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  For Mary Edith


  From Orphan to Immigrant

  Whenever I teach The Great Gatsby, as I have so many times in my forty years in the college classroom, I always wonder if I will tell the students my story. It’s my mother’s story, really. But it’s mine, too, the story of a personal link to the book’s author that tinges every professional comment I make about themes and narrative voice and structure and the other facets of fiction that English professors train their students to look for. I care about all these, to be sure, but I have an intensely private as well as professional understanding of the novel at hand. Or rather, the private and professional strands are so intertwined that I can’t really say where one ends and the other begins. In class I present them as separate. I tell the personal story when I’ve proven to myself that I don’t have to, when I feel we have satisfactorily “covered” the “material,” as we call it, with professorial dispassion and dispatch. Perhaps the revelation comes in an impulsive moment of warmth for the group of young people before me—I want to be closer to them, to give them something they might find special. Or perhaps there’s been a little sag in classroom energy and I turn to the story to reinvigorate us.

  “Here’s a personal connection that may interest you. My mother actually knew F. Scott Fitzgerald. It was in the last years of his life in Hollywood.”

  I see mild interest in their faces.

  “She was involved with him,” I say. A variant of this, if the group seems more sophisticated, perhaps a class of graduate students, might be: “She was his lover.”

  Interest at this point increases, usually mixed with a bit of understandable anxiety that an aging female professor, talking about her mother’s lover, has become unpredictable.

  “Yes, they were together for three-and-a-half years. He died in her living room—stood up and dropped dead of a heart attack. A few days before Christmas 1940.”

  Now I’ve made it vivid.

  “But what interests me the most,” I say, “is that he devised for her an education. The F. Scott Fitzgerald College of One. It was an entire college curriculum—with history and art and music, and even a little economics. But above all poetry and the novel. Dickens. Thackeray. Henry James. We had the books from the College of One in our library when I was a child. Those were the books I read growing up.”

  My private relation to F. Scott Fitzgerald is that he bought the books for my mother that I have loved all my life, the books, it’s fair to say, that turned me into a professor of English literature. I loved the volumes in the College of One inside and out—their bindings, their pages, their print, their stories—and I lived in them more fully than I can remember living in the world around me. Thus, my F. Scott Fitzgerald story is less that he was my mother’s lover before I was born, dying dramatically in her living room, releasing her to go forth and be with other men and become my mother, than that he shaped my life’s reading by having bought her those books. Long before I even knew of her connection to him, they lined the shelves along opposite walls of our den, there for me to take down and carry upstairs to my bedroom and immerse myself in stories that transported me to other times and places. The palm trees and eucalyptus of dusky Southern California gave way to the imagined bustle of Thackeray’s London or the green landscape of David Copperfield’s Suffolk downs. And as soon as I finished one book, perhaps Tom Jones or Bleak House, I would ask my mother to recommend another, thus building the shadow world that I would live in, have lived in all my life.

  So reading and teaching The Great Gatsby entails for me, always, not only the themes of the great American novel with its tragic dreamer hero, believing in the wrong dreams, but also the subtext of my mother’s relationship with Fitzgerald, my mother herself looming as a kind of female Gatsby, a woman who emerged from a Jewish orphanage and made herself up as Sheilah Graham, London chorus girl and Hollywood columnist, suppressing her Jewishness and her early poverty, believing anything was possible, and awesome in the energy of her self-creation, to which she proved faithful to the end. And I understand Gatsby as myself, someone who has wed her dreams to people, starting with my mother, whom I wanted to believe in as golden and magic. But I am Nick Carraway as well, awed by Gatsby but able to judge him; the level-headed spectator, who ultimately turns away from a gaudy world to seek something else, a more solid if more ordinary existence. And I link, too, with Fitzgerald in our shared love for my mother. And with him as a pedagogue devising his syllabi for the F. Scott Fitzgerald College of One, joining with me in our imagined shared love of Victorian novels. Everything is all mixed together.

  I want to write of the private stories that lie behind our reading of books, taking my own trajectory through English literature as the history I know best but proposing a way of thinking about literature that I believe is every reader’s process. We bring ourselves with all our aspirations and wounds, affinities and aversions, insights and confusions to the books we read, and our experience shapes our responses. I have begun by citing my relation to The Great Gatsby, but the story of reading David Copperfield or Vanity Fair or To the Lighthouse or any of the books discussed in this volume is just as dramatically personal. Young David has an evil stepfather, as did I, and I share in David’s fear and loathing of this figure. The élan of Becky Sharp reminds me of my mother, and I can’t help admiring Thackeray’s witty, resourceful rogue. The yearning of Woolf’s grief-suffused Lily Briscoe for the dead Mrs. Ramsay touches the chord of all the important losses of my life. Of course, reading is more complicated than this finding of biographical parallels. We also read, as one of my students has so well put it, “to escape the relentless monotony of being ourselves” as well as “to return from the experience with a slightly different mind than we had going in.” All that is true, and much else besides, a subtle and magical interaction between the reader and the book that I hope to illuminate.

  WHEN I first thought to write a book about reading and literary characters, I had a concept for a more strictly academic study that I called “from orphan to immigrant.” Always attuned to patterns and structure, I saw a succession of figures in the English novel: the orphan of the Victorian period, the “new woman” and the artist of late nineteenth-, early twentieth-century modernism, and the immigrant of late twentieth-century postcolonialism that linked for me in a striking genealogy. Each in turn fits uneasily with his or her society, yet at the same time becomes representative of that society, the protagonist who speaks for a given age, expressing its energy, its fears and aspirations. I was struck, for example, by a passage in Hanif Kureshi’s The Buddha of Suburbia in which a theatrical producer explains to the protagonist Karim that “the immigrant is the Everyman of the twentieth century.” Karim has been asked to “play” an Indian—i.e. wear a loin cloth and cultivate an Indian accent—for a theater production of The Jungle Book in which he has landed the leading role of Mowgli. Yet Karim, born in London, sees himself as “an Englishman born and bred, almost.” The Indian identity that goes unnamed creates the “almost.” “Perhaps,” he muses, poising himself on the brink of a modern day picaro’s adventures, “it’s the odd mixture of continents and blood, of here and there, of belonging and not, that makes me restless and easily bored.” He declares himself “ready for anything,” a prime condition for fiction.

  As a professor of English literature I had developed courses with one or another of the figures I have named as a thematic focus: the orphan, the new woman, the artist, and the immigrant—these slim but hardy subjects about which the novel at different points in its history has seemed, to borrow a phrase from Henry James, to make “an ado.” But I had always considered them separately—each a discrete literary and cultural phenomenon. In my rethinking, I saw ways that, whatever their differences from one another and their prominence in different periods, they align to serve the same function. Destabilized themselves and destabilizing others around them, moving in their fictional trajectories between margin and center, they are either outsiders seeking to come in or insiders seeking to go out in their quest for a realized personal and social identity. The reader asks what they will make of themselves, how they will change or be changed by the world. Their narratives dramatize the disruptions and reconfigurations of history, the thrills and dangers inherent in the assertion of individualism, the tensions and accommodations between selfhood and society. As we read, our stake in their fictional lives becomes our own lived experience of belonging and not belonging, their dramas our dramas of becoming ourselves in the world. It’s not that readers ever were—or are—preponderantly orphans or immigrants, new women or artists, though some of us may be. But these figures absorb us. I felt that if I could understand their catalytic and galvanizing role in English fiction of the last two centuries, I would come closer to understanding something important about the complexities of culture, the shaping power of fiction, and the impressionable psyches of readers.

  Such was the project that grew in my mind: the culmination of a life spent reading, teaching and thinking about English fiction and the major contribution that I hoped to make to my field. The project had all the more urgency for me because it represented a return to scholarship after years spent writing memoir and stories that drew from a personal realm. Parents more often than not are larger-than-life figures, but when the world conspires in giving them this status, it enmeshes the child in a particular way. I was the child of not just one but two well-known people—of course my mother, the Sheilah Graham of Fitzgerald romance and Hollywood-column fame, but additionally my father, the British philosopher Sir Alfred Ayer. Because of a web of lies and circumstance, these parents had unequal valence in my life. My mother had functioned as a powerful single parent as I was growing up in Beverly Hills, swimming in the pools of the movie stars and reading my Victorian novels. I met Freddie, as Ayer was called, only on my first trip to London when I was eleven. My mother introduced him to me as a family friend, a misrepresentation not corrected until after her death in November 1988. I got to see him once as his acknowledged daughter, and then he died, too, the following June. I was forty-six, bereaved and in possession of a story.

  By the early years of this new century, though, at a point when my parents were some fifteen years dead and I, their daughter, had turned sixty, the story for me was a tired one. I had dissected it with friends and been asked to recount it at dinner parties. I had written about it, too, perhaps the most satisfying means of understanding. My 1992 memoir One of the Family had brought my separately renowned parents together, been critically well received, secured my promotion at Brooklyn College to the rank of Full Professor, and then failed to be the “sleeper” my publisher hoped for. In commercial terms it never quite awakened. Venturing into a different genre, I next published a collection of linked stories that centered on a group of middle-aged women playing poker. My mother still lurked in these, but I could explore her influence without the distraction of naming her. Writing the stories was exhilarating, but it also persuaded me I was basically a non-fiction writer, someone for whom the desire to capture in narrative what actually happens is the stimulus to imagination. The stories were, and more importantly seemed, too close to my own life. Even when I made things up, they did not really pass as fiction.

  But now I was determined to turn away from autobiographical writing. Above all, I didn’t want to be like my mother who kept rewriting her own life: three books on Fitzgerald, two on her childhood, one on her sex life (granted, in part embellished), and three on her years as a columnist added up to nine books devoted to the myth of her self-creation. To write as a scholar and critic, to plot my new book in terms of the language and conventions of my profession gave me a welcome sense of impersonality. Art must be impersonal, says T. S. Eliot. I wanted to become impersonal, to vanish from the pages of my text, to be in it only as “the reader” and as the architect of my construct.

  So I mapped out my new book. Its starting point would be the Victorian orphan, that figure poised always just outside the circle of desired safety, identity and inclusion, mirroring both the vitality and the anxieties of mid-nineteenth-century England. Science and industrialism had disrupted place, faith, and home. The orphan is the uprooted self, experiencing loss and disorientation, on the one hand, and the excitement of uncharted opportunity, on the other. Ultimately to survive, the orphan must reattach to society. Even if what readers remember, and thrill to, are the perils of endangered but resistant orphanhood, the happy ending of the orphan narrative is one in which life sustaining connections are affirmed (David Copperfield finding his aunt, his profession, his angel in the house). In its unhappy ending, connections fail; characters remain dismally orphaned and literally die of disconnection (poor Jo, the crossing sweeper in Bleak House who knows “nothink”; poor Jude, the unlucky stonemason in Hardy’s Jude the Obscure cursing the day he was born).

  The 1985 year of Jude the Obscure’s publication is a late date for an orphan hero. As interesting to me as the mid-nineteenth-century dominance of the orphan narrative was its end-of-the-century disappearance. Sue Bridehead in Jude is yet another orphan, but that’s not how most readers remember her. Sue is a “new woman,” that heroine of fiction of the 1890s who has a startling new agenda: perhaps not to marry. Her search for new freedoms reflects urgent issues of the day: the championing of causes such as women’s higher education and married women property rights; the impassioned debates about everything from marriage and free love to women riding bicycles and wearing bloomers. I had long been fascinated by the way the English novel shifts in the late nineteenth century from reifying marriage as the heroine’s end to probing its inadequacies as a way to resolve the heroine’s selfhood. To continue her growth, the heroine must, if she can, move beyond its entrapments, and we see her first tentative steps to do so. She makes her attempts despairingly (Gwendolyn Harleth in Daniel Deronda, 1876), ambiguously (Isabel Archer in A Portrait of a Lady, 1881), confusedly (Sue Bridehead in Jude the Obscure, 1895). More boldly, in 1879, not in English fiction but on the Norwegian stage, a new narrative declared itself. Ibsen’s Nora walks out of her “doll’s house” to search for an alternative to confinement within the marriage plot. Her quest for a kind of freedom and personal integrity is in some ways comparable to Stephan Dedalus’s, when a few decades later, at the end of Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, he chooses “silence, exile, and cunning.” Nora does not seek isolation, but to become herself she must go out the door into the world, unencumbered.

  Stephan Dedalus is not an orphan. Nor is D. H. Lawrence’s Paul Morel or Ursula Brangwen. By the early twentieth century the figure of the orphan had lost its focal place in English fiction. I saw the orphan fading as the “everyman” of fiction when the marriage plot failed for “everywoman.” Modernist writers, disillusioned with bourgeois society, turn away from the plot that moves towards the protagonist’s social integration. A new fictional icon emerges: the artist, actual or potential, who must free himself from the suffocations of family and the familiar to become whom he needs to be. The impetus of the story almost requires that he not be an orphan, in order that he may choose to become one. Most modernist artists in fiction are male; a few are female, though with generally quieter stories (remember Jason slays the Minotaur, Psyche sorts seeds). But men and women alike find themselves or begin to find themselves and their true callings in brave understanding of human aloneness. Their end is not to be settled but to be unsettled. Their end becomes a creative beginning.

  The final representative figure in my reading, the late twentieth-century immigrant, plays with notions of the self and society, alienation and assimilation in recombined ways. Most obviously, the immigrant departs from his or her original home and traditions (like the new woman or the artist) and seeks to assimilate into a new society (like the orphan). The interplay of to and fro movement, however, is far more complex than this tidy formulation. In a world where, on the one hand, CNN is piped into Punjabi villages and, on the other, Londoner-born-and-bred Karim in The Buddha of Suburbia “plays” an Indian, what it means to be English or Indian, French or Algerian, American or Latino loses distinct edges, and the immigrant is caught in the trajectories of this confusion, someone living both in and between cultures, a transnational and hybrid figure. The immigrant narrative speaks for the age, for in this time of diaspora and globalization, especially now with all the instant connections of social media, hybridity becomes our cultural metaphor of choice.

  BUT the book you read here is not, for better or worse, the study of English novels just described. It remains true to my original conception: I focus on my genealogy of fictional prime movers—the orphan, the new woman, the artist, and the immigrant—still interested in the ways these figures are both marginal and representative and create a historical line. But impersonality, it turned out, was not the best mode for me. As I went along, I found keeping to it hard—it seemed too dry, and perhaps I wasn’t done yet with my own story. The personal seeped back into my project and transformed it to “an odd mixture.”

  My idea became to write a memoir of a life of reading. This would still be a study of literature, but it would document something intensely personal as well. It would be nonfiction about fiction, focusing on a key relationship—that between myself as reader and the object of my lifelong affection, novels—and honoring the remarkable literary characters, whom, ironically, I felt I knew and understood as well if not better than I had ever managed to know or understand those inevitably perplexing parents, lovers, children, and friends. Perhaps literary characters, intimately grasped in our reading, become transparent in ways that actual people, even our familiars, never can be. Also I could hope my story would be a means of communicating with other readers. I had been pleased when my books prompted people to speak or write to me about parallels in their own experience, confiding their stories of charismatic mothers or family secrets. Now as I put forward my fifty years of experience reading, studying, and teaching English literature, surely my account of a reading life would land me in good company—that of people who were not only readers but also readers in the same tradition—people for whom Shakespeare or Dickens were as contemporary as Roberto Bolaño or Jennifer Egan, for whom Becky Sharp was as engaging as Bridget Jones, for whom the fortunes of classical literary characters were as vivid as their own experience, indeed for whom such fortunes constituted part of their experience. In “The Decay of Lying” Oscar Wilde has his protagonist Vivian proclaim, as part of his extolling of Balzac, “One of the greatest tragedies of my life is the death of Lucien de Rubempré. It is a grief from which I have never been able completely to rid myself. It haunts me in my moments of pleasure. I remember it when I laugh.” I hoped in my memoir of reading to understand the way certain books manage to compel and haunt us in this way.

  My seemingly opposing schemes—scholarship and memoir—began to converge when I realized they involved the same books. While the scholarly work would trace the trajectory in English novels from orphan to immigrant, the memoir of reading, if limited to fiction, would show a similar chronology. I, too, as a lifelong reader had progressed “from orphan to immigrant.” The figures of the orphan, the artist, the new woman, the immigrant had each, in turn, absorbed me, marking a particular stage of my life and preoccupations. I had been a typical young girl reader of horse and dog books and then of the Landmark biographies that helped me to wonder if I could emulate Thomas Alva Edison or Clara Barton. Then my mother handed me a copy of David Copperfield. I was eleven, in sixth grade in 1950s California. From that entry point into Victorian fiction, the lives of David Copperfield and Pip and other orphan figures became my own life’s adventures and my proxies. Reaching across a century and a continent, they fought my battles, joining with me to defy an unreasonable adult, seek a little popularity at school, make choices as to where and where not to belong.

  Beginning my senior year of high school and continuing into college, which I entered in 1960, I discovered the modernists. Myself then aloof and awkward, I identified with the artist who seeks “silence, exile, and cunning,” yet also, as with Thomas Mann’s Tonio Kröger, looks longingly at the well-adjusted friends to whom he will always seem odd. I chose the modernists as my initial period of specialization in graduate school. They seemed to know everything there was to say about art and loneliness.

  Up to this point in my reading, in keeping with the lack of awareness of the times, I hadn’t yet thought about implications of gender. (The orphans and artists that engaged me seemed essentially unmarked by gender; I hardly noticed that more often than not they were male.) But in the 1970s, stimulated by the exciting new energy of feminist theory as well as my personal struggle to balance a tottering marriage with a developing career, I thrilled to Nora’s walking out of the Doll’s House and creating new literary options for woman other than marriage or death. By then a teacher of college students, I devised a course on “The Heroine’s Progress,” centered on the late nineteenth-, early twentieth-century figure of the “new woman.”

  That course, which included works by such authors as James, Chopin, Hardy, Gissing, and Virginia Woolf, would today be characterized as “Eurocentric.” And I would be, too. I had never traveled beyond Western Europe. Or read beyond it. Then in the 1990s in connection with a life-changing trip to India with a friend, I started reading novels by Indian authors who wrote in English and worked up a course on Indian English fiction. My department, seeking at that juncture to be more global in its offerings, was pleased to have me teach it. I realized, though, after teaching the course a few times that most of the writers on my syllabus no longer lived on the Asian subcontinent. They had moved to London or New York or Toronto or Berkeley. This awareness led me to develop yet another course on transnational narratives and identities, focused on late twentieth-century immigrant and transnational experience. The line from the orphan to the immigrant has thus become the arc of my own personal and professional journey.

  To write about this journey is to create a counter-narrative—counter to the more scholarly book this might well have been and counter as well to a more conventional memoir of a person’s life and times. What does it mean to be immersed in fiction, especially when the works are ones of other eras and other places? Before she became a novelist, when she was still young, earnest, and devout, Marianne Evans wrote to a friend: “I shall carry to my grave the mental diseases with which they [novels] have contaminated me.” Because the writer of this prudish letter became the great novelist, unbeliever—and moralist—George Eliot, readers can enjoy the irony of her fearing the immoral influence of fiction. Few novelists have done more than she to shape readers’ explicitly moral sensibilities. Her great humanist moral vision became my own equivalent of a religion: the concern with how we might still aspire as secular people to rise to being our best selves and to touch and inspire one another. I try not to lose sight of this ideal. Yet I, too, shall carry to my grave the contamination, if you will, of reading fiction—serious fiction but fiction nonetheless, my stimulant and analgesic of choice. I have lived my life refracted through novels; they have shaped the terms of my existence. I think of their influence as positive, their place in my life a means of deepening understanding and compassion. But fiction is a realm into which I have escaped as well as one in which I have found myself.

  When people ask me what it was like growing up in Beverly Hills, California, in the forties and fifties as the daughter of a nationally syndicated Hollywood columnist, I always feel my answer will disappoint them. Yes, Marilyn Monroe came to parties at our house, and Hopalong Cassidy posed with my younger brother and me, all of us in black Hoppy outfits, six shooters drawn, under our Christmas tree. Our mother took us with her to movie premieres and famous restaurants and on trips abroad. Without doubt mine was an unusual and privileged childhood. But I have difficulty making vivid a world that always seemed to me at a remove. As soon as I could read to myself, I withdrew from it for long stretches every day. The adventures of the Five Little Peppers were far more engaging than the experience of attending Elizabeth Taylor’s wedding to Nicky Hilton. With the little Peppers—Ben, Polly, Joel, Davie, and Phronsie—and their neighbor, the wonderfully named Jasper, I felt I belonged. There was a comfort in entering their lives that I was far from feeling, say, as a child sitting in Liz’s dressing room before the ceremony while my mother interviewed the bride-to-be. At thirteen I passed up the chance to meet Elvis Presley to stay home and listen to my recording of Madama Butterfly. My heart could flow out to poor abandoned Cio-Cio San singing un bel dei vedremo, but it was never even faintly touched by the teen idol of my time. If I seem to be boasting, I’m not. It surely was a missed opportunity that I couldn’t let myself be more present in my actual surroundings. But I couldn’t. In many ways I still can’t. Or don’t as completely as I might. Living through all the interesting decades of my life from the forties to the turn of the twenty-first century, I have been, in an important sense, elsewhere. I wonder if because of my reading I have lived more fully or in some ways failed to live, at least in my own time and place.

  I am helped in exploring this conundrum by the experience of other readers who have loved and lived in books—and not just any books but the same classic texts of English literature. On my desk lies a pile of literary studies and memoirs, testaments to others’ “contamination.” I quote from a few of them.

  Rachel Brownstein in Becoming a Heroine, one of the first critical studies of texts to acknowledge the personal, writes of growing up in Queens:

  
    Reading the novels of Henry James at fifteen, I experienced a miracle. Behind the locked bathroom door, sitting on the terry-cloth-covered toilet seat, I was transformed into someone older, more beautiful and graceful. I moved subtly among people who understood delicate and complex webs of feeling, patterned perceptions altogether foreign to my crude “real” life.

  

  Leila Ahmed in her memoir A Border Passage writes of growing up in Alexandria:

  
    Moving daily . . . under the blue skies of Egypt, we lived also in our heads and in the books we lost ourselves in, in a world peopled with children called Tom and Jane and Tim and Ann, and where there were moles and hedgehogs and grey skies and caves on the shore and tides that came in and out. And where houses had red roofs. Red roofs that seemed far better and more interesting and intriguing to me than roofs that were like, say, the terraced roof of our house in Alexandria.

  

  Ahmed moved on, as I did, from children’s books such as The Wind in the Willows to the novels of Dickens and Thackeray. She writes, “I don’t know how I would have survived the loneliness of my teenage years without the companionship of such books.” Thinking of my own lonely teenage years, I don’t know either.

  Francine Prose in Reading Like a Writer traces her development from being a child who was “drawn to the work of the great escapist writers . . . , [loving] novels in which children stepped through portals—a garden door, a wardrobe—into an alternative universe,” to a preadolescent “with an interest in how far a book could take me from my own life and how long it could keep me there” to someone who became aware of language, marking up the pages of King Lear and Oedipus “with sweet embarrassing notes-to-self (‘irony?’ ‘recognition of fate?’) written in my rounded heartbreakingly neat schoolgirl print.”

  Prose’s brief review of her reading life raises an interesting complication—the fact that we read differently at different stages of life. In her case she moves from being unaware of the power of language to “vaguely aware . . . but only dimly and only as it applied to whatever effect the book was having on [her]” to becoming the author of the text at hand, trained as she was in New Critical textual analysis, sophisticated and astute in her attentiveness to textual nuance—in short, able to read like a writer.

  My own path of development is not unlike that of Prose. I learned to read ever more consciously, ever more critically, ever more aware of the components and strategies of literature. But doesn’t this development then skew one’s looking back? Trying, for example, to recover my eleven-year-old experience of David Copperfield, I must somehow uncover that first innocent reading through all the subsequent schooled and scholarly and writerly perspectives that overlie it. Ultimately reading David Copperfield at eleven is a memory, and memory, as we know, is highly unreliable. Nonetheless, I believe the warmth of that memory pervades my response to the book every time I teach it or make it the subject of a paper. And something of my original response to it persists in all rereadings. Something of the power books have in childhood remains at the heart of all our reading experience.

  Instead of thinking of fiction as escape, Azar Nafisi in Reading Lolita in Tehran speaks of how she and her students “were, to borrow from Nabokov, to experience how the ordinary pebble of ordinary life could be transformed into a jewel through the magic eye of fiction.” As I go back to Rachel Brownstein, I now see her reading of Henry James in Queens less as refuge from the quotidian than as the route to the quotidian’s transformation as well as her own. The person who emerges from the sanctuary of the bathroom grows up to write about reading Henry James in her seemingly banal setting. She “connects,” as E. M. Forster urges us to do in his famous epigram to Howards End, weaving together the different threads of her life. My book is at heart homage to the books that transform us, that shape our understanding of the world around us and lead us to make large and small connections. Through the books I have read you will know me. Without knowing these books, you cannot know me well.

  If this volume is intended as an experiment in autobiography, both inner and outer, it’s also envisioned as an exercise in a freer, more personal kind of literary criticism than I was schooled in. As was typical for members of my generation, the first thirty years of my excellent standard education were spent drumming the personal voice out of me. In grade school my classmates and I competed in spelling bees, strove to perfect our penmanship, and threw ourselves into the joys of diagramming sentences. In high school, we honed further the faculty of memory to retain the myriad rules and facts that defined the world. My subjugation to these was so complete that, arriving at college and given an opportunity in a freshman English course to write a free theme, I could think of nothing more imaginative than to compare the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Fortunately, as I progressed, my topics became less stilted. But college and graduate school polish a mode of discourse in which the potentially unruly first-person pronoun is submerged. My writing was smooth. My points were clear. But who was writing? Who was reading? Someone called “One.” Was that “one” I? I acknowledge its serviceability, but to what extent did that depersonalized figure convey an authentic reading experience?

  A challenge to my academic writing came when my mother declared (with what, at the time, seemed a hurtful lack of tact) that the opening paragraph of my masters thesis on Virginia Woolf failed to hook the reader. She pronounced it dull and lifeless. On some level I knew I agreed with her, but it was also important to defend myself against her blunt judgment. She was a journalist who liked to proclaim that she “thought in headlines.” Not only that. She had also spent thirty years writing her Hollywood gossip column, in which the string of short staccato items, separated from one another by ellipses, required pizzazz. Granted she was backed by the authority of her association with Fitzgerald and the College of One. He had even planned a graduation for her, complete with cap and gown, from the two-and a half-year program of study (though his death intervened to cancel the ceremony). But theirs had never been truly academic study. It was more playful, more slanted to appreciation, as teacher and pupil recited poems together and pretended to be characters of their favorite books—Grushenka and Alyosha from The Brothers Karamozov, shortened to “Grue” and “Yosh,” Natasha and Pierre from War and Peace (my mother had rebelled against being cast as the worldly jaded Helene), Swann and Odette from Proust, Esther Summerson and Mr. Jarndyce or the Smallweeds slumped in their chairs from Bleak House, Becky Sharp and Rawdon Crawley from Vanity Fair, or, for a change, Scott would become fat Jos Sedley. Anecdotes of the education had brought my mother and Fitzgerald alive for me in their zest for one another and for literature. But despite an imagined Fitzgerald joining tacitly in her criticism, I managed, tenuously, to hold my ground. What did my mother, or even her attendant ghost, know of the expectations, indeed the requirements of serious scholarly work?

  I followed the masters thesis on Woolf with a doctoral dissertation on George Eliot, a well-focused study with a cumbersome title. I didn’t show any of it to my mother, who in any case seemed content to bask in the solidity of my achievement in completing my PhD and then becoming a professor. Often, though, in my early experience as a teacher, assigning the kinds of papers I myself had been assigned on themes and imagery and literary structure, I found my students’ papers, dare I say, dull and lifeless. The better students made their points clearly, sometimes with grace, but seldom did their most vibrant energies seem engaged in the enterprise. As for weaker students, all too often I found them resorting to a desperate strategy of mimesis, imitating—badly—the kind of writing they thought was expected of them and failing to be either persuasive or genuine.

  My dissatisfaction with academic discourse, long simmering, finally erupted in a plagiarism debacle. Halfway through a general education course that was part of our touted Core Curriculum at Brooklyn College, I assigned a paper on one of my favorite novels, Henry James’s The Portrait of a Lady. Four students in the class plagiarized from the Cliff Notes, turning in almost identical papers about Isabel Archer’s flaws and virtues as a heroine. The first paper I read seemed competent; by the third I had figured out the source and was forced to contemplate, among other things, my own failure to engage the students.

  Shaken, I realized I must find better ways to help students care about the books and to develop and express their own voices. I started assigning ungraded weekly free response papers, in which students could write anything they liked as long as they wrote something connected to the reading. They could say they loved the book or hated it; they could bring in parallels to their own lives. I wanted to disrupt the categories that box us in and constrain both our imaginations and intellects, to help students to find their own point of connection to the literature and to build from there. As I increasingly sought to do in my own work, I wanted them to join academic rigor with freedom of self-expression. I hoped to teach them how freer rigor—if you will—could emerge from this fusion.

  MY study of English novels has become a kind of extended reader response. I always ask students to surprise me, and I hope this book will surprise its readers as well. I have also asked it to surprise me, its writer. Though I approach each novel or pair of texts with a sense of initial direction, I have wanted to remain open to unanticipated detours and connections. Simply asking the question of what particular books have meant to me and to other readers, I follow the twists and turns of the emerging answers, seeking, too, to explore how the life of reading and other aspects of a life reflect one another. How does a figure in fiction come to “be” the reader? I am the orphan, I am the immigrant, though in literal fact I am neither. How can this be?

  I turn to my life outside of reading to understand better the power of literature and to literature to understand better the shape and impulses of a life. It’s my hope that by pulling them together, I can go deeper into both the books and the life and show, too, how they’re really not separable. Reading and living, the academic and the personal, modes of critical discourse and of memoir: to deny ways they’re enmeshed with one another is to tatter the fabric of experience. So if Sheilah and Freddie and Scott and other persistent ghosts have not been laid to rest, and perhaps never will be, I invite them to join with David and Becky and Tess and Isabel and Mrs. Ramsay, among others—and, of course, with me—to see where together we shall venture.


  David Copperfield

  I have always had a secret kinship with David Copperfield. He was the literary character with whom, early in my reading life, I felt the deepest bond of understanding and sympathy. Not only did I know and love him; I felt I was David Copperfield, so thoroughly did his sensibility and experience merge with mine. Reading on my bed in my pastel-wallpapered room, oblivious to the rustling eucalyptus trees outside my window, I was transported from my California Spanish-style house with its red tile roof and white stucco walls to a cottage built of stones on the green Suffolk downs. The green was a hue I could only imagine; it was not a color of the dusky Southern California landscape. But from the novel’s beginning, I gave myself over to David and his world. My destiny became that of the posthumous protagonist—Davy to his pretty girlish mother and stout servant, Peggotty—a child alive with fears and aspirations, the pages of whose story unfold to answer a portentous question: will he turn out to be the hero of his own life?

  Rereading now and recasting my life in terms of this link is a way of exploring the feelings as much as facts of my particular childhood—and perhaps every childhood’s poignant mix of bliss and loss. I, too, like David, lacked but hardly seemed to miss a father. I, too, lived with my pretty mother and a beloved servant, Stella. No matter that David’s mother was a silly, weak little thing and my mother a successful Hollywood gossip columnist. No matter that David’s father lay buried in the village churchyard, and mine, or at least the man I thought was my father, lived far away in London, dispatched by divorce. Or that our home also included my younger brother, Robert. I knew the prelapsarian paradise, along with its edge of anxiety, of having a mother who seemed both doting and elusive, a figure I yearningly adored but never quite possessed. I knew the reassurance of Stella’s calm Czechoslovakian presence and the pleasure of holidays spent at the homes, more modest yet cozier than mine, of her nieces Celia and Josephine and their respective sons, Leslie and Irvin. Towheaded, curly-locked Irvin was my first “boyfriend.” We played together in his backyard, and at five I planned to marry him. You might say he was my “Little Em’ly,” and his three-generation Czech immigrant family was my version of the Peggotty clan we are enchanted to meet in their wonderful beached boathouse when David goes with Peggotty to Yarmouth.

  I also lived the disruption of the idyll. David’s world is shattered when his mother marries Mr. Murdstone. Mine suffered the entry of a detested stepfather, whose nickname was Bow Wow. A hulking football coach in a Southern California prison, at thirty-six, twelve years my mother’s junior, Stanley “Bow Wow” Wojtkeiwicz gained an introduction to her from the actor Glenn Ford. He sought her aid in raising money for his pet project, Bow’s Wow’s Boys Town, arriving at our house with an impressive blueprint that he spread out on our living room coffee table. BOW WOW’S BOY’S TOWN read the words in bold caps at its top. There were dormitories and classroom buildings and a refectory and playing fields. I remember his telling us the nickname Bow Wow came from the frisky way he used to play college football, and we all—my brother and I as well as our mother—were charmed by him at first.

  There never would be a Bow Wow’s Boys Town, but after a six-week courtship Bow Wow and my mother married. As she later described the attraction, she had responded to his warmth and energy and to sex. Bow Wow moved into our house, as Mr. Murdstone moves into David’s. My ten-year-old self watched while seemingly endless cardboard boxes of his shoes were carried up our curving staircase into my mother’s bedroom. Later Robert and I would sit near the top of that staircase, listening to the raised angry voices audible behind the closed bedroom door. As Mr. Murdstone asserts his sway over David’s mother, imposing his will on her, inhibiting her spontaneity, so Bow Wow sought to influence my mother. Giving up his job in the prison, he became her unofficial manager, trading the running of football plays for running interference in her influential name with the studios and publicists and stars, though often my mother had to curb his zeal. He never had the power of a Mr. Murdstone—my mother was too strong for that and perhaps Bow Wow too weak, notwithstanding all his bluster as he strode around in football jerseys covering his girth. But he and I quickly assumed our battle stations of open enmity, and his very presence in my mother’s bedroom inhibited the unthinking access my brother and I had always had to her and to her room, the magnetic center of our universe before his arrival. In the mornings, especially on weekends, we had loved to climb into bed with her, one of us on each side, and make our plans. “What shall we do?” she would ask. “Shall we go to Ojai? To Palm Springs? Shall we go to Malibu and ride horses?”

  I have always blamed Bow Wow for destroying our family happiness. It didn’t right the balance that after three years my mother, as she said, “kicked him out,” having discovered the diary in which he had written that I was a brat, Robert a sissy, and our mother a terrible bitch and, to her even more alarming, recorded the mortgage payments he was secretly making on our house with the aim of later claiming community property. Before they reached a settlement, he did everything he could to harm us, even calling up my school to say Sheilah Graham was a Communist and sending the ASPCA to our house to investigate a mistreated dog. “Is this a mistreated dog?” asked my mother, grandly indignant, as Tony, our Dalmatian, trotted to the door wagging his tail. It was one of her finest moments. But after Bow Wow, she was never the same. He didn’t kill her the way Mr. Murdstone kills Clara Copperfield. But he killed an essential part of her spirit. She gained weight. Her nerves were bad. She shouted and wept at the strain of the divorce, sometimes going so far as to say it was all too much for her and she should just take him back. “No!” I would cry. “No! You can’t do that!” In the end she got a tougher lawyer and they nailed Bow Wow on adultery. But getting rid of Bow Wow still came at a high cost—and money surely seemed the least of it. My world divided, like David’s, into pre- and post-stepfather segments, the stark and abrupt transition defined by the intrusion of the hated rival.

  There was other loss as well. Just as Peggotty leaves Davy to marry her persistent suitor, Mr. Barkis, so, too, our Stella went away to marry. One day, walking me the six blocks to my elementary school as she did every morning, she broke the news with a final hug that she would be gone when I got home that afternoon. Stella left us to marry Al, an alfalfa farmer in Thousand Oaks. I visited her for a weekend in her new home, a one-story concrete structure amid flat fields of alfalfa stretching over the desert landscape towards the distant blue mountains. As I lay there in a narrow bed at night, a lugubrious train whistle cut through the night air. When I got home and was sullen, my mother got mad at me and said I should have stayed with Stella.
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