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Praise for The Last Tycoon



“Had Fitzgerald been permitted to finish the book, I think there is no doubt that it would have added a major character and a major novel to American fiction. As it is, The Last Tycoon is a great deal more than a fragment. It shows the full powers of its author, at their height and at their best.”

—Stephen Vincent Benét, Saturday Review of Literature

“[Fitzgerald’s] unique achievement, in these beginnings of a great novel, is that here for the first time he has managed to establish that unshakable moral attitude towards the world we live in, and towards its temporary standards, that is the basic essential of any powerful work of the imagination.”

—John Dos Passos, “A Note on Fitzgerald”
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FOREWORD


EDMUND WILSON

F. SCOTT FITZGERALD died suddenly of a heart attack (December 21, 1940) the day after he had written the first episode of Chapter 6 of his novel. The text which is given here is a draft made by the author after considerable rewriting; but it is by no means a finished version. In the margins of almost every one of the episodes, Fitzgerald had written comments—a few of them are included in the notes—which expressed his dissatisfaction with them or indicated his ideas about revising them. His intention was to produce a novel as concentrated and as carefully constructed as The Great Gatsby had been, and he would unquestionably have sharpened the effect of most of these scenes as we have them by cutting and by heightening of color. He had originally planned that the novel should be about 60,000 words long, but he had written at the time of his death about 70,000 words without, as will be seen from his outline, having told much more than half his story. He had calculated, when he began, on leaving himself a margin of 10,000 words for cutting; but it seems certain that the novel would have run longer than the proposed 60,000 words. The subject was here more complex than it had been in The Great Gatsby—the picture of the Hollywood studios required more space for its presentation than the background of the drinking life of Long Island; and the characters needed more room for their development.

This draft of The Last Tycoon, then, represents that point in the artist’s work where he has assembled and organized his material and acquired a firm grasp of his theme, but has not yet brought it finally into focus. It is remarkable that, under these circumstances, the story should have already so much power and the character of Stahr emerge with so much intensity and reality. This Hollywood producer, in his misery and grandeur, is certainly the one of Fitzgerald’s central figures which he had thought out most completely and which he had most deeply come to understand. His notes on the character show how he had lived with it over a period of three years or more, filling in Stahr’s idiosyncrasies and tracing the web of his relationships with the various departments of his business. Amory Blaine and Anthony Patch were romantic projections of the author; Gatsby and Dick Diver were conceived more or less objectively, but not very profoundly explored. Monroe Stahr is really created from within at the same time that he is criticized by an intelligence that has now become sure of itself and knows how to assign him to his proper place in a larger scheme of things.

The Last Tycoon is thus, even in its imperfect state, Fitzgerald’s most mature piece of work. It is marked off also from his other novels by the fact that it is the first to deal seriously with any profession or business. The earlier books of Fitzgerald had been preoccupied with debutantes and college boys, with the fast lives of the wild spenders of the twenties. The main activities of the people in these stories, the occasions for which they live, are big parties at which they go off like fireworks and which are likely to leave them in pieces. But the parties in The Last Tycoon are incidental and unimportant; Monroe Stahr, unlike any other of Scott Fitzgerald’s heroes, is inextricably involved with an industry of which he has been one of the creators, and its fate will be implied by his tragedy. The moving-picture business in America has here been observed at a close range, studied with a careful attention and dramatized with a sharp wit such as are not to be found in combination in any of the other novels on the subject. The Last Tycoon is far and away the best novel we have had about Hollywood, and it is the only one which takes us inside.

It has been possible to supplement this unfinished draft with an outline of the rest of the story as Fitzgerald intended to develop it, and with passages from the author’s notes which deal, often vividly, with the characters and scenes.



It is worth while to read The Great Gatsby in connection with The Last Tycoon because it shows the kind of thing that Fitzgerald was aiming to do in the latter. If his conception of his subject in Tender Is the Night had shifted in the course of his writing it so that the parts of that fascinating novel do not always quite hang together, he had recovered here the singleness of purpose, the sureness of craftsmanship, which appear in the earlier story. In going through the immense pile of drafts and notes that the author had made for this novel, one is confirmed and reinforced in one’s impression that Fitzgerald will be found to stand out as one of the first-rate figures in the American writing of his period. The last pages of The Great Gatsby are certainly, both from the dramatic point of view and from the point of view of prose, among the very best things in the fiction of our generation. T. S. Eliot said of the book that Fitzgerald had taken the first important step that had been made in the American novel since Henry James. And certainly The Last Tycoon, even in its unfulfilled intention, takes its place among the books that set a standard.








INTRODUCTION “Even though you know it will end in defeat…”



HARUKI MURAKAMI

AT THE YOUNG age of forty-four, on December 21, 1940, in Hollywood, F. Scott Fitzgerald breathed his last. It was a quiet winter solstice day, and that afternoon he was chewing on a chocolate bar and reading an article about a football game in the Princeton Alumni Weekly. Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony was playing on his phonograph. And then suddenly, like a bolt of lightning, death came over him. The cause of death was no doubt a heart attack brought on by years of alcoholism.

As a novelist he left behind a lengthy manuscript of a novel set in Hollywood which, sadly, was but half finished. For the literary world his death came far too early. From the steady progress he had made on the novel, if he had had at least one more year he probably would have nearly completed this ambitious work that he’d put everything he had into. And then he would have polished the writing further (adding what people dubbed “the Fitzgerald touch”). It was a fate beyond his control, but even so it was a tremendous loss.

Edmund Wilson, Fitzgerald’s friend from college and a well-known literary critic, read the incomplete manuscript, recognized its literary value, and offered to use the numerous memos (outlines and plans) Fitzgerald had left behind to organize the fragmentary pages of the manuscript, create a plot line, reorder the chapters, and organize it as much as he could into something close to a completed novel. This reworked version was published by Scribners in 1941 under the title The Last Tycoon, and for over fifty years this “Edmund Wilson edition” was the sole version available to and read by the general public. My translation of The Last Tycoon into Japanese also uses this 1941 edition as its text.

The Wilson edition is thorough and compelling, though a bit forced in parts, and in later years when new material was released to the public, some Fitzgerald scholars questioned his edition as a kind of “remake,” or severely criticized it. Matthew J. Bruccoli, in the forefront, took Wilson to task for, as he saw it, taking the memos Fitzgerald had left behind and often altering them to suit his own purposes. Bruccoli also claimed that Wilson “invented” the title, which of course has great significance for the work.

It’s true that while he was writing the book, Fitzgerald’s working title was the quite simple, even bland Stahr: A Romance. And shortly before he died, he asked his companion Sheilah Graham what she thought of the title The Love of the Last Tycoon: A Western. He also apparently planned to sound out his editor at Scribners, Maxwell Perkins, about it, and tell him it was one of his top choices for a title. Fitzgerald also considered The Last of the Tycoons, too, as a possible title, but, as researchers have pointed out, he never once proposed using the title The Last Tycoon.

Bruccoli soundly disapproved of Wilson’s altering of the title and in 1993 he published, from Cambridge University Press, the book under its “original” title of The Love of the Last Tycoon: A Western. Honestly speaking, though, for me, the other titles don’t fit this work, only The Last Tycoon. Researchers may view The Love of the Last Tycoon: A Western as the correct title, but from the viewpoint of an ordinary reader, and from my perspective as a novelist, I can’t say it’s a great title. I can imagine (if Fitzgerald really did bring up The Love of the Last Tycoon: A Western as his leading candidate) Maxwell Perkins objecting, since it sounds somewhat like a B-class Hollywood film title. And in the end—as I picture it—he would settle on The Last Tycoon. The same holds true of The Great Gatsby, but Fitzgerald often agonized over titles until the very last minute.

I used the Wilson edition for my translation of the novel into Japanese because, first of all, it reads well. The Love of the Last Tycoon: A Western that Bruccoli edited may be justified on archival and scholarly grounds, but having ordinary readers read that edition for enjoyment may be asking too much. By contrast, in the Wilson edition, while a bit forced and inaccurate in places, one feels the warm affection that Fitzgerald’s old friend had for him, as well as the personal and literary enthusiasm Wilson felt, the desire to shape this outstanding novel so that more people would read it and recognize its real worth. To me that is more important than whether it’s academically pure or not. And, needless to say, Edmund Wilson was also a man of letters with an outstanding aesthetic sense, and I don’t think he was very off track.

There are a few scandals involving heavy editing of novels. The most well-known case is that of Thomas Wolfe, whose works were very well received in the 1930s and ’40s, though in later years when it was revealed that his editor, Maxwell Perkins, had taken what was a huge pile of unorganized, crumpled-up manuscript pages and skillfully brought them together as a coherent novel, Wolfe’s literary reputation plummeted. When you think of the endless struggle and efforts the very serious Perkins went through, I feel sort of sorry for him. But this was a problem with Wolfe’s inherent laxness and messiness, and the ultimate responsibility of course lies with the author himself. Poor Fitzgerald’s case is quite different, since he was in the middle of composing the work and unwillingly left it unfinished. To be fair, as an editor and as an old friend, Edmund Wilson did an outstanding, conscientious job, and those who use academic correctness as a basis on which to condemn him are, I think, being a little ungenerous.



At Charles Scribner’s Sons, Fitzgerald’s longtime editor, Maxwell Perkins, had the idea of getting another author to complete the novel. Candidates included John O’Hara and Budd Schulberg. After both of them turned him down flat (both claiming they could never write in Fitzgerald’s stead), Perkins had the notion of asking Hemingway for assistance. But Fitzgerald’s wife Zelda was dead-set against it, and the idea was soon abandoned. Finally, Perkins decided to have Edmund Wilson edit it and publish it unfinished. Fitzgerald’s popularity was already on the decline, and a half-finished novel like this couldn’t be expected to sell, but Perkins’s thought was that even a small profit would help Fitzgerald’s widow and daughter. At the time of his death, Fitzgerald had a $7,000 debt (advance) with Scribners.

The Last Tycoon, with the subtitle of An Unfinished Novel, was published in 1941, the year after the author’s death. The first edition printing was less than five thousand copies, but against all expectations the book saw steady sales, with new printings coming out regularly. And many critics and writers liked the novel and thought highly of it (the sole negative reaction coming from his former friend Ernest Hemingway) and lamented his untimely passing. And these voices in praise of him served as a springboard, for after the war Fitzgerald’s reputation slowly rose.



There is no doubt that MGM film producer Irving Thalberg was the model for the novel’s protagonist, Monroe Stahr. Naturally as a novelist Fitzgerald fleshed out this depiction of the model, yet it is clear that the real-life Thalberg left a deep impression on him and was one of the motivating factors that propelled him to write the novel. And the model for Pat Brady, the villain in opposition to Stahr, was the cofounder of MGM, Louis B. Mayer. Fitzgerald’s biographer Andrew Turnbull writes the following:


Thalberg had dazzled Fitzgerald with “peculiar charm, his extraordinary good looks, his bountiful success, the tragic end of his great adventure.” Fitzgerald conceded it was Thalberg who “inspired the best part of the character of Monroe Stahr—though I have put in some things drawn from other men and inevitably much of myself.” (Andrew Turnbull, Scott Fitzgerald)



Thalberg was born in Brooklyn, the son of a Jewish importer of lace, and was small of stature and frail-looking. Before Thalberg turned twenty, the president of Universal Pictures, Carl Laemmle, had singled him out for his talent and quickly promoted him to a high position in the studio, where he became known as the “Boy Wonder.” His somewhat dreamy idealism, his astonishing perfectionism (after one take he’d immediately call for another), and his untiring passion and devotion gave him a charisma that singled him out in the motion picture industry, where he became a legend. Louis B. Mayer, however, envied his success. Discord between the two surfaced, Thalberg was forced to resign and was subsequently treated coldly, and he died in 1936 at the young age of thirty-seven. Incidentally, Thalberg married the beautiful actress Norma Shearer, who (unlike the character Minna Davis in the novel), avoided a premature death and lived until 1983.

In the prewar era, when Jewish people were still severely discriminated against, writing a novel spotlighting a Jewish hero—especially by a writer of Irish extraction (and a Catholic) like Fitzgerald—was almost unprecedented. Jay Gatsby, the hero of The Great Gatsby, was from a so-called “poor white” midwestern farming family, and in almost the same sense Monroe Stahr, born into a poor Jewish family in the Bronx, is a hero who clawed his way up from nearly the bottom of American society. With nothing but their talents, both quickly climbed the ladder of success. They had a clear-cut dream and ambition, and with that motivating them they went straight to the top. At a certain point those dreams and ambitions attached themselves to a woman, and the intensity of that attachment brought about a decisive downfall. Fitzgerald’s gaze as he watched this rise and fall was both gentle and dispassionate.

In that sense, Monroe Stahr was a West Coast version of Jay Gatsby, but as Edmund Wilson pointed out in his introduction, Stahr was not the legendary sort of figure that Gatsby was, seemingly descending from nowhere into the Long Island scene of luxury and carousing. Instead, Stahr was an astute young businessman who carved out his own path in the newly created film industry. And Hollywood was supported by many ambitious Jewish people. Because it was a new industry, neither fish nor fowl at this point, there was yet room for Jewish people (who in other industries might be regarded as outsiders) to make their mark. Without any prejudice, Fitzgerald vividly grasped the personal magnetism of Monroe Stahr—and Irving Thalberg—as they swept all before them in the somewhat wild atmosphere of the early days of film. Their success and distinction was dazzling, their downfall totally sad and beautiful.



In a letter to his daughter, Scottie, Fitzgerald wrote, “Life is essentially a cheat and its conditions are those of defeat; the redeeming things are not happiness and pleasure but the deeper satisfactions that come out of struggle.”

This very well might sum up Fitzgerald’s literature, as well as his actual life.

If I may be allowed a personal comment, when I reread this novel in order to translate it, I discovered a book that was even more heartfelt, even more profound than I had previously thought. As I translated each line into Japanese, I found myself admiring, all over again, the maturity and power of Fitzgerald’s writing.

February 2022

(Translated by Philip Gabriel)


	
TRANSLATOR’S NOTE: This essay was originally written as an afterword to Mr. Murakami’s translation, into Japanese, of The Last Tycoon. Mr. Murakami has also translated The Great Gatsby and five collections of shorter pieces by F. Scott Fitzgerald.
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Title page of the first edition of The Last Tycoon, published October 27, 1941, less than a year after F. Scott Fitzgerald’s death in Hollywood at the age of forty-four.






CHAPTER I

THOUGH I HAVEN’T ever been on the screen I was brought up in pictures. Rudolph Valentino came to my fifth birthday party—or so I was told. I put this down only to indicate that even before the age of reason I was in a position to watch the wheels go round.

I was going to write my memoirs once, The Producer’s Daughter, but at eighteen you never quite get around to anything like that. It’s just as well—it would have been as flat as an old column of Lolly Parsons’. My father was in the picture business as another man might be in cotton or steel, and I took it tranquilly. At the worst I accepted Hollywood with the resignation of a ghost assigned to a haunted house. I knew what you were supposed to think about it but I was obstinately unhorrified.

This is easy to say, but harder to make people understand. When I was at Bennington some of the English teachers who pretended an indifference to Hollywood or its products, really hated it. Hated it way down deep as a threat to their existence. Even before that, when I was in a convent, a sweet little nun asked me to get her a script of a screen play so she could “teach her class about movie writing” as she had taught them about the essay and the short story. I got the script for her, and I suppose she puzzled over it and puzzled over it, but it was never mentioned in class, and she gave it back to me with an air of offended surprise and not a single comment. That’s what I half expect to happen to this story.

You can take Hollywood for granted like I did, or you can dismiss it with the contempt we reserve for what we don’t understand. It can be understood too, but only dimly and in flashes. Not half a dozen men have ever been able to keep the whole equation of pictures in their heads. And perhaps the closest a woman can come to the set-up is to try and understand one of those men.

The world from an airplane I knew. Father always had us travel back and forth that way from school and college. After my sister died when I was a junior, I travelled to and fro alone, and the journey always made me think of her, made me somewhat solemn and subdued. Sometimes there were picture people I knew on board the plane, and occasionally there was an attractive college boy—but not often during the depression. I seldom really fell asleep during the trip, what with thoughts of Eleanor and the sense of that sharp rip between coast and coast—at least not till we had left those lonely little airports in Tennessee.

This trip was so rough that the passengers divided early into those who turned in right away and those who didn’t want to turn in at all. There were two of these latter right across from me, and I was pretty sure from their fragmentary conversation that they were from Hollywood—one of them because he looked like it: a middle-aged Jew, who alternately talked with nervous excitement or else crouched as if ready to spring, in a harrowing silence; the other a pale, plain, stocky man of thirty, whom I was sure I had seen before. He had been to the house or something. But it might have been when I was a little girl, and so I wasn’t offended that he didn’t recognize me.

The stewardess—she was tall, handsome and flashing dark, a type that they seemed to run to—asked me if she could make up my berth.

“—and, dear, do you want an aspirin?” She perched on the side of the seat and rocked precariously to and fro with the June hurricane. “—or nembutal?”

“No.”

“I’ve been so busy with everyone else that I’ve had no time to ask you.” She sat down beside me and buckled us both in. “Do you want some gum?”

This reminded me to get rid of the piece that had been boring me for hours. I wrapped it in a piece of magazine and put it into the automatic ash-holder.

“I can always tell people are nice,” the stewardess said approvingly, “if they wrap their gum in paper before they put it in there.”

We sat for awhile in the half-light of the swaying car. It was vaguely like a swanky restaurant at that twilight time between meals. We were all lingering—and not quite on purpose. Even the stewardess, I think, had to keep reminding herself why she was there.

She and I talked about a young actress I knew, whom she had flown West with two years before. It was in the very lowest time of the depression, and the young actress kept staring out the window in such an intent way that the stewardess was afraid she was contemplating a leap. It appeared though that she was not afraid of poverty, but only of revolution.

“I know what mother and I are going to do,” she confided to the stewardess. “We’re coming out to the Yellowstone and we’re just going to live simply till it all blows over. Then we’ll come back. They don’t kill artists—you know?”

The proposition pleased me. It conjured up a pretty picture of the actress and her mother being fed by kind Tory bears who brought them honey, and by gentle fawns who fetched extra milk from the does and then lingered near to make pillows for their heads at night. In turn I told the stewardess about the lawyer and the director who told their plans to Father one night in those brave days. If the bonus army conquered Washington, the lawyer had a boat hidden in the Sacramento River, and he was going to row up stream for a few months and then come back “because they always needed lawyers after a revolution to straighten out the legal side.”

The director had tended more toward defeatism. He had an old suit, shirt and shoes in waiting—he never did say whether they were his own or whether he got them from the prop department—and he was going to Disappear into the Crowd. I remember Father saying: “But they’ll look at your hands! They’ll know you haven’t done manual work for years. And they’ll ask for your union card.” And I remember how the director’s face fell, and how gloomy he was while he ate his dessert, and how funny and puny they sounded to me.

“Is your father an actor, Miss Brady?” asked the stewardess. “I’ve certainly heard the name.”

At the name Brady, both the men across the aisle looked up. Sidewise—that Hollywood look, that always seems thrown over one shoulder. Then the young, pale, stocky man unbuttoned his safety strap and stood in the aisle beside us.

“Are you Cecilia Brady?” he demanded accusingly, as if I’d been holding out on him. “I thought I recognized you. I’m Wylie White.”

He could have omitted this—for at the same moment a new voice said, “Watch your step, Wylie!”, and another man brushed by him in the aisle and went forward in the direction of the cockpit. Wylie White started, and a little too late called after him defiantly:

“I only take orders from the pilot.”

I recognized the kind of pleasantry that goes on between the powers in Hollywood and their satellites.

The stewardess reproved him:

“Not so loud, please—some of the passengers are asleep.”

I saw now that the other man across the aisle, the middle-aged Jew, was on his feet also, staring, with shameless economic lechery, after the man who had just gone by. Or rather at the back of the man, who gestured sideways with his hand in a sort of farewell, as he went out of my sight.

I asked the stewardess: “Is he the assistant pilot?”

She was unbuckling our belt, about to abandon me to Wylie White.

“No. That’s Mr. Smith. He has the private compartment, the ‘bridal suite’—only he has it alone. The assistant pilot is always in uniform.” She stood up: “I want to find out if we’re going to be grounded in Nashville.”

Wylie White was aghast.

“Why?”

“It’s a storm coming up the Mississippi Valley.”

“Does that mean we’ll have to stay here all night?”

“If this keeps up!”

A sudden dip indicated that it would. It tipped Wylie White into the seat opposite me, shunted the stewardess precipitately down in the direction of the cockpit, and plunked the Jewish man into a sitting position. After the studied, unruffled exclamations of distaste that befitted the air-minded, we settled down. There was an introduction.

“Miss Brady—Mr. Schwartz,” said Wylie White. “He’s a great friend of your father’s, too.”

Mr. Schwartz nodded so vehemently that I could almost hear him saying: “It’s true. As God is my judge, it’s true!”

He might have said this right out loud at one time in his life—but he was obviously a man to whom something had happened. Meeting him was like encountering a friend who has been in a fist fight or collision, and got flattened. You stare at your friend and say: “What happened to you?” And he answers something unintelligible through broken teeth and swollen lips. He can’t even tell you about it.

Mr. Schwartz was physically unmarked; the exaggerated Persian nose and oblique eye-shadow were as congenital as the tip-tilted Irish redness around my father’s nostrils.

“Nashville!” cried Wylie White. “That means we go to a hotel. We don’t get to the coast till tomorrow night—if then. My God! I was born in Nashville.”

“I should think you’d like to see it again.”

“Never—I’ve kept away for fifteen years. I hope I’ll never see it again.”

But he would—for the plane was unmistakably going down, down, down, like Alice in the rabbit hole. Cupping my hand against the window I saw the blur of the city far away on the left. The green sign “Fasten your belts—No smoking” had been on since we first rode into the storm.

“Did you hear what he said?” said Schwartz from one of his fiery silences across the aisle.

“Hear what?” asked Wylie.

“Hear what he’s calling himself,” said Schwartz. “Mr. Smith!”

“Why not?” asked Wylie.

“Oh nothing,” said Schwartz quickly. “I just thought it was funny, Smith.” I never heard a laugh with less mirth in it: “Smith!”

I suppose there has been nothing like the airports since the days of the stage-stops—nothing quite as lonely, as somber-silent. The old red-brick depots were built right into the towns they marked—people didn’t get off at those isolated stations unless they lived there. But airports lead you way back in history like oases, like the stops on the great trade routes. The sight of air travellers strolling in ones and twos into midnight airports will draw a small crowd any night up to two. The young people look at the planes, the older ones look at the passengers with a watchful incredulity. In the big transcontinental planes we were the coastal rich, who casually alighted from our cloud in mid-America. High adventure might be among us, disguised as a movie star. But mostly it wasn’t. And I always wished fervently that we looked more interesting than we did—just as I often have at premières, when the fans look at you with scornful reproach because you’re not a star.

On the ground Wylie and I were suddenly friends, because he held out his arm to steady me when I got out of the plane. From then on, he made a dead set for me—and I didn’t mind. From the moment we walked into the airport it had become plain that if we were stranded here we were stranded here together. (It wasn’t like the time I lost my boy—the time my boy played the piano with that girl Reina in a little New England farmhouse near Bennington, and I realized at last I wasn’t wanted. Guy Lombardo was on the air playing Top Hat and Cheek to Cheek, and she taught him the melodies. The keys falling like leaves and her hands splayed over his as she showed him a black chord. I was a freshman then.)

When we went into the airport Mr. Schwartz was along with us, too, but he seemed in a sort of dream. All the time we were trying to get accurate information at the desk, he kept staring at the door that led out to the landing field, as if he were afraid the plane would leave without him. Then I excused myself for a few minutes and something happened that I didn’t see, but when I came back he and White were standing close together, White talking and Schwartz looking twice as much as if a great truck had just backed up over him. He didn’t stare at the door to the landing field any more. I heard the end of Wylie White’s remark…

“—I told you to shut up. It serves you right.”

“I only said——”

He broke off as I came up and asked if there was any news. It was then half-past two in the morning.

“A little,” said Wylie White. “They don’t think we’ll be able to start for three hours anyhow, so some of the softies are going to a hotel. But I’d like to take you out to the Hermitage, Home of Andrew Jackson.”

“How could we see it in the dark?” demanded Schwartz.

“Hell, it’ll be sunrise in two hours.”

“You two go,” said Schwartz.

“All right—you take the bus to the hotel. It’s still waiting—he’s in there.” Wylie’s voice had a taunt in it. “Maybe it’d be a good thing.”

“No, I’ll go along with you,” said Schwartz hastily.

We took a taxi in the sudden country dark outside, and he seemed to cheer up. He patted my knee-cap encouragingly.

“I should go along,” he said. “I should be chaperone. Once upon a time when I was in the big money, I had a daughter—a beautiful daughter.”

He spoke as if she had been sold to creditors as a tangible asset.

“You’ll have another,” Wylie assured him. “You’ll get it all back. Another turn of the wheel and you’ll be where Cecilia’s papa is, won’t he, Cecilia?”

“Where is this Hermitage?” asked Schwartz presently. “Far away at the end of nowhere? Will we miss the plane?”

“Skip it,” said Wylie. “We ought to’ve brought the stewardess along for you. Didn’t you admire the stewardess? I thought she was pretty cute.”

We drove for a long time over a bright level countryside, just a road and a tree and a shack and a tree, and then suddenly along a winding twist of woodland. I could feel even in the darkness that the trees of the woodland were green—that it was all different from the dusty olive-tint of California. Somewhere we passed a Negro driving three cows ahead of him, and they mooed as he scatted them to the side of the road. They were real cows, with warm, fresh, silky flanks, and the Negro grew gradually real out of the darkness with his big brown eyes staring at us close to the car, as Wylie gave him a quarter. He said “Thank you—thank you,” and stood there, and the cows mooed again into the night as we drove off.

I thought of the first sheep I ever remember seeing—hundreds of them, and how our car drove suddenly into them on the back lot of the old Laemmle studio. They were unhappy about being in pictures, but the men in the car with us kept saying:

“Swell?”

“Is that what you wanted, Dick?”

“Isn’t that swell?” And the man named Dick kept standing up in the car as if he were Cortez or Balboa, looking over that gray fleecy undulation. If I ever knew what picture they were in, I have long forgotten.

We had driven an hour. We crossed a brook over an old rattly iron bridge laid with planks. Now there were roosters crowing and blue-green shadows stirring every time we passed a farmhouse.

“I told you it’d be morning soon,” said Wylie. “I was born near here—the son of impoverished southern paupers. The family mansion is now used as an outhouse. We had four servants—my father, my mother and my two sisters. I refused to join the guild, and so I went to Memphis to start my career, which has now reached a dead end.” He put his arm around me: “Cecilia, will you marry me, so I can share the Brady fortune?”

He was disarming enough, so I let my head lie on his shoulder.

“What do you do, Celia. Go to school?”

“I go to Bennington. I’m a junior.”

“Oh, I beg your pardon. I should have known, but I never had the advantage of college training. But a junior—why I read in Esquire that juniors have nothing to learn, Cecilia.”

“Why do people think that college girls—”

“Don’t apologize—knowledge is power.”

“You’d know from the way you talk that we were on our way to Hollywood,” I said. “It’s always years and years behind the times.”

He pretended to be shocked.

“You mean girls in the East have no private lives?”

“That’s the point. They have got private lives. You’re bothering me, let go.”

“I can’t. It might wake Schwartz, and I think this is the first sleep he’s had for weeks. Listen, Cecilia: I once had an affair with the wife of a producer. A very short affair. When it was over she said to me in no uncertain terms, she said: ‘Don’t you ever tell about this or I’ll have you thrown out of Hollywood. My husband’s a much more important man than you!’ ”

I liked him again now, and presently the taxi turned down a long lane fragrant with honeysuckle and narcissus, and stopped beside the great grey hulk of the Andrew Jackson house. The driver turned around to tell us something about it, but Wylie shushed him, pointing at Schwartz, and we tiptoed out of the car.

“You can’t get into the Mansion now,” the taxi man told us politely.

Wylie and I went and sat against the wide pillars of the steps.

“What about Mr. Schwartz,” I asked. “Who is he?”

“To hell with Schwartz. He was the head of some combine once—First National? Paramount? United Artists? Now he’s down and out. But he’ll be back. You can’t flunk out of pictures unless you’re a dope or a drunk.”

“You don’t like Hollywood,” I suggested.

“Yes I do. Sure I do. Say! This isn’t anything to talk about on the steps of Andrew Jackson’s house—at dawn.”

“I like Hollywood,” I persisted.

“It’s all right. It’s a mining town in lotus land. Who said that? I did. It’s a good place for toughies, but I went there from Savannah, Georgia. I went to a garden party the first day. My host shook hands and left me. It was all there—that swimming pool, green moss at two dollars an inch, beautiful felines having drinks and fun—”

“—And nobody spoke to me. Not a soul. I spoke to half a dozen people but they didn’t answer. That continued for an hour, two hours—then I got up from where I was sitting and ran out at a dog trot like a crazy man. I didn’t feel I had any rightful identity until I got back to the hotel and the clerk handed me a letter addressed to me in my name.”

Naturally I hadn’t ever had such an experience, but looking back on parties I’d been to, I realized that such things could happen. We don’t go for strangers in Hollywood unless they wear a sign saying that their axe has been thoroughly ground elsewhere, and that in any case it’s not going to fall on our necks—in other words, unless they’re a celebrity. And they’d better look out even then.

“You should have risen above it,” I said smugly. “It’s not a slam at you when people are rude—it’s a slam at the people they’ve met before.”

“Such a pretty girl—to say such wise things.”

There was an eager to-do in the eastern sky, and Wylie could see me plain—thin with good features and lots of style, and the kicking fetus of a mind. I wonder what I looked like in that dawn, five years ago. A little rumpled and pale, I suppose, but at that age, when one has the young illusion that most adventures are good, I needed only a bath and a change to go on for hours.

Wylie stared at me with really flattering appreciation—and then suddenly we were not alone. Mr. Schwartz wandered apologetically into the pretty scene.

“I fell upon a large metal handle,” he said, touching the corner of his eye.

Wylie jumped up.

“Just in time, Mr. Schwartz,” he said. “The tour is just starting. Home of Old Hickory—America’s tenth president. The victor of New Orleans, opponent of the National Bank, and inventor of the Spoils System.”

Schwartz looked toward me as toward a jury.

“There’s a writer for you,” he said. “Knows everything and at the same time he knows nothing.”

“What’s that?” said Wylie, indignant.

It was my first inkling that he was a writer. And while I like writers—because if you ask a writer anything, you usually get an answer—still it belittled him in my eyes. Writers aren’t people exactly. Or, if they’re any good, they’re a whole lot of people trying so hard to be one person. It’s like actors, who try so pathetically not to look in mirrors. Who lean backward trying—only to see their faces in the reflecting chandeliers.

“Ain’t writers like that, Celia?” demanded Schwartz. “I have no words for them. I only know it’s true.”
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