being caught were too horrendous to contemplate. I remember watching Waiting to Exhale with Caroline and telling her I thought Angela Bassett’s reaction to her husband’s infidelity—she sets fire to his suits—was a bit over the top. She looked at me calmly and said, “If you’re ever unfaithful to me I’ll Bobbitt you.”

She meant it, too.

Another alternative is to have a European-style marriage, whereby wives tolerate their husbands’ little peccadilloes provided they’re discreet about it. Admittedly, it’s not exactly ideal from the women’s point of view, but at least they’re likely to stay married, with all the attendant social and economic benefits. If the alternative is ending up single and alone, as so many divorced women do, perhaps it’s the lesser of two evils.

I once tried to raise this subject with Caroline and, following her reaction, the second piece of advice I’ve been dispensing to men on the brink of getting married is never to repeat this mistake.

“Darling,” I began, “have you ever wondered why the divorce rate in America is so much higher than Europe?”

She narrowed her eyes.

“You’d better not be about to tell me it’s because American women set too much store by fidelity.”

“Well, don’t you think that’s part of the explanation? I mean, the moment an American man strays, his wife heads straight for the divorce courts. In Italy, by contrast, where the women don’t expect their husbands to be faithful, the divorce rate is only ten percent. I’m not saying that women should enter into marriage in the expectation that their husbands will be unfaithful, but perhaps insisting on fidelity as a condition of remaining married is setting the bar too high.”

Beat.

“Are you saying you want to be able to shag other people after we’re married?”

“Oh God no. This is purely hypothetical, obviously.”

“What about me? Would I be able to shag whoever I liked, too?”

“Darling, you’ve got the wrong end of the stick. I was just saying—”

“Because, frankly, I’m not sure you’d be the one to profit from that arrangement. D’you have any idea how easy it is for a woman to find someone willing to shag her? I mean, compared to a man?”

“—”

“I’ll tell you what, why don’t we conduct a little experiment? We’ll go to the nearest pub right now and see who can pull the fastest.”

“Really, darling, I think you’re overreacting.”

“Then again, that wouldn’t exactly be fair, would it, given our relative levels of attractiveness? To even things out, I’ll give you a head start. What time is it now?”

I glanced at my watch.

“Five forty-five.”

“Okay, you go to the pub now and I won’t come in until one minute before closing time. Does that sound fair?”

“I’ve absolutely no doubt that you could pull every man in the pub in less than sixty seconds.”

“What?”

“I said—”

“Why are you still here? You’re wasting valuable time. I’d get going if I were you.”

I left the house and sat in a café for a half hour to give her a chance to calm down.

In truth, I’m not sure the prospect of an open marriage would have appealed to me even if I looked like Brad Pitt. Growing up among the literary intelligentsia—my mother was a novelist—I encountered numerous examples of open marriages and they always struck me as pale imitations of the real thing. Several of them ended in divorce when either the man or the woman met someone who offered them a more conventional partnership—and those that didn’t tended to degenerate into the kind of arrangement that twentysomethings call “friends with benefits.” Without the element of sacrifice—without being willing to forego extramarital sex as a token of their commitment to each other—their “open” relationships lacked the moral component that makes marriage so special. And for what it’s worth, the children of these couples never grew up wanting to have open marriages themselves.

No, if I was going to marry Caroline, I had to accept that I wouldn’t be able to sleep with anyone else. Some cultures might have worked out how to make marriage work in the absence of monogamy, but for two fairly conventional middle-class English people there was no alternative. It was all or nothing.

Which begs the question: Why go through with it? Why would any man in possession of a good fortune—or at least an apartment in West London—be in want of a wife?

 



Well, needless to say, there are plenty of arguments in favor of marriage, too. For one thing, you’re likely to live longer. In The Case for Marriage, Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher point out that ninety percent of married men alive at forty-eight will still be alive at sixtyfive, whereas only sixty percent of single men alive at forty-eight will make it to retirement age. Married men are half as likely as single men to commit suicide and single men drink twice as much as married men the same age. Perhaps most alarming—at least for singletons—the authors discovered that a married man with heart disease can expect to live an average of 1,400 days longer than a single man with a healthy heart.

Still, the fact that there’s a statistical correlation between physical health and marriage doesn’t necessarily mean there’s a causal relationship. It may just be that the kinds of men who get married are healthier to begin with. In any case, promoting your own physical well-being seems like a fairly uninspiring reason to get married. I expect monks live even longer than happily married men, but I wasn’t about to join a monastery.

A more compelling reason is to reduce the likelihood that you’ll split up—what’s commonly referred to as “security.” To paraphrase Shakespeare, marriage binds you together with hoops of steel. In the less romantic language of economics, it creates a “barrier to exit.” Should Caroline or I wish to leave each other, there would be all sorts of hurdles in our path after we’d taken our wedding vows— not least the cost of getting divorced. From my point of view, that was quite reassuring. Caroline had already dumped me twice and even though there was no guarantee she wouldn’t do so again, she was less likely to after we were married. Since I was in love with her, that was a powerful incentive.

The fact that married couples are more likely to stay together than unmarried ones is often cited by conservatives as Exhibit A in the case for marriage. They point out that children born out of wedlock are more likely to be brought up in one-parent families and, as a result, will place a greater burden on the state. This isn’t just in terms of social security. There’s a well-established correlation between illegitimacy and criminal behavior. The eminent African-American sociologist William Julius Wilson has long argued that one of the reasons young black men are responsible for a disproportionately high percentage of violent crimes is because of absentee fathers.

One of the most important “barriers to exit” that marriage erects is the promise you make in front of people whose good opinion you actually care about. If Caroline and I didn’t get married, but simply chose to live together in perpetuity, there would be no recognized way in which we could communicate that decision to our families and friends. We could have a party, I suppose, but it wouldn’t be the same as taking solemn vows in front of our nearest and dearest. There was something about the formality of a wedding, its official  nature, which would make the decision to stay together more binding. When we promised to love and cherish one another, in sickness and in health, till death us do part, it was a promise we both intended to keep—and the fact that we would be making it in front of 130 witnesses would make it that much harder to break.

 



There was another, less respectable reason why I wanted to get married: My best friend, Sean Langan, was about to tie the knot and I didn’t want to be left behind.

I’d known Sean since he was sixteen and we’d spent a large part of our twenties trying to pick up girls together. Our role models were Bluto and Otter from Animal House, and there was an unspoken understanding between us that being a man consisted of making an endless stream of sexual conquests. Needless to say, his strike rate was a lot higher than mine. Indeed, if we’d been a couple of single women I would have been categorized as “the ugly friend.” The son of a Portuguese mother and an Irish father, Sean manages to combine the best of both races: he’s lithe and olive-skinned, yet he also possesses the gift of the gab. Few of the women he chatted up when we were out on the town together could resist him. I remember one occasion, in Greece back in 1985, when he managed to get off with a member of the German Olympic swim team in spite of the fact that she was on holiday with her fiancé at the time.

Just before I left for New York, Sean had met his match in the form of a beautiful, hot-blooded Anglo-German named Anabel Cutler, whom he’d subsequently become engaged to. I was a bit cheesed off about this—who was going to be my wing man now?—and whenever I came home for the holidays I’d torture Sean with tales of my adventures as a swinging bachelor in Manhattan (all made up, naturally). Evelyn Waugh said that the great thing about living abroad is that all your friends imagine you’re having a much more exciting time than them, and that certainly applied to Sean. I’d refer to Anabel as the “ball and chain” and needle him about the fact that he couldn’t leave the house without asking her permission. I kept up a constant stream of malicious banter, the subtext of which was always the same: She’s castrated you, you pathetic wretch.

In retrospect, it’s obvious that I was jealous. Sean was in love with Anabel and, as his best friend, I felt abandoned. On one occasion, at the end of a long, drunken evening in the spring of 2000, I told Sean that he’d broken the implicit understanding between us whereby neither of us would get married until the other was ready to do so as well. It was all bullshit, of course, but best friends have a tendency  to drift apart when one of them decides to settle down, and I didn’t want that to happen to us. I thought of Sean as being like Kipling’s “Thousandth Man”: 




One man in a thousand, Solomon says,  
Will stick more close than a brother.  
And it’s worth while seeking him half your days  
If you find him before the other.  
Nine hundred and ninety-nine depend  
On what the world sees in you,  
But the Thousandth Man will stand your friend  
With the whole round world agin you.





 



So I was relieved that we were now back on the same track. I looked forward to Anabel and Caroline becoming great friends and the four of us bringing up our children together.
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The Write Stuff


IN A BOOK called Oscar-Winning Screenwriters on Screenwriting, edited by Joel Engel, various titans of the profession talk about that eureka moment when it first dawned on them that they wanted to be writers. The tone is set by William Goldman in the first chapter: “What I do know is that you don’t become a writer because you want to be Jacqueline Susann. You become a writer because somebody of some quality moved you when you were a kid and you thought, ‘Okay, I want to be Chekhov.’”

Robert Benton (Bonnie and Clyde, Superman, Kramer vs. Kramer) traces his interest in writing to his childhood dyslexia; Ron Bass (Rain Man, My Best Friend’s Wedding, Entrapment) attributes it to the fact that he was bedridden as a kid; Michael Blake (Dances with Wolves) claims it’s because he felt a “metaphysical kinship” with his grandfather and great-grandfather, both of whom were published authors. Whatever the explanation, all the contributors treat being a writer as a vocation. It was something they knew they wanted to do from a very early age.

The first sign that I wanted to be a writer, by contrast, didn’t occur until I was nineteen. It was in 1983 at the launch party for one of my mother’s novels. I fell into conversation with Karl Miller, a dour  Scotsman who, in addition to being the editor of the London Review of Books, was a Professor of English at University College London.

“So, laddie, what do you want to be when you grow up?” he asked.

“A journalist.”

Until that point, it had never occurred to me that that’s what I wanted to be.

“Why a journalist?” he asked.

“Because of all the things I could do, it seems like the least amount of work for the most amount of money.”

Clearly, I knew a thing or two about journalism, but I don’t think sloth or greed were my real motives. The truth is, I didn’t have a motive because. . . well, I’d made it up on the spot. I didn’t want to be a journalist. At least, not until that moment. Whenever I’d been asked the question before I always replied that I wanted to be an actor. But after the words had come out of my mouth the idea took root. I’d invented something about myself that I rather liked. A  journalist. To my nineteen-year-old ears, it sounded quite cool.

Various sophomoric attempts at journalism during my university days failed to result in hordes of Fleet Street editors beating a path to my door, so I decided to try a more traditional approach: nepotism. While still in my second year at Oxford, I submitted an article on the moribund state of youth culture to New Society, a magazine that just happened to be edited by a friend of my father’s. It was published in the issue dated February 15, 1985—I still have a copy in my attic—and, within a week, I’d been contacted by Ann Barr, the coauthor of the Sloane Ranger Handbook. She was a section-editor at the Observer newspaper and, after taking me out to lunch, she commissioned an article on the new breed of “designer” football hooligans.5 I submitted it on May 28 and the following day  it acquired a completely unexpected topicality when thirty-nine people were killed at a stadium in Belgium after an outbreak of violence at the European Cup Final, in which Liverpool was playing Juventus. Ann Barr rewrote the first paragraph, linking it to the tragedy, and ran the article on the front page of her section four days later. To the uninformed reader, it looked as though I’d cobbled this piece together in response to the events of May 29 when, in fact, I’d been painstakingly researching it for three months. The upshot was that I was immediately branded a “world authority” on football hooliganism and appeared on numerous television and radio programs. The Observer’s editor at the time was so delighted by the attention the piece attracted he offered me a contract to write fifteen features a year for the paper. He, too, was under the impression that I’d researched and written the article in four days.

The following year I landed a job as a news trainee at the Times of London. Unfortunately, my luck didn’t hold. The editor of the Times  in those days was an old Fleet Street hand named Charlie Wilson, and to pass the time I would spend five minutes every morning trying to trick the office computer system into thinking I was him. I would enter his username and then try a dozen different passwords before giving up and logging on as myself. Then, one day, I hit upon the right password: “Top Man.” Suddenly, I had access to all the paper’s best-kept secrets. It was too good an opportunity to miss. I rooted through Charlie Wilson’s “Personal” files and found a memo from the managing editor that included the salaries of every single Times  executive. I immediately sent it to everyone in the building, making it look as though it had come from the editor’s terminal. For the rest of the day, Charlie Wilson had to contend with a succession of disgruntled employees, all of whom were demanding more money after learning how much some of their senior colleagues were being paid.

It took the Times’s systems manager a week to find the source of the security breach and in the meantime I caused as much mischief as possible. My immediate boss was a languid jazz enthusiast  named Richard Williams, and when he got to work fifteen minutes late one morning I sent him a message, purporting to be from the editor, saying, “Move your fucking car. It’s in my space.” He leapt out of his chair as if he’d received a jolt from a cattle prod. On another occasion, posing as the editor, I sent a memo to everyone in the building announcing that I’d taken the decision to ban smoking in the office. For the rest of the day, members of staff had to assemble in the stairwells to get their hourly fix, an inconvenience they found particularly galling given that Charlie Wilson—himself a three-pack-a-day man—was wandering around with a Rothman’s King Size permanently dangling from his mouth.

When the managing editor summoned me to his office to face the music I was expecting no more punishment than a slap on the wrist. After all, being able to bypass computer security systems is a useful skill for any reporter to have. Instead, I was handed the contents of my office drawer in a plastic bag and escorted from the building by a security guard. Yes, my career in journalism was off—almost literally—to a running start.

 



By the time I returned to London from New York at the beginning of 2000, I’d been a journalist for fifteen years. To say I’d become disillusioned with it is a bit misleading since it was journalism—or, rather, its gatekeepers—that had become disillusioned with me. I’d been fired from virtually every paper on Fleet Street. My efforts to set up a magazine, as well as my attempts to become the editor of an existing one, had all ended in failure. Indeed, I wasn’t merely unemployed; I was regarded as more or less unemployable. One of the few newspaper executives to offer me any work at this time was a black editor at the Observer. When I asked him why he’d taken pity on me he said, “Because I know what it’s like to be a nigger.”

I like to think that my waning interest in journalism wasn’t due to my pariah status, though I may be deluding myself. Up until this point, it had provided me with a great life and I had every reason to  be grateful to the profession. As a young bachelor in London, working for a succession of gossip columns meant that I had access to an exclusive social world that I wouldn’t have got close to if I’d been in almost any other profession. The fact that my responsibilities ended as soon as I filed my copy at the end of the working day meant that I could plunge, headfirst, into London’s nightlife—and having an expense account was a huge asset when it came to the dating circuit. In 1995, journalism had taken me across the Atlantic where I’d led an even more carefree, hedonistic life and, after I’d been fired from  Vanity Fair in 1997, I was able to remain in New York by freelancing for various publications. What other profession can offer a man in his twenties and thirties such a good time?
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