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Preface

Make [the reader] laugh, and he will think you a trivial fellow. But bore him the right way and your reputation is assured.

—SOMERSET MAUGHAM

This irksome quote weighed on me as I cobbled together this collection. I’ll willingly cop to being a trivial fellow, but I can say with a straight face that my goal has never been to bore the reader. Still, Mr. Maugham does have a point, blast him. Maybe I’ve been going about this all wrong. But I’m sixty-one now, so it’s a bit late in the game to be worrying about that.

Some years ago I found myself on a panel with Bruce McCall, Steve Martin, and Wendy Wasserstein, three nontrivial artists well known to Thalia, Muse of Comedy. I forget what exactly our topic was, but it must have had something to do with the business of trying to make people laugh. I do seem to recall that before long we were all whingeing about humor’s second-class status.

The nontrivial P. J. O’Rourke, one of the wittiest and smartest writers in the business, memorably remarked, “Humor sits at the Children’s Table of Literature.” Somewhere among P.J.’s abundant trove of bon mots is his observation that “Anyone can draw a crowd by standing up and shouting, ‘I have cancer!’ But try doing it with forty-five minutes of stand-up.” When P.J. got cancer some years later, I couldn’t resist calling him up to say, “Trying to draw a crowd, are we?” Happily, the cancer is now gone for good, and even without it P.J. continues to draw big crowds.

During the panel discussion, Wendy Wasserstein said that someone had once condescendingly told her that she really ought to try “serious” writing instead of comedy. “I said to him, ‘Think writing funny is easy, do you? Really? You try it.’ ”

Well, only five paragraphs in and already wallowing in self-pity. We just can’t get no respect. It’s an old lament, and sometimes itself comic.

Toward the end of his life, Robert Benchley, one of the twentieth century’s great practitioners of literary humor, became obsessed with the idea of writing something serious. Making people laugh—even to the point of reducing them to tears—was no longer enough for him. He had never wanted to be a mere “funnyman.” (His coinage, I believe, and no compliment.)

Benchley was a keen student of British history. He resolved to write a book on the Queen Anne era of early eighteenth-century Britain, when the Enlightenment was popping up everywhere like spring bluebells. According to his biographer, this would be nothing less than “a new, analytical history.”I Benchley amassed a library of one hundred books on the subject. Periodically, he would seal himself off in a hotel room with his secretary, a former hatcheck girl, to work on his elusive masterwork. (For the purpose of scholarship, not shenanigans, though to be sure Mr. Benchley was no stranger to those.)

His new analytical history did not eventuate. There’s an amusing and telling quote in the biography courtesy of his son Nathaniel Benchley, author of a little novel called The Off-Islanders that became the basis for the movie The Russians Are Coming! The Russians Are Coming! Nathaniel’s son Peter wrote a monster best seller about a vengeful shark, providing the Benchley dynasty with a trifecta.

Nathaniel notes that his dad was hampered in his quest to write history by a scholarly version of obsessive-compulsive behavior. If he came across some informational lead, he had to follow it, wherever it went. And then had to follow that, wherever it led. And so on. “At dawn he was still awake, the floor littered with books, determinedly reading some passage in a volume totally unrelated to the Queen Anne era.” Lucky for him he lived before the Age of Google.

As for the bottom line: his biographer posits that Benchley’s Scheherazade-style research kept him “from having to confront the fear that often gnaws at those who find themselves bearing the mantle of humorist—that, when the chips were down, he would find himself unable to write adequately on a serious topic.”

More on that “mantle of humorist” in a moment. Meanwhile, my own theory is that most humorists—to use that awful word—find their way to Thalia’s workshop after discovering themselves incompetent in other, more practical professions. (Cosmetic surgery, personal injury law, gun industry lobbying, etc.)

Benchley’s career as a student at Harvard inclines me to this insight. He had to sit for a final exam in which he was asked to “discuss the arbitration of the international fisheries problem in respect to hatcheries, protocol, and dragnet and travel procedure as it affects (a) the point of view of the United States and (b) the point of view of Great Britain.”

Benchley stared at the question, then took up his pencil and wrote, “I know nothing about the point of view of Great Britain in the arbitration of the international fisheries problem and nothing about the point of view of the United States. Therefore, I shall discuss the question from the point of view of the fish.”II I like to think he got an A, but those Harvard profs can be sticklers.

As to “mantle of humorist.” Mantle seems, gosh, an awfully grand term. In the pages of this book, I cite a New Yorker cartoon in which a Washington, D.C., politician scowls at his secretary as she approaches his desk, holding in outstretched arms a folded garment.

“No, no, Miss Clark! I asked you to bring in the Mantle of Greatness, not the Cloak of Secrecy.”

That’s more like it. I doubt Robert Benchley ever thought he was wearing a mantle over his shoulders. He’d have more likely called it a negligee.

As for “humorist” . . . I know a few folks who earn their daily bread by making people laugh, either with word processor or paint brush or on stage, and I can’t remember a one of them ever referring to him or herself as a “humorist.” Why would you? It’s only asking for it. You’re a humorist? Yeah? Say something humorous. I’ve never called myself by the odious term, but I have heard these scrotum-tightening words, and shuddered. “Comic,” on the other hand, or “Comedian” are another matter. They’re straightforward job descriptions and in any case hardly apply to me, alas.

“Satirist”? Problematical. As the playwright George S. Kauffman permanently defined it: “Satire is what closes on Saturday night.” Satirist is no insult, but it’s a ten-dollar word. Would you put it on your passport application under “Occupation”? On your business card? Tombstone? Perhaps. Here lies John Q. Jones. Husband. Father. Satirist. Maybe that’s it: a satirist is a dead humorist—who concentrated on pointing out everyone else’s failings rather than his own. The old saeva indignatio: Latin for fierce indignation. It’s on the gravestone of the greatest satirist of them all, Jonathan Swift. (It should be pointed out, I suppose, that he made his living as a preacher.)

One time before I gave a talk to a sizable audience in the Midwest, the gracious and well-meaning host introduced me as a “say-terist.” He repeated the word several times, which surely had some folks wondering why—on earth—the lecture committee had invited a sex fiend to address them at eleven o’clock in the morning in the civic center. An elderly lady came up to me afterward and sweetly asked how old I was when I first decided that I wanted to be a “say-terist.” I wasn’t quite sure how to respond, so I said, “It’s complicated.”

I’ve done a bit of public speaking, too much of it in the service of trying to get people to buy my books. Trust me when I say: You’re truly better off if they don’t introduce you as a “humorist” or “satirist” or any sort of amusing person. Chances are the audience already knows about you. They’re not a flash mob. They didn’t just spontaneously gather in response to some tweet. (I can proudly avouch that my audiences generally do not consist of looters.) So they already know that you’re not Stephen Hawking or Joyce Carol Oates or the author of the hot new analytical history on Queen Anne Style that everyone’s talking about.

I’ve gotten some laughs over the years, but when I lie there wide-awake in bed at three a.m., it’s not the laughs I remember, but the disasters. And there have been those, oh yes. Always—always—there’s that guy or woman sitting in the front row, arms tightly crossed over the chest. The others might be laughing. Not him. No, no. He’s staring, impassive as the Sphinx, unamused as Queen Victoria. He even looks a bit put out that everyone else seems to be finding it all so darned amusing. I can read this fellow’s thoughts as clearly as I can the giant electronic news crawl in Times Square: THAT’S NOT FUNNY . . . THAT’S NOT FUNNY, EITHER . . . I’M NOT GOING TO BUY YOUR BOOK . . . ANDY BOROWITZ IS COMING NEXT MONTH . . . I’LL BUY HIS BOOK . . . HE’S FUNNY . . .

You know those “About the Author” paragraphs on the back flap or cover of a book? The paragraphs authors pretend they didn’t write? Considered one of the funniest, most brilliant, most original—etc.—writers of his generation . . . Right—those. After a half-dozen books, I got bored saying the same thing (there wasn’t much to say to begin with), so for this one, I just made it all up. Among other noteworthy fictional accomplishments, I wrote that I’d been “an advisor to every U.S. president since William Howard Taft.” Why not?

By Day Ten of any book tour, you’re a bit punchy. I was shambling like a sedated mental patient into a studio to do an AM radio drive-time interview. With all due respect to the fine professionals who do these for a living, AM radio drive-time interviews are typically not occasions of Socratic dialogue.

The host was sitting at his console speed-reading the “About the Author” paragraph on the back flap of my book. I knew that this was all he would know about me.

He looked up at me dubiously. “You were an advisor to William Howard Taft?”

“Yes,” I said.

His brows beetled. “So . . . we could talk about that?”

“Sure,” I said.

And we did. I haven’t been asked back on his show, but I have no regrets. It was well worth it.

Book tours have a yin and yang to them. On the one hand, they’re a narcissist’s wet dream. You get to talk about yourself endlessly, again and again, until even you are heartily sick of yourself and your book. On the other hand, they tell you exactly where you fit on the food chain. On that same book tour, I happened to be following in the slipstream of another author—George Stephanopoulos. George was promoting his number one best seller memoir about his years working for President Clinton. I was promoting a comic novel about the UFO world, which was getting okay-but-mixed reviews.

At every airport along my Trail of Tears, my author escort would greet me, still flushed with excitement. “We just had George Stephanopoulos. You’ve never seen such crowds. We had to move his reading to the coliseum.”

On my first book tour, I arrived one night for my reading at a venerable independent bookstore in Berkeley. It was all new to me and I was pumped and nervous. I needn’t have been, for there was not one single person present. The embarrassed manager excused herself. A few minutes later, four of the fifty seats were suddenly occupied—I couldn’t help but notice—by Hispanic persons. She’d gone into the stockroom and told the staff to go pretend to be my audience. It was very thoughtful of her. One of them even came up afterward and had me sign the book and then pretended to buy it at the cash register.

That was fifteen books ago. There are fewer empty seats now at the readings—but not to worry: there are still seats available for you. Book tours have their strange moments, but it’s at the bookstores that you meet your readers, and I could hug every one of them. I don’t know if George Stephanopoulos feels the same way about his readers, but then it would take him all day to hug everyone in that coliseum. Mine I can get hugged in no time.

But enough about you. Are writers more vain and sensitive—that is, insufferable—than people in other professions? Say, actors or musicians? Doctors, lawyers, architects, imams, hedge fund managers, elected officials, fashion designers, opera singers, models, university professors, submariners, dictators, fighter pilots, terrorists, funeral directors, comedians, spies, baseball players, football players, publicists, policemen, presidents, air traffic controllers, ship captains, plumbers? Buddhist monks?

Over the course of my life I suppose I’ve met or known most of the above types of people. (Actually, meeting a dictator is still on my bucket list.) So I can say with absolute authority: I have no idea. But it’s probably safe to assert, if not asseverate (see “insufferable,” above), that as a rule, writers tend to come labeled FRAGILE: HANDLE WITH CARE. This can variously be cause for amusement, nonamusement, or reaching for the nearest blunt instrument.

As W. H. Auden put it, “No poet or novelist wishes he was the only one who ever lived, but most of them wish they were the only one alive, and quite a number fondly believe their wish has been granted.” Auden himself was perhaps a unique case—of justifiable narcissism, if we take his fellow poet Stephen Spender’s word for it. Justifiable, that is, by virtue of utter self-confidence untainted by jealousy.

Spender said of his great friend, “He just thought he was cleverer than anyone else, but without arrogance really . . . He knew exactly what he was doing, and he was totally indifferent to what anyone said about it . . . For instance, when he was so attacked by Randall Jarrell in 1947 he said, ‘He must be in love with me; I can’t think of any other explanation.’ ”III

In the pages of this attractively packaged and very reasonably priced book, you’ll come across some writers I’ve personally known or encountered or studied. Joseph Heller and I became pals somewhat improbably after I wrote a respectful but far from glowing review of one of his novels. Joe had a healthy ego, no question. A writer once lamented to him that he would never write a book as good as Heller’s Catch-22. Joe replied, “Who has?” Not bad. If Joe had been a narcissist qua narcissist, he would never have written me the thank-you note for the unglowing review that inaugurated our friendship.

You’ll also find Ray Bradbury in here. I didn’t know Ray well, but I admired him greatly, not only for his genius as a storyteller, but also for the abundant joy that he brought to the business of writing. His electric zest seemed to act as an ego-jamming device. He so loved writing that it was infectious. And he was generous. He took pleasure in the success of fellow writers, especially younger ones.

Contrast Joe Heller and Ray Bradbury, then, with another writer who makes a brief appearance in here, Gore Vidal. If Joe Heller was a yellow jacket and Ray Bradbury a bumblebee, Vidal was a black widow spider, dripping venom. Yet you can still purr with guilty delight over his imperishable mal mot: “Whenever a friend succeeds, a little something in me dies.” And was he not also author of the schadenfreude-perfect remark: “It is not enough to succeed. Others must fail”? Chuckle, as I do, but rest assured: these were sincere sentiments. He meant it.

I didn’t know him personally, but P. G. Wodehouse appears in these pages. Wodehouse was an anomaly as authors go, on two counts: first, he cheerfully admitted to reading reviews of his books. (Joseph Conrad: “I don’t read my reviews. I measure them.” Noel Coward: “I love criticism just so long as it’s unqualified praise.”) Second, Wodehouse was incapable of holding a grudge. Extremely rare in writers.

After Wodehouse made his innocent but ill-advised wartime broadcasts from Berlin while he was an internee, he was mercilessly savaged back home in England. Among the voices howling for his head on a pike was A. A. Milne. And yet after the war Wodehouse made friends with almost all those critics, some of whom had publicly called for him to be tried and hanged for treason. Of Winnie-the-Pooh’s creator, Wodehouse would later write privately, “We were supposed to be quite good friends, but, you know, in a sort of way I think he was a pretty jealous chap. I think he was probably jealous of all other writers. But I loved his stuff. That’s one thing I’m very grateful for: I don’t have to like an awful person to like his stuff.”IV

Sean O’Casey famously bestowed on Wodehouse the title of “Literature’s performing flea.” P.G. had the wit, to say nothing of grace, to remark, “I believe he meant to be complimentary, for all the performing fleas I have met have impressed me with their sterling artistry and their indefinable something which makes the good trouper.”V

You’ll come across Herman Melville in here. (I didn’t know him either, personally.) His ego, and lack thereof, presents us with a tricky dialectic, as evidenced by his alternately chest-thumping and demure correspondence with his friend Nathaniel Hawthorne.

There was nothing demure about Melville’s near-contemporary author Theodore Roosevelt. (Roosevelt and I were great friends, but he never quite forgave me when I began advising William Howard Taft.) In the first volume of his magisterial—a word you don’t get to use very often—biographical trilogy, Edmund Morris provides us with a Zen-perfect instance of egotism reduced to the irreducible “I.” When TR was writing his book The Rough Riders in 1898, he splattered the text with so many first-person pronouns that the typesetters at Scribners had to send to the foundry for an extra supply of capital I’s.VI

Perhaps the best way to get to the bottom of why writers have such bottomless egos is to back up and pose the predicate question: Why do they write in the first place?

There’s a lovely story—in this telling, courtesy of the poet Billy Collins. A friend of his was walking down Madison Avenue with the New Yorker icon Roger Angell. A passerby spotted Angell and stopped to tell him how much he admired him and what a terrific writer he was. After moving along, Angell said, “That’s what it’s all about.”

“What do you mean?”

“That’s what writing is all about,” Angell said.

“What?”

“The love of strangers.”VII

Bingo? But I know a few cranky writers and I believe the last thing they crave is the love of strangers. If you stopped any of them on the street to gush, they’d tell you to f— off.

The notoriously irascible Evelyn Waugh is the standard-setter of this type. His insults of people who were just trying to pay him a compliment are eye-poppers. When a woman at a dinner party gushed to him about how she loved Brideshead Revisited, he returned her serve by telling her, “I thought it was good myself, but now that I know that a vulgar, common American woman like yourself admires it, I’m not so sure.”VIII But then Waugh detested Americans, so we have to cut him some slack. Elsewhere, he put forth his view of the author-reader relationship less caustically: “I do not believe that the expenditure of $2.50 for a book entitles the purchaser to the personal friendship of the author.”IX Put Mr. Waugh down as non-craving of stranger-love.

Occasionally—rarely—we come across a writer who comes bracingly clean about motivation. Balzac once gleefully copped to what he hoped fame would bring: “I should like one of these days to be so well known, so popular, so celebrated, so famous, that it would permit me . . . to break wind in society, and society would think it a most natural thing.”X How refreshing it would be to hear a writer of our own age put it just this way. Henry Kissinger, very much a writer as well as a statesman, was surely expressing a cognate sentiment when he said, “The nice thing about being a celebrity is that if you bore people they think it’s their fault.”

This book is dedicated to the memory of my late friend Christopher Hitchens, so it’s apt to look for our answer to the pages of one of his great literary heroes, George Orwell. In Orwell’s 1946 essay “Why I Write,” he adduces “four great motives for writing”:

(i) Sheer egoism. Desire to seem clever, to be talked about, to be remembered after death, to get your own back on grown-ups who snubbed you in childhood, etc., etc. It is humbug to pretend that this is not a motive, and a strong one. . . .

(ii) Aesthetic enthusiasm. Perception of beauty in the external world, or, on the other hand, in words and their right arrangement. . . .

(iii) Historical impulse. Desire to see things as they are, to find out true facts and store them up for the use of posterity.

(iv) Political purpose. Using the word “political” in the widest possible sense. Desire to push the world in a certain direction . . .XI

Orwell goes on to tells us that he is by nature a “person in whom the first three motives would outweigh the fourth.” He then adds that the twentieth century, in particular the Spanish Civil War, forced him into “becoming a sort of pamphleteer.”

We use the word Orwellian to signify something futuristic, surreal, contradictory, and totalitarian. But Orwellian ought also to denote its eponym’s unflinching and unsettling—even ruthless—insistence on the truth. This was a quality that Christopher himself evinced, despite occasionally shattering consequences. So in his memory, then, let Orwell have the last word; or as Christopher would say, dernier mot:

Looking back through the last page or two, I see that I have made it appear as though my motives in writing were wholly public-spirited. I don’t want to leave that as the final impression. All writers are vain, selfish and lazy, and at the very bottom of their motives there lies a mystery. Writing a book is a horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout of some painful illness. One would never undertake such a thing if one were not driven on by some demon whom one can neither resist nor understand. For all one knows that demon is simply the same instinct that makes a baby squall for attention.

Flattering, isn’t it? But on the plus side, how many people in other professions get to break wind in society with impunity?

But enough about me. Over to you. This is a book of essays and other pieces, some of them memoirish, written over the last quarter century. That went by quickly, I must say. Kierkegaard is a philosopher whom I rarely quote and the spelling of whose name I always have to look up. He said that life is best understood backward but must be lived forward. I was originally going to title the book What Was That About? I’m still not sure. But with luck, the reader may find it boring in just the right way.

—April 29, 2013

Stamford, Connecticut
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But Enough About You



There’s no greater bliss in life than when the plumber eventually comes to unblock your drains. No writer can ever give that sort of pleasure.

—VICTORIA GLENDINNING



FREIGHTER DAYS

Call me Whatever. At eighteen I went to sea, not in Top-Siders, but in steel-toed boots, as a deck boy aboard a Norwegian tramp freighter. My pay was $20 a week, about $100 today. Overtime paid 40 cents an hour, 60 on Sundays. Not much, I know, yet I signed off after six months with $400 in my pocket. My biggest expense was cigarettes ($1 a carton from the tax-free ship’s store; beer was $3 a case). I’ve never since worked harder physically or felt richer. The Hong Kong tattoo cost $7 and is with me still on my right shoulder, a large, fading blue smudge. Of some other shoreside expenses, the less said, the better.

Shipping out was a phrase I’d always thought romantic, probably due to reading Conrad and Melville. At boarding school I used to stand way out on the ice on Narragansett Bay, far from shore, and watch the big ships make their way through the channel toward open sea. I wanted to go, and finally bound a berth on an orange-painted tramp freighter named MV Fernbrook. She took me from New York to Charleston, Panama, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Manila, Hong Kong, Bangkok, Singapore, Sumatra, Phuket (then still an endless white beach with not one building on it), Penang, Port Swettenham, India, and, as it was still called then, Ceylon.

The final leg—Colombo to New York, around the Cape of Good Hope—was thirty-three days, longer than expected owing to a Force 12 gale in the South Atlantic. In such seas, the ship’s autopilot cannot function; the steering has to be done manually. I took my turns at the helm in a state of barely controlled panic at the thought that thirty-one lives depended on my ability to steer a shuddering, heaving 520-foot ship through mountainous seas. When the next man relieved me, my hands shook so that I couldn’t light a cigarette. Even some of the older men, who’d seen everything in their time, were impressed by this storm. Arvid winked at me. “Maybe ve sink, eh?”

They were Norwegian mostly, a few Germans and Danskers. The mess crews were Chinese. The one in charge of waking us for breakfast did so by going down the corridor, banging on our doors and shouting, “Eggah!” It took me a few days to decipher. Eggs. Breakfast.

We carried all kinds of cargo: a police car, penicillin, Dewar’s whisky, toilets, handguns, lumber, Ping-Pong balls, IBM data cards. A giant crate of them slipped out of the crane strap and split open on the deck, just as we were making ready to depart San Francisco. A jillion IBM data cards, sufficient to figure out E = mc2. As deckboy it fell to me to sweep them into the Pacific as the Golden Gate Bridge receded. In our modern era of recycling, this would constitute a crime worthy of being tried at the International Criminal Court at the Hague.

The crossing to Manila took three weeks. I didn’t set foot onshore there until four days after we landed. As the youngest man, I drew consecutive cargo-hold watch duty. My job was to prevent the stevedores from stealing, a function I performed with spectacular lack of efficiency. They loved me, the stevedores.

At one point I’d been awake for seventy-two hours when a huge crate slipped its straps and plunged fifty feet to the deck. Out spilled an improbable thing: five thousand copies of The Short Stories of Guy de Maupassant intended for Manila’s public schools.

The stevedores were confused as to whether the books were worth stealing and turned to me, their new best friend, for guidance. I was beyond caring. I told them, “Well, it is a good book.”

At sea in those latitudes, the temperature on the ship’s steel decks might hit 115 degrees. During my lunch break, I’d climb down the long ladder that led to the bottom-most reefer (refrigerated) hold, where it was pleasantly frigid and dark. Better still, there were hillocks of Oregon Red Delicious apples—I mean, mountains of them. I’d sit on top of a mound and munch away like a chipmunk in paradise. One day I consumed eight apples and emerged belching back into the heat and light to pick up my hydraulic jackhammer and resume chipping away at decades of rust and paint.

I remember standing in the crow’s nest as we entered the misty Panama Canal, and the queer sensation as the 4,000-ton ship rose higher and higher inside the lock. I remember dawn coming up over the Strait of Malacca; ragamuffin kids on the dock in Sumatra laughing as they pelted us with bananas; collecting dead flying fish off the deck and bringing them to our kindly, fat, toothless Danish cook to fry up for breakfast. I remember sailing into Hong Kong’s harbor and seeing my first junk; steaming upriver toward Bangkok, watching the sun rise and set fire to the gold-leafed pagoda roofs rising above the jungle canopy; climbing off the stern down a wriggly rope ladder into a sampan, and paddling for life across the commerce-mad river into the jungle, where it was quiet and then suddenly loud with monkey chatter and bird shriek. I remember moonlight on palm fronds. I remember it all.

—The Atlantic Monthly, December 2010


ECRU, BRUTE?

One year and many dollars ago, I decided to move back to the house I grew up in. I don’t have statistics for how many Americans are doing this, but it’s quite possible, in this economy, that even some recent college grads are moving back in with the ’rents. It’s also possible that for some parents, the words “Mom! Dad! I’m home!” no longer have quite the same heartwarming effect they once did.

I hadn’t lived in the house since I was thirteen, before I went off to boarding school. That was in 1966, about the time I used to pedal my bike into town to buy the latest Beatles 45. So it’s been awhile, but I can still summon a memory for every square foot of the house and grounds. The tree my friend Danny and I used to climb up to smoke cigarettes; the place on the beach where the seven-foot shark went after me; the living room where I burst into the grown-ups’ cocktail hour one day, age ten, to announce, “President Kennedy has just blockaded Cuba.” Never since have I caused conversation to come to such a screeching halt.

My original plan, after the last of my parents had checked out and moved, so to speak, to the Big Upstairs, was to hold my nose and spend whatever it took and put it on the market. (Did I say “market”? Sorry, just going for an easy laugh.) The brokers who bothered to return my calls came, looked around, and, as if reading off an identical script, said, “Nice bones, but it’s very dark.”

The house had almost burned to the ground fifteen years before. My mother, a lady of excellent taste, had used the occasion to redecorate along a color spectrum ranging from dark chocolate to milk chocolate. It looked great, but you needed a flashlight to find your way around even during daylight hours. There are probably still weekend guests from the 1990s wandering around lost, looking like Gollum, going, “Precioussssss!” It finally dawned on me that women of a certain age—Mum was then in her late sixties—aren’t especially keen on bright ambient light.

So it was that I found myself on my hands and knees with Danny, crawling around the floor with paint chips. I make no claim to knowing anything about decor. My only aim was to brighten and lighten for the real estate agents.

“Well,” I said to Danny, “let’s start with white. How wrong can you go with white?”

It turns out that there are many, many versions of white. Danny and I fanned through Colonial White, Egg White, White Out, White Nights, Snow White, White Flight, Perry White, Teddy White, E. B. White, and Hast Seen the White Whale? Somewhere out there amid the amber waves of grain and purple mountain majesties and fruited plain, a dedicated group of Americans are working day and night to come up with four thousand different names for beige. If Isaac Newton had gotten his hands on a paint-chip wheel, the rainbow would consist of the following colors: Better Red Than Dead, William of Orange, Lemon Tree Very Pretty, How Green Is My Valley, Danube Blue, Mood Indigo, and Violet Hush.

Danny and I finally settled on Ostrich Shell. Your basic off-white, but with a more exotic name.

I’d been told—rather, warned—that when you paint one room, it will look nice but will make the room next to it look as if raccoons have been living in it for the past decade. Indeed, this was the case. So we had to paint that room too, which made the room next to it look like the raccoons had been using it as well for their nefarious raccoony purposes. The Domino Effect. So we ended up doing all the rooms.

Which provided another teachable moment, because if you make the inside look new, then the outside will look like the House of Usher. So the outside got painted, too. Then the basement. Why the basement, you ask? Well, if the upstairs and outside look nice, you can’t have a basement that looks like Abu Ghraib. The new basement is now bright off-white, or Crème de la Crème or Milk of Magnesia. Whatever. Now when guests go down into it, they no longer expect someone to leap out, put a hood over their head and waterboard them.

After it was all finished, I looked at it and thought, Not bad. A person could live here.

Danny ventured, “Your mom would be proud.”

I considered. She was a woman of definite opinions, my mother.

“It’s possible,” I said. “It’s also possible that she’s going to appear at the top of the staircase in a nightgown, holding a candelabrum and pointing a finger at me, and moan, “Ecru, Brute?”

When I go downstairs for a glass of milk in the middle of the night, I turn all the hall lights on. But it feels like home again. And years from now, when my children are looking at these walls, scratching their heads and looking at paint chips, it’ll be me on the landing, in my boxers—a truly frightening sight—moaning, “Magenta Dream? You can’t be serious.”

—The Atlantic Monthly, January 2011



THE NAZI OF THE QUIET CAR

I live on a train. A sad thing to admit, but there it is. It’s a nice train, I’ll say that much. It’s called the Acela, a name meant to denote swiftness as well as “costs more than our other trains.” It plies between Washington and Boston. My portion of the silver rails lies between Washington and New York.

I generally inhabit the car designated the “Quiet Car.” Good old Amtrak, in its wisdom, finally decided, many, many years after the advent of the cellular age, to designate one car out of six for passengers who, oddly, prefer not to be unwilling bystanders at conversations in which they play no part. How my heart used to sink, in the early days, when the passenger next to me would lift from his briefcase a battery pack the size of a cinder block, attach it to his prototype cell phone, and bark, “CHARLEY, CAN YOU HEAR ME? NOW CAN YOU HEAR ME? GREAT! OKAY—LET’S RUN THE NUMS!”

The Quiet Car does not hide its light under a bushel. No. Prominent, explicit signs hang from the ceiling at five-foot intervals. They declare, unequivocally, that NO CELL PHONES ARE PERMITTED and that conversation must be kept to a minimum and in hushed tones. In addition to this copious and ostentatious signage, the conductor usually announces over the p.a. system in a stentorian voice, “LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, IF YOU CAN HEAR THIS ANNOUNCEMENT, YOU ARE SEATED IN THE QUIET CAR. NO CELL PHONES ARE PERMITTED IN THE QUIET CAR AND ALL CONVERSATIONS MUST BE CONDUCTED [pun intended, I wonder?] IN A LIBRARY-LIKE ATMOSPHERE.”

Often the conductors add that there are five other cars where you can sit and play bongo drums or hip-hop music at full volume, whatever turns you on. You just can’t do that in this one car. Not complicated, you’ll agree?

I reflect that not once, in all these years, have I ever seen the famously garrulous Vice President–elect Biden in the Quiet Car. As senator from Delaware, he faithfully commuted on this train to and from Wilmington, Delaware, every day. I just googled “Biden” and “quiet car.” The first match is from a newspaper report in September: “At 1:57, Biden took a seat on the first passenger car—not a quiet car . . .” I rest my case.

So, all perfectly straightforward, one might think. But no. Oh, no. Years of riding the Quiet Car, on which I have written maybe a half dozen novels, many articles, and now my blog, have turned me into something I never thought I would become: a Nazi. For it often falls to me, a generally gentle, timid soul, to be the enforcer of quietude. Sad, I agree. Really, my life used to be more exciting than this. Sex, drugs, rock and roll. Now I am become Shush, Destroyer of Conversation.

Invariably, just as one is settling into the cone of silence, there comes from two seats away an 80-decibel cell phone ring tone, sometimes “The Ride of the Valkyries.” Sometimes cuter: the sound of a Paris police car; sometimes au courant: “Te Extrano” by Xtreme. Sometimes generically grating, like the air-sundering oomp oomp oomp that hits you as you walk by a disco in the meatpacking district.

So you brace, hoping the owner of the cell phone playing Wagner has simply neglected to put it on vibrate and will now press IGNORE. But no. No.

“Fred! Hey! Yeah, the meeting went great! But look, we gotta get Bill and Chuck in the loop or it’s gonna be a total f— gang bang . . . What? CAN YOU HEAR ME NOW?”

As my dear late mother used to say, “Which words in the sentence ‘No cell phones are permitted’ did you not understand?”

And so the Nazi of the Quiet Car, his cone of silence shattered, must go to work.

“Sir?”

Look of annoyance. “Yeah?”

Pointing to the sign. (Semiapologetic tone.) “It’s the Quiet Car?”

Aggrieved look. “Uh-huh?” (Translation: So?) “Fred, there’s some asshole here telling me I can’t use the phone. I’ll have to call you back.”

The Nazi of the Quiet Car returns to his seat, face flushing at having been publicly called an “asshole” in front of dozens of people.

Sometimes an intensifier is added before “asshole.” On one occasion, the silenced party, one of Tom Wolfe’s masters of the universe, declared to his conversational partner before furiously ringing off, “There’s a real asshole on the train.” He added in a knowing, wry tone, “There’s always one.”

Two weeks ago, when I suggested with a hint of asperity to a young gentleman sitting across the aisle, somewhere during his fourth conversation about truly nothing in particular, that he might go use his phone in another car, he replied, “You want to step outside? I’ll beat the f— s— out of you.” Whereupon he returned to his call with a “Where was I?”

Once, the director of the FBI himself got on in Washington. He sat down in the row in front of me. He was accompanied by three or four manly men, bulgy about the armpits. He proceeded to converse with them, in manly tones, in a fashion that could neither be described as hushed or library-like.

I exchanged “Oy, vey” glances with my my fellow suffering passengers, but none of them indicated readiness to take on the head of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Normally, as a journalist, I would be interested, fascinated, even, to listen in on insider G-man chitchat. But their conversation was of the “So what’s Jack up to these days?” with a bit of golf chat thrown in. Finally, the Nazi of the Quiet Car took a deep breath, screwed up his courage, leaned forward, and gently tapped the nation’s top cop on the shoulder.

“Mr. Freeh,” I whispered respectfully. “You are a great American, and I am your greatest fan. But this, sir, is”—I pointed—“the quiet car.”

His retinue eyeballed me unpleasantly. I braced to hear “Freeze!” or “On the ground, NOW!” and the unholstering of Glock 9s. Director Freeh looked up at the sign. He seemed momentarily nonplussed. Possibly, it had been a while since someone had told him to shut up.

“Oh.” He shrugged. And then, simply and without fuss, got up and moved, along with his meaty, scowling entourage, to one of the Unquiet Cars.

How I savored my little triumph. If I get an obituary, I hope the second paragraph will note, “He is said to have once shushed the director of the FBI.” Yes, this is how I should like to be remembered.

—The Daily Beast, December 2008


FISH STORY

My wife, in her wisdom, decreed that we must have a fish tank in our bathroom. Like Rumpole of the Bailey, I refer to my darling as She Who Must Be Obeyed. So the only answer was “Darling, what an excellent idea. I am so excited to have fish in our bathroom.”

I did not utter aloud the next sentence that formed in my mind: “How convenient for flushing them down the toilet after they have lived to the ripe old age of forty-eight hours.”

She settled on a 38-gallon tank. It looked impressive. But even more impressive was the filtration system that theoretically keeps the water clear, so that you can actually see the fish. There is apparently some very deep thinking going on in the fish-tank-filter department. Ours looks like it could keep a human alive during open-heart surgery. And—as I found out when I had to disassemble it—you could almost certainly use it to cause a human being to die. Horribly. But I’ll get to that part in a moment.

My darling was very excited. Together we picked out tchotchkes for the tank: plastic plants, a little fake coral head, more plastic plants, and of course the obligatory sunken ship and Diver Dan.

Then the colored gravel, the bling, if you will, of the aquarian world. We chose jewel tones: deep purple, crimson, with hints of turquoise. It looked gorgeous. But the best part of the gravel was yet to come. (More on that, too, shortly.)

What had we forgotten? we asked ourselves. Fish!

We selected a half-dozen goldfish of a type called ryukin, which sounds like an island that might start a war between China and Japan. Ryukins are hardy and comical-looking: fat little rascals, some with quadruple tails. Personality? To spare. Beguiling? Beyond—and then some. Whenever I come into the bathroom, which being sixty years old I do quite often in the course of a typical day, our ryukins wiggle those quadruple tails like Las Vegas dancers. Little minxes!

How could I resist constantly feeding them? It says on the food container—I quote—“Feed fish several times a day, enough for them to consume in three minutes.” Within weeks, the ryukins were the size of blowfish. Not that you could actually see them, since the water was now opaque, as if someone had dumped a quart of buttermilk into it.

The lady at the fish store berated me for constantly feeding them. When I protested that the label said to feed them several times a day, she replied truculently, as if dealing with a mental defective, “Of course it says that. They want you to buy lots of food.” Oh, I replied.

But the most fun part was cleaning the filter and the gravel. This was my “punishment” for being so stupid as to follow the feeding directions. And here my education continued, for now I learned the reason for all that gravel. The gravel acts as a sort of repository for what the fish didn’t eat; and, of course, for what the fish did eat. But the gravel was merely the amuse-bouche. The main event was cleaning the filter.

Fortunately, my beloved has a medical degree in both infectious and tropical diseases. So when she observed the considerable quantity of . . . let’s just call it “matter” all over me, she was able to declaim knowledgeably about the types of infections I was most likely to come down with: Bacterial seemed to be the winner, as opposed to viral, parasitic, or toxic. Of course, then you’ve got your “intoxications” to consider—microbial versus, say, biotoxic or chemical.

But there I go again, Debbie Downer. Is it worth it? Let me tell you: There’s something about going to the bathroom and seeing those ryukins wiggling away, going, “Feed meee! No, feed meeee!” that brings a lump to my throat. But that could be the infection.

—ForbesLife, November 2012


COMMENCEMENT BUTTERFLIES

I have to give a speech at a commencement exercise next Sunday and I’m a bit nervous. Actually, quite nervous.

There will be about eight thousand people present. I once spoke to an audience of nine thousand people—in of all places, Bakersfield, California. It was inside a structure that resembled a zeppelin hangar, so it was at least a contained space in which such laughter as I might generate—during the coveted “humor” time slot of 8:45 a.m.—would ricochet about and linger and maybe encourage others to join in. In real estate it’s location, location, location. In public speaking it’s acoustics, acoustics, acoustics.

Next Sunday’s event will be outdoors, and so my words will be going straight up into the trees, clouds, and roar of passing airplanes. And quite possibly, rain.

If you’re a famous person like the president, or a movie star, it doesn’t really matter. The audience will pay attention to you ex officio. And even if they aren’t really listening, they’ll pretend to be listening, because of who you are. I will not have this luxury. Many in the audience will, doubtless, be thinking, or whispering to each other, “Who is this guy?” And the audience will include parents, grandparents, and fidgety three-year-olds who need to go to the bathroom right now.

I’m also haunted by the fact that I spoke on this same ground at my own graduation day (a long time ago, during the reign of Emperor Augustus). Being young and oh-so-clever, I thought it would be witty to close my oration with a quote containing the f- word. I still wake up at three a.m. in a clammy sweat, remembering that golden moment. At the level of taste, it was on a par with Janet Jackson’s Super Bowl wardrobe malfunction. No, lower. How proud my parents were. I wonder, did they nudge the parents sitting next to them and say, “That’s our son!” My father’s graduation present to me was a typewriter—remember those?—with the f, u, and two other relevant keys painted over with my mother’s nail polish.

I’ve given one or two commencement speeches before, but not at universities. The first time was to my boarding school alma mater, a fine institution run by Benedictine monks. I was somewhat surprised to be invited, since I had recently written about my agnosticism in a newspaper of wide circulation.

“Are you sure?” I said warily to the lay headmaster.

“Absolutely,” he insisted. “We definitely want you.”

My extremely Catholic father, upon learning of the invitation, e-mailed me furiously to say that he was “appalled” that I had accepted such an “inappropriate” invitation. He added: “If I were a parent of one of the students graduating, I would walk out of the ceremony and urge the other parents to join me in boycotting you.”

We’ll put you down as undecided, leaning against.

I replied somewhat frostily that I had not sought this invitation, and indeed had tried to decline it. He dismissed that as irrelevant. We didn’t speak for months.

Arriving at the headmaster’s office on the big day, I was greeted by a low, ironic chuckle: “I must say, your selection as speaker has proven to be most controversial.”

“Thanks,” I said. “You certainly know how to make a speaker feel relaxed and full of confidence.”

Had it all been a plot, to embarrass a lapsed alumnus? Catholics do know how to plot, as you know from history.

On the way to the stage, I was accosted by Father Damian, my old housemaster and English teacher. I retain abundant fondness for Father Damian, but he still has the power, forty years later, to instill in me paralyzing terror.

“Ah, Buckley,” he said, giving me an appraising look. “You’ve put on weight, I regret to say.”

The invitation to speak at the university arrived before Christmas, so I’ve had plenty of time to toss and turn at night, wondering what—on earth—to say to these very bright young people and their proud parents.

Last year’s speaker was Tony Blair, former prime minister of Great Britain. I found his speech online and did a word count: 1,900 words. The year before Blair, the speaker was Hillary Clinton, then a newly minted U.S. senator. Her count came to 3,400 words. My goal is to be more Blairian than Clintonian.

I read some of my other predecessors’ speeches. I was struck by their demure tone and their frank worry about boring the audience.

Fareed Zakaria (2007) ended his address: “Finally . . . you know, somebody once said to me, ‘About halfway through your speech, say, “Finally.” It wakes them up.’ ” I’m tempted to steal that.

Garry Trudeau (1991) said at the outset of his talk: “. . . the chief function of the graduation speaker has always been to ensure that graduating seniors are not released into the real world until they have been properly sedated.” Might steal that, too.

Well, it’s all rather nerve-wracking. My only consolation is the knowledge that the speaker is entirely secondary (or tertiary) to the proceedings. However dull, long-winded, or inappropriately profane the speaker might be, he or she is only a bit of parsley on the day’s plate, not the main course. There’s this consolation, too: every person in the audience will be about as happy as they’ve ever been. And ten minutes afterward, no one will even remember who spoke that big day.

That, at any rate, shall be my mantra next Sunday as I mount the scaffold and look out on the sea of faces. And on the umbrellas, thousands of them, popping open as the rain begins to fall.

—The Daily Beast, May 2009



REALLY-REALLY-REALLY TOP SECRET

What do you know: I see that my old friend Dennis Blair is up for the top U.S. intelligence job. The position used to be called “Director of Central Intelligence,” but then it was decided that we need someone even more central, and if possible, more intelligent, so now our top spook is called “Director of National Intelligence.”

Describing Admiral Blair as “my old friend” is putting it a bit strongly. I haven’t seen or spoken to him since February 1983. Our friendship, if it was ever really that, consisted of spending nine days together, intense ones, on Air Force Two, flying between European capitals.

“Denny” Blair was then a bright and dashing young Navy commander, seconded (a British term, which, being affected, I use) to the National Security Council at the White House. I was chief speec-hwriter to Vice President Bush.

Remember the Cold War? Don’t you miss the Cold War? It was so much more fun than this one. Anyway, the Cold War was running kind of hot in 1983. As we now know from declassified files, the Russians were absolutely convinced that sooner or later, Ronald Reagan would launch nuclear weapons at them. We also now know that Ronald Reagan would never have used “the nuclear option,” even in retaliation. But in 1983, these facts were, as Don Rumsfeld would say, unknown unknowns.

Vice President Bush was dispatched to undertake a PR blitz and handholding mission to our allies in Europe. Some years earlier, NATO countries had petitioned the United States, asking us to deploy on their soil intermediate-range Pershing nuclear missiles and air-launched cruise missiles (“Al-Cums,” in the grim parlance of Armageddon), in order to defend them against similar weapons already deployed by Russia.

Then, having asked us, the Europeans came under pressure from peace movements and the Soviet Union. They backed down and wanted to cancel the order, as it were. But the U.S. position was that these weapons were vital to maintain the balance of power. (Or if you prefer, balance of terror.) Mr. Bush’s mission was to reassure Europe that the United States was not thirsting to initiate Armageddon, and to stiffen its spine so that the deployments could go forward.

We went to eight countries in nine days; or nine countries in eight days. I can’t remember, my head is still spinning. It was grueling, but in the end, successful. NATO went through with the deployments and six years later the Berlin Wall came down.

But about my old friend Dennis Blair: This was a vice-presidential mission, but since it was unlike most vice-presidential missions, that is, actually important, the White House sent Commander Blair along with us to keep an eye on things. Being a typical White House staff, we of course naturally assumed that his real mission was to spy on us.

We were all very collegial. There is no “I” in T-E-A-M-A-M-E-R-I-C-A. (Oops—there is. Never mind.) But we did feel a bit . . . supervised by our NSC minder. I was informed that I would have to clear my speech drafts with him.

The vice president’s chief of staff was himself a naval person: Admiral Daniel J. Murphy, former four-star admiral. “Murf,” a nickname I never used to his face, was a genial type, Brooklyn Irish. He was also someone you didn’t want to mess with, and when it came to bureaucratic in-fighting, he held a seventh-degree black belt.

Admiral Murphy was cordial with Commander Blair, but he, too, felt a little supervised. So there was a definite feeling of us-versus-them aboard Air Force Two as we winged from Brussels to Berlin to Rome to Paris to Geneva to London in order to make the world safe for . . . more nuclear weapons.

Commander Blair handed me back the draft of the big speech. He sort of tossed it at me in a brisk, naval way. He shrugged. “It’s okay, but it needs to be peaced up a bit.” We writers are—as you may have heard—a sensitive lot. This response was not the “By God, Buckley, this is absolutely dazzling” I’d hoped for. And what on earth was he talking about?

“Pieced up?” I said.

“Peace. Put in more about peace.”

“Ah.”

I shuffled off sullenly and groused to Admiral Murphy that Commander Blair was clearly an unlettered philistine who wouldn’t know it if Shakespeare bit him on the rear end. Murf was a lion to his cubs, but there wasn’t much he could do. He told me to suck it up.

Then, two days later, something very cool happened.

Commander Blair had given me back my draft of the next speech. Leafing through it, I noticed that it had somehow acquired two additional pages. What’s this? I read the two additional pages. My eyes popped, my jaw dropped.

Commander Blair had accidentally paper-clipped to my draft a two-page TOP SECRET/CODEWORD (which is to say, truly secret) memo. How my little hands trembled as I held it. It’s probably best not to reveal what exactly it said, even thirty years later. I have no great desire to join Private Manning of Wikileaks celebrity in his jail cell. Suffice to say that it concerned codes having to do with nuclear launch procedures, a topic about which our government is very protective, and very pissy when revealed.

I thought: Hm. I reviewed my options: a) sell it to the KGB, b) give it back to Commander Blair, or c)—leverage! Working at the White House turns any Pollyanna into Machiavelli.

I scurried off to share the gorgeous radioactive windfall with Admiral Murphy. “Thought you might be interested in this,” I said, handing it to him.

Admiral Murphy had been a Navy aviator. He had commanded the Sixth Fleet during the Yom Kippur War. Been very high up at the CIA. He was not a man easily impressed. But his eyes widened. He exhaled in a naval sort of way. He said to me, “Where did you get this?” I explained. He folded it and tucked it away in his vest pocket.

Things were ever so collegial aboard Air Force Two after that. Commander Blair’s editorial comments about my speech drafts were all variations on “My God, Buckley, this is brilliant, just brilliant.”

For whatever it’s worth, I think Admiral Blair (Ret.) is a splendid choice for director of whatever we’re calling it now. After he left the White House, he went on to a brilliant Navy career. And who could resist a guy who once water-skied behind his own destroyer?

—The Daily Beast, November 2008


SUMMERS ON SUZY


College summers I worked as first mate and cook on a sailboat named Suzy Wong. She was a 42-foot-long Sparkman & Stephens yawl (two masts), all teak and mahogany and scrollwork dragons and Buddhas, topsides painted fire engine red, built in Hong Kong for four young American officers mustering out of the Navy and wanting to sail home. My father bought her in Miami, where the Navy vets landed after numerous adventures including being stuck in a monthlong sandstorm in the Red Sea.

To defray the costs, my dad chartered her to paying clients. Our home port was Stamford, Connecticut, on Long Island Sound. We would go anywhere the client wanted: Long Island, Newport, Block Island, Buzzard’s Bay, Martha’s Vineyard, Nantucket, Cape Cod, Maine. My best friend, Danny, was skipper.

Suzy was over a decade old now and, like any lady of a certain age, was starting to show the wear and tear. It took weeks of long days to get her ready for sea. By mid-June, neither Danny nor I had fingerprints left from all the sandpapering. She leaked from the top and from the bottom; the bottom leaks being more problematic. I was forever lifting the floorboards to see how much water had accumulated in the bilges. When you hit the bilge pump toggle switch, you never knew if you were going to hear the reassuring rrrrrrr sound indicating that it was working.

On one memorable occasion, one of our charterers stuck his head through the companionway and asked, “Is the water supposed to be above the floorboards?” We were twenty miles offshore and, as usual, the marine radio—one’s link to the U.S. Coast Guard—had decided to stop working.

Danny sprang into action. One of my enduring images is of Danny’s legs protruding from the engine compartment, accompanied by a vigorous stream of profanity. The culprit was usually the stuffing box, where the propeller shaft penetrates the hull of the boat, providing ample opportunities for the admission of seawater.

There was always something. One time we had to dismantle a very unpleasantly clogged head (toilet) and carry it out onto the deck over the heads of the guests eating dinner, one of them a distinguished monsignor of the Catholic Church.

For refrigeration we had an icebox, which after five days would begin to smell, on occasion urgently. Another lasting image I have of Danny: his face a prune of revulsion as he extracts spoiled chicken parts. For cooking we had an alcohol stove and outdoor barbecue. The alcohol stove you approached as you would a live hand grenade. You had to prime the burner with a propane torch, then pump air into the stove’s fuel reservoir in order to force the alcohol up onto the burner. Then you opened the valve and applied the match, at which point it could go either way. Often it went the bad way. For most of four summers, I had no eyebrows.

Steaks and burgers we cooked on the outdoor charcoal briquette barbecue. It hung over the stern (rear). One night, anchored in a swift current in the cold water of Maine, I was cooking some lovely juicy steaks for our guests. I cut into one of the steaks to see if it was ready, whereupon the entire barbecue swiveled 180 degrees and dumped four Omaha steaks and dozens of sizzling charcoal bricquettes into the swift-running current of dark water.

Danny and I leapt into the inflatable dinghy, fired up the outboard motor, which for some strange reason actually started, and buzzed off into the blackness in pursuit of the runaway steaks. We drove two over with the propeller, turning them from filet mignon into chopped steak. The other two were more or less intact. Fortunately our guests were too well gone into their martinis to notice that their steaks had been mutilated and finished off with outboard motor oil.

Most of our charterers were nice people, and we worked hard to make their time aboard Suzy Wong a good one. Sometimes this came about in a roundabout way. When we went aground, for instance, or got lost in a dense fog, or the floorboards started floating twenty miles offshore. Nothing, we found, made our guests happier than when these disasters ended well. Our incompetence in having gotten us into the difficulty in the first place was immediately forgotten, so grateful were they on learning that they were not going to die, after all. One time we got seriously lost off Block Island, with bad weather coming in. Our guests were a nice Belgian couple who spent the night hyperventilating and wondering if they would ever see Belgium again. When by some miracle we found the harbor entrance, they were so overjoyed that they broke out a bottle of brandy and toasted us on our navigational skills.

What we lacked in seamanship, we tried to make up for in other ways. We had no electric blender, but this did not deter us from making banana daiquiris for our guests. Many a cocktail hour found me squeezing bananas into mush with bare hands.

Other occasions called for different libations. One time we had aboard a middle-aged couple whose marriage didn’t seem likely to make it to the Diamond Anniversary. Their dialogue could have been written by Edward Albee. Sometimes they got so angry at each other that they could converse only indirectly, through us.

Her: Chris, why don’t you get Bob another drink. He’s only had seven since lunch.

Him: Anything to numb the fact that I’m married to her.

It got so bad that Danny and I decided the only solution was tea. I mixed some pot—hey, it was the seventies—with actual tea in the coffee percolator and let it boil for an hour. I poured Mr. and Mrs. Virginia Woolf each a steaming mug and before long they were curled up together in the cockpit, cooing at each other and going, “Isn’t that an amazing sunset, sweetheart?” “Yes, sweetie, it is.” Danny and I smiled. When they got off, I was a bit tempted to give them some of my tea. I wonder if their marriage made it.

Sometimes we’d say, “Would you like lobster for dinner tonight?”

They’d point out that we were at sea. “Where are we going to get lobsters?”

Whereupon we steered to the nearest lobster pot, which was usually never far. We’d pull up a pot, remove a few lobsters, and by way of payment, put a bottle or two of whisky or vodka in the pot. I always wanted to be there when the lobsterman pulled up his trap and found bottles of Johnny Walker Red and Smirnoff.

The summers passed quickly. We read Zen koans by candlelight. Drank wine from goatskins. Fished for squid in phosphorescent water. Shot off flares. Slept on deck under millions of stars. Made bonfires on beaches. Swam naked at night. Blew out sails. Took apart the engine. Scaled a sand cliff and rescued a kid who had gotten trapped. Drank rum to keep warm during a storm. Did foolish, dangerous things and howled because we were so scared, the only thing to do was laugh. Then came ashore and went about our lives and grew up and got old. I think of him whenever I come across the passage in Conrad:

A gone shipmate, like any other man, is gone forever; and I never met one of them again. But at times the spring-flood of memory sets with force up the dark River of the Nine Bends. Then on the water of the forlorn stream drifts a ship—a shadowy ship manned by a crew of Shades. They pass and make a sign, in a shadowy hail. Haven’t we, together and upon the immortal sea, wrung out a meaning from our sinful lives? Good-bye, brothers! You were a good crowd. As good a crowd as ever fisted with wild cries the beating canvas of a heavy foresail; or tossing aloft, invisible in the night, gave back yell for yell to a westerly gale.

—Forbes FYI, June 2005



THE DIRT ON DIRT

I seem to have taken up gardening.

I realize that this is not a declaration to cause goose bumps. I stipulate that, rhetorically speaking, it is not up there with “Once more unto the breach” or “Sic semper tyrannis.” It’s more on a par with “Checkout time is eleven a.m.” or “Where did I put the car keys?”

How did this happen, I wonder? As a child, my summer chores included weeding my mother’s marigold bed. She called it a “bed,” but at the time it seemed as vast as the entire state of Connecticut. It did not instill in me a love of gardening. To this day, I cannot hear the word marigold without breaking out in hives.

If you yourself have not yet been ensorcelled by Horta, Goddess of the Garden, and turned into a haunter of the local nursery, let me report that as hobbies go, it’s less expensive than collecting antique biplanes or Andy Warhol soup cans, but dirt, though dirt, does not necessarily come cheap.

When the landscape architect Le Nôtre presented the bill for the gardens of Versailles to Louis XIV, a shadow is said to have eclipsed the features of the Sun King. My own little patch of earth is as Dogpatch, comparatively speaking, but like le Roi Soleil, I went ashen when presented with a bill for sixty bags of cedar nuggets.

“Nuggets,” I quipped to the fellow behind the counter. “I must say, that’s apt.” As you can see, I’m something of a wag.

He did not riposte, but then he was busy on the phone with the Fraud Alert Department of American Express, which was no doubt demanding zip codes, blood types, social numbers, and maternal birth dates. Once home, I placed each “nugget” individually about the garden with care befitting Murano glass mosaic tiles.

We of Hibernian persuasion have internalized the adage that to be Irish is to know that sooner or later the world will break your heart. But I have made a corollary discovery: The gardener, too, knows that Nature—and all the gods—is in conspiracy against him.

Squirrels, I am now aware, devote every waking hour between October and May to rooting out the bulbs that you laboriously interred in October. The bulbs, that is, that you ordered from exotic mail-order houses; that you soaked overnight in a homemade atomic elixir containing the most potent capsaicin-laden peppers known to science. While I prepare this fiendish brew, I wear latex gloves, face mask, and eye goggles. Saddam Hussein would have paid good money for my formula.

That sound you hear in my garden? That would be the squirrels, expressing gastronomic satisfaction as they dine, chittering, “Cayenne and habañeros! Sublime! Magnifique!”

I wonder: What countermeasures did the burghers of Amsterdam deploy against their squirrels during the seventeenth-century Dutch Tulip Bulb Mania? Did grown men weep on discovering that a squirrel had noshed on a tulip bulb worth more than the value of their house? It is not impossible that the arquebus- and sword-wielding soldiers in Rembrandt’s celebrated painting The Night Watch were protecting tulip bulbs from seventeenth-century tree rodents. How gardening widens one’s intellectual horizons.

Gardening is said to be a calming pursuit, yet there you find yourself, reaching for a pencil with which to scribble down the 800 number in the infomercial with the guy injecting compressed gas into gopher holes and then igniting it, causing thousands of divots to shoot violently into the sky, along with the remains of the very unpleasantly surprised gophers. How does the poem go? “One is closer to God in a garden than anywhere else on earth.” Right.

In my next dispatch from my backyard Eden, I will discuss strategies and options after Hurricane Sandy has deposited fourteen cubic tons of sea salt on your perennials and fifty-year-old ornamental cedars. Hint: You’re going to need a lot of gypsum.

—ForbesLife, April 2013



AUTUMN, INTIMATIONS

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, as Keats put it, before heading off to Rome to cough his life out in a pensione overlooking the Spanish Steps. According to my anthology, “To Autumn” is the most popular poem in the English language. And here I thought “Casey at the Bat” had that distinction. Well, I’m not a bit surprised: Everyone’s a sucker for fall. If you grew up in New England, as I did, this was when you knew you were in the Right Place.

That apple smell, those burning leaves. Those younger than me—an ever-growing cohort—have no memory of setting a match to the piles of leaves our parents made us rake up. The Environment Police put an end to that, on the grounds that that rich, musky smoke would bring about another millennial winter. Such a distinctive smell, those smoldering leaves made. I’m reminded of it on bright sunny days when my ten-year-old sets fire to a leaf with his magnifying glass. It takes me back forty years. Rakes have been supplanted by blowers. The delicate scritch-scratch sound of tines combing the grass has been replaced with eardrum-straining turbines. Lawns now sound like the flight deck of aircraft carriers.

Ripeness is all, as Lear would say, and fall is when ripeness happens. While I was growing up, Dr. Bell lived next door. He had a magnificent vegetable garden, and by September his tomatoes were red and heavy on the vines. We would sneak in after dark, armed with a purloined salt shaker, and sit and gorge. We ate his corn raw, each kernel exploding with sugar juice. My mother used to serve us acorn squash with puddles of butter and brown sugar. As a child, I found this a credible delivery system for a foodstuff named “squash.” Pumpkins made a hollow thunk when you tapped them. Gutting them was never my favorite part; the stringy innards clung tenaciously to the sides, so you had to shave them off. Back then most Halloween jack-o’-lanterns had quaintly similar eyes, noses, and mouths. Now I buy carving templates that transform your pumpkin to look like it was designed by the special effects crew of Halloween 5. What hasn’t changed is the toasty smell of the candle-scorched insides, the thrilling pagan feel of the night.

People from other parts of the country who came to New England in the fall said, “Aren’t the trees beautiful this time of year!” I shrugged. The trees were exactly what they were supposed to be this time of year. Nothing unusual in that. (Yankee snobisme.)

We would drive up to New Haven for the Yale-Harvard game. This was my introduction to tribalism. Those blazing autumn sunny days and the blue and crimson banners snapping in the wind seem vivid now. During the final down of one close game, I remember my father telling me that it was sad, because this was the last time these players would be on a football field. Looking back, it seems to me apt that my first intimation of mortality was imparted to me by my father at the time of year when things start to die.

Thanksgivings we drove up to Sharon, in northwestern Connecticut, my grandparents’ house. When we arrived, I would tumble out of the rattly diesel Mercedes and race into the house to make mischief with cousins. As there were fifty first cousins, the opportunities abounded. In later years when I was older, the ritual was to hunt pheasant on Thanksgiving morning. Not much fun for the pheasant, but walking through those fields, listening to the tinkle of the dogs’ collar bells, is one of my happiest memories. Of those Thanksgiving meals, I remember the pearled onions in cream, mince pies, and bottles from my grandfather’s celebrated wine cellar being brought up and decanted. Some of these had been maturing since the First World War. Sometimes after it was poured into glasses a half-inch of purple mud would settle at the bottom. My aunts and uncles would ooh and aah over these pourings, but we of the younger gen caught them wincing and puckering when they drank.

Then, always too soon for me, it was time to go. These partings wrenched, for a full year might pass before I saw my cousins again. The good-byes in the crepuscular gloom of late November afternoons were, I now understand, rehearsals for later, more final, partings.

—Boston, October 2002



HOW TO BREAK INTO THE MOVIES IN ONLY TWELVE YEARS

The Wall Street Journal reported a while back that Tom Clancy went as ballistic as a Red October submarine because—brace yourself—the director filming one of Mr. Clancy’s novels placed a reef in the middle of the Chesapeake Bay, for reasons of plot.

My first reaction was that this was surely so much Sturm und Drang in a teacup. But then I realized I was only being churlish. And worse, jealous. I had just recently gotten word that one of my novels had run aground—yet again—on a reef somewhere in Hollywood. It had been languishing nearly a decade in what is euphemistically called “development hell.”

The novel was called Thank You for Smoking. Mel Gibson had optioned the rights to it in 1993, before it was published. It would be more accurate to say—as we Hollywood types do—that “Mel’s people” had optioned it.

Mel’s people couldn’t have been nicer. In our first phone call, they could barely contain their enthusiasm. “This will be Mel’s next movie. Absolutely.” This was an assertion I would hear many times over the coming decade. Eventually the thrill somewhat wore off.

The problem, see, was that Mel and his people got themselves hopelessly sidetracked with two absurd and inconsequential projects. One was called Braveheart—I’m told that it sank without a trace at the box office. What was the name of the other? . . . The Passion of the Christ. Another commercial stinkeroo. Crater City.

I felt sorry for Mel, but at the same time couldn’t help thinking, You have only yourself to blame, my friend. We never actually met, but as an honorary Mel person, I feel justified calling him “friend.” The real tragedy, of course, is that if we actually had become friends, I might have been able to stop him getting into the car that night and getting arrested for driving while anti-Semitic.

So on reconsideration, I now feel Mr. Clancy’s pain over that reef-mad director. Really, the gall of these so-called auteurs. Philistines. Let’s hope he never gets to direct Proust’s Remembrance of Time Past. He’d probably put a reef in the Seine next to the Ile de la Cité.

The Wall Street Journal article used the occasion of this artistic outrage to examine other books that were turned into movies. Remember Louis L’Amour, the great western novelist? L’Amour was the real deal, one of the most successful writers of his day. The Journal noted that he wrote more than one hundred books, of which nearly fifty—fifty!—were sold to the movies. One of the first was a western titled The Broken Gun. When it arrived on the big screen it was called Cancel My Reservation and starred Bob Hope.

Unlike Mr. Clancy, Mr. L’Amour was philosophical about it all. He just shrugged. He likened the process to selling a house to a new owner. The new owner, he said, had every right to redecorate. Take the money and let it go.

Ernest Hemingway, a writer of no small ego, was so embittered by his experiences with Hollywood that he formulated what could be called Hemingway’s Rule for Dealing with those Celluloid SOBs. It goes like this: You drive your car up to the California state line. Take your manuscript out of the car. Make them throw the money across first. Toss them the manuscript, get back in the car, and drive back east as fast as you can.

I had pretty much given up all hope of Smoking ever being made. Mel and his people seemed hell-bent on their economically suicidal obsession to make a movie about some minor fracas in Palestine two thousand years ago.

And then one day I got a call from a twenty-four-year-old named Jason Reitman. He said, “I’m the guy they hired to f— up your book.” He had me at hello.

Jason had not only read the book, but had also written a screenplay on spec (i.e., without commission). He sent it to Mel over the transom.

A few weeks later, Jason’s phone rang. It was—Mel! Calling from his private jet. (Presumably while flying from the Braveheart bankruptcy hearing to the Passion of the Christ bankruptcy hearing.) Mel told Jason that his script was “brilliant.” That it was exactly the script he’d been hoping for all these years. They would make the movie together. Absolutely. And that was the last Jason ever heard from Mel.

Some years passed after my call from Jason. Then one day a friend of mine from my White House days rang.

“There’s this guy I know from Stanford Business School,” he said. “He became chief operating officer of something called PayPal, which was sold to eBay for one-point-four billion. Now he wants to get into moviemaking and really wants to make Thank You for Smoking. Would it be okay if he called you?”

I told my friend that my rule has always been to accept phone calls from people worth some portion of $1.4 billion and who want to turn one of my novels into a movie.

David Sacks called the next day. I said I was tickled and please, be my guest. But I said he must first call Mel’s people. And so David spent the year and a half on the phone with Mel’s people trying to wrestle back the rights.

Mel’s people explained that they had spent vast sums developing it, paying endless screenwriters to write unusable adaptations. Then there were all the Fed Exes and the photocopying and coffee and electricity and feeding the parking meter and the mocha frappuccinos and wheatgrass smoothies and cosmetic surgeries and all the rest. (In Hollywood this is called “overhead.”) David told me that they seemed to be under the impression that he had pocketed the entire $1.4 billion himself.

They weren’t being greedy. No, no. That doesn’t happen in Hollywood. As David saw it, deep down they didn’t want to sell it because—what if they did and David and Jason made it into a good movie? Mel would look like a schmuck. And if there’s one thing Mel hates, it’s looking like a schmuck. (Too Jewish.)

To make a long story slightly less long, David deployed all the skills he’d learned at Stanford Biz. And what do you know, he did it. He got the rights back.

Time went by, as time does. Nothing. I went back to assuming nothing would ever happen. Then one day I got an e-mail from a Washington friend who’d moved to Park City, Utah, to become a masseuse. The e-mail said, “Hey, great news about Aaron Eckhart!”

I wrote back, “What news about Aaron Eckhart?”

She e-mailed back: “He’s been cast in the lead in your movie.”

Shortly later arrived an e-mail from David: “Pigs are flying, snowballs are forming in hell! Thank You for Smoking is finally in production!”

Each day brought more cool news. They’d signed Rob Lowe. Robert Duvall. Sam Elliott. Katie Holmes (much in the news then, what with her fiancé Tom Cruise leaping up and down on Oprah’s couch). Maria Bello. William Macy. Actors of the first caliber. I was impressed.

I serially relayed these names to my teenage children. They were . . . politely enthusiastic. That’s nice, Dad. (Yawn.) Until another e-mail arrived, announcing that someone named Adam Brody had been cast. Upon hearing this, my sixteen-year-old daughter, Caitlin, began to hyperventilate. In the medical sense.

“Adam Brody?! Oh my God. Oh. My. God. Adam Brody!”

I had to look him up. He was in a TV show called The O.C.

A year later, I found myself at a dinner at the Toronto Film Festival sitting next to Adam Brody. One of the nicest young men I have ever met. Gracious, poised, natural, unassuming.

I told him how my Caitlin had ho-hummed at the names of the other cast members but that his had caused a call to 911. He smiled self-effacingly. He’d heard it before, surely.

I am by nature reticent. I would sooner chew off my right arm at the elbow than accost a celebrity or ask for an autograph. It took three martinis to screw up the courage. I reached into my pocket for my cell phone.

“I . . . don’t suppose . . . ?” He nodded, sure.

I dialed and got Cat’s voice mail. My heart sank like a Tom Clancy submarine. But it turned out even better, for now Cat could play the message for her friends: “Hi, Cat, this is Adam Brody. I’m just calling to say hi.” God bless him, he did not add, “Your dad is drunk and totally annoying.”

So it was all worth it in the end, even if it took twelve years. Sometime later, at one of the movie events, I was prattling on to an industry person about how Hollywood had certainly taken its time making the movie, blah blah blah. (Looking back, I wonder: Was this an unconscious attempt to bore him in just the right way?)
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