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Introduction to the 30th Anniversary Edition

by

William Goldman

 



UNTIL A COUPLE of weeks ago, this introduction would have been real short: “Why are you buying this book?” is what I would have said. Or more accurately, this edition of this book?

Buy the 25th anniversary version, I would have told you. It’s got a long intro by yours truly where I explain a lot about the Morgenstern estate and the horrible legal problems I’ve had with them. That version is still out there and what you are interested in is the same thing that I am interested in—namely, at last, getting Buttercup’s Baby published.

I would also have gone on to tell you that there is nothing to report on that front. Same old same old. Well, that was then, as they say.

Something new has very much happened.

 

LET ME TELL you how I first heard of the existence of the Morgenstern Museum.

Back we go to 1986, Sheffield, England, and we are shooting the movie of The Princess Bride. It was such a happy time for me, at last Morgenstern coming to life on film. I had written the screenplay for it first over a decade before—but it had never been “picked up,” as they say Out There, till then.

I ordinarily do not not not like being on movie sets. I once wrote that the best day of your life is your first day on a set and the worst days are all the ones that follow. They are tedious and horrible for several reasons: (1) they are tedious and horrible (but  you won’t believe that, I know), and (2) if you are the writer, essentially, your work is done.

I make the actors nervous, but more than that, and if I have written this before, skip this part, I have an amazing ability to screw up shots. I hide on the sets out of the way when the camera rolls, but I cannot tell you how often the director, just as he is about to start, sees where I am and asks me to please move, because I am standing in the exact spot where the shot will end.

A few days before the day I am about to tell you about, we were shooting the Fire Swamp. And there is a moment in the movie where Cary Elwes (Westley) starts to lead Robin Wright (Buttercup) through it.

Now I know what is going to happen—there is a flame spurt and her dress catches on fire. Why am I so smart? Because Morgenstern wrote it, I adapted it for the novel, and used it in every draft of the screenplay, of which, believe me, there were many.

OK, I am standing there on the set of the Fire Swamp and Rob Reiner goes “action, Cary” and here they come into view, those two wonderful actors, and I am watching from a corner of the set, and he leads her forward, one step, another step—

—at which point there is a flame spurt and her dress catches on fire.

At which point (so humiliating) I start to shout, “Her dress is on fire, her dress is on fire,” totally destroying the shot.

Rob yells “Cut,” turns to me and in a voice I can still hear, he says with all the patience he can muster, “Bill, it’s supposed to catch on fire.”

I think I came up with something real smart like “I knew that, sorry” and hid.

OK, now you can start reading again.


The next night we were shooting outside, the attack on the castle, and it was cold. Bitter, British cold. The whole crew is bundled up, but the wind cut in on us anyway. I remember it was as cold as any time I ever had on a movie set. Everyone was freezing.

Except Andre.

I have no way to explain this, but Andre never got cold. Maybe it’s a giant thing, I never asked him. But he was sitting there that night in the tights he wore and all he had on top was a very thin towel across his shoulders. (Of course, it never made it all the way across his shoulders, being a normal sized towel.) And as we talked, and I mean this now, dozens of people would walk up to him, say hello, and then ask if they could get him a coat or a blanket or anything else to keep him warm and he would say always, “No, Boss, thank you Boss, I’m fine” and go back to talking to me.

I just loved being around him. I am starting my fifth decade of movie madness and he was by far the most popular figure on any film set I ever knew. A bunch of us—Billy Crystal I think was one—used to spitball about doing a TV series for Andre, so he could cut down the three hundred plus days a year of travel wrestling required. I think it was going to be called something like Here Comes Andre and it was going to be about a wrestler who decided he’d had enough and got a job as a baby-sitter.

Kids went nuts over him. Whenever I’d walk into the Fire Swamp set, there he’d be, one kid on his head, a couple on each shoulder, one in each hand. They were the children of people who worked on the movie and they would all sit there in silence, watching the shoot.

“Beeeel?” It is now that freezing night and I could tell from his tone, we were entering into difficult terrain. He took a long pause before continuing. “Ow doo yoo theenk, so far eees my Feh-zeeeek?”

I told him the truth, which was that I had written the part for him. Back in ’41 when my father first read the Morgenstern to me, I naturally had no idea movies were written. They were just these things I loved going to at the Alcyon. Later, when I got in the business and adapted this for the Silver Screen, I had no idea who should play Fezzik if the movie ever actually happened. Then one night on the tube there Andre was wrestling. He was young then, I don’t think much over twenty-five.

Helen (my wife then, the world-famous shrink) and I are watching the tube in bed. Or rather, I am watching the tube, Helen is translating one of her books into French. I screamed—“Helen, my God, look, Fezzik.”

She knew what I was talking about, knew how important a movie of the Morgenstern was to me, understood how many times it had come close, how upset I was that it never seemingly would happen. She had tried on occasion to get me to deal with the reality, which was that the movie might not get made. I think she started to make that pitch again, then saw the look in my eyes as I watched Andre slaughter a bunch of bad guys.

“He’ll be great,” she said, trying very hard to assure me.

 

AND HERE I was, a decade-plus later, chatting with this amazing Frenchman, who I will envision now and forever with little kids climbing all over him. “Your Fezzik is wonderful,” I said. And it was. Yes, his French accent was a trifle thick, but once you got used to it, no problem.

“I ’ave work vairy ’aard to be so. Thees is much more deeper par’ than Beeg-fooooot.” (One of his only other non-wrestling roles was when he had played Bigfoot years before on I think a Six Million Dollar Man.) “I doo vair’ much resear. For my char.”

I realized right off that “char” was Andre for “character.” “What research, exactly?” I figured he was going to tell me he’d read the French edition several times.

“Eye clime thee cleefs.”

“The Cliffs of Insanity?” I was stunned. You cannot imagine how steep they are.

“Oh, oui, many times, up an down, up an down.”

“But Andre, what if you had fallen?”

“Eye was vair scair thee firss time, but then eye know thees: Feh-zeeek would nevair sleep.”

Suddenly it was like I was engaged in conversation with Lee Strasberg.

“An’ I fight zee groops too. Fezzik fight zee groops, Eye fight zee groups. Wuz goooood.”

And then he said the crucial thing—“’ave you veezeet the Museum? Miee besss re-sair was zairrr.”

I said I didn’t know which museum he was talking about.

For the next little while, Andre told me. . . .   

But did I go? Did not. Never went to Florin, never thought much about it. No, not true, I did think about it but I didn’t visit for one reason: I was afraid the place would disappoint me.

My first trip was when Stephen King more or less sent me there when I was researching the first chapter of Buttercup’s Baby. (For an explanation, take a look at the intro to the 25th Anniversary edition, you’ll understand a lot more when you’ve read that—it’s included here, on page xxix—along with the actual chapter of Buttercup’s Baby, which you’ll find at the end of the reprinting of The Princess Bride.


That first trip, I spent several days both in Florin City and the surrounding countryside, ran around like mad, saw an amazing amount of stuff—but the Museum was closed for renovations during my stay.

Figured I’d catch it the next time. Whenever that might turn out to be.

It turned out to be a lot sooner than I thought.

 

PROBABLY YOU KNOW this, since my name was in the papers all over the world recently. I won the Grandfather of the Year award again. I was so far in front they decided to retire the cup. Some old guy in India claimed I spoiled Willy, but sour grapes as they say.

His tenth biggie was coming up on the outside, a great opportunity for me to go overboard on a present, and I was visiting my son, Jason, and his wife, Peggy, the other night for dinner so I asked for hints. Usually they have lists of stuff. Not this time. They both got weird, muttered, “You’ll come up with something,” changed the subject.

I knocked on the kid’s door, asked to come in. He quietly opened the door, odd, usually he just hollers for me to enter. “Wanted to talk about your birthday,” I told him. Here’s what you’ve got to know—Willy’s a great receiver. He gets so excited. Even if it’s something he picked out himself, when I hand it over, he is so damn great about it.

Now he just said I had been so terrific over the years whatever I wanted was fine. “Don’t you have any ideas at all?” I pressed. He didn’t, he said. Plus he had this frantic amount of homework to do so did I mind?

I got up to go, sat back down again, because I realized something—he knew exactly what he wanted but for some reason was embarrassed to tell me.

I waited.

Willy sat at his desk in silence. Then he took a breath. Then another. At which point I knew it was coming, so I threw in “Whatever it is, the answer is you’re not going to get it.”

“Well,” my Willy began, the words whizzing out, “ten is a big deal in our family, because ten is what you were when you got sick and your pop read to you and when my pop was ten you gave him the book which is when you realized you had better get to work abridging and well, ten is what I’m gonna be and I’m only gonna be that this one time and . . . and . . .” and he was so embarrassed to go on I pointed to my ear and whispered, “Whisper.”

Which is just what he did.

 

I DON’T WANT to oversell here, but our first morning in Florin City, that miraculous postdawn blink with me wide awake, Willy the Kid snoring in the next bed, was no question a highlight of my life. Me and my one and only grandchild together on the start of his tenth birthday adventure in Morgenstern’s hometown. Can’t top that.

Willy was wiped out from the trip—Florin Air scored again—so I had to shake him awhile before his eyes opened, he blinked, went “whuh?” several times, then joined the human race.

“Where we off to?” he started, then answered himself. “One Tree Island, right?” I had promised him a helicopter ride there so he could see where Fezzik was invaded, made the incision with  the sword, saved Waverly’s life. (You should have listened to me earlier when I told you to flip to the back and read the chapter of Buttercup’s Baby.)

I shook my head.

“I know I know, don’t tell me—the room in the castle where Inigo killed the Count!” He bounded out of bed, started his fencing moves as he said, “Hello, my name is Inigo Montoya, you killed my father, prepare to—” and he plunged his sword forward “—DIE.”

He loved doing that—he and his friends have contests to see who does it best—and I love that he loves it. But again, I shook my head. “We’re definitely taking the tour, just not today.”

He gestured for me to continue.

“The Morgenstern Museum opens in a little while, better get ready.”

He groaned, climbed back into bed. “Oh Grandpa, please please please, do we have to start with a museum, I hate museums, you know I hate museums.”

“You liked the Hall of Fame.” I took him up to Cooperstown last summer.

“That’s baseball.”

“I have to go,” I said. “Fair is fair. You knew this trip was planned.”

The truth? I was about to tell him to go back to sleep. There was no real reason I couldn’t get the introduction to the Museum done alone.

But I said nothing, and thank You up there for that.

 

THE MORGENSTERN MUSEUM is just left off Florin Square. It’s a lovely old mansion, dating from who knows how far back, and  by the time we got there Willy was excited again, his usual state, bopping ahead of me on the sidewalk. He held the door open for me, bowed me through—

—then he went “omigod” and stopped dead. Because in front of him, in the center of the stately old room, in a large and beautifully lit glass case, there it was—

—the six-fingered sword.

I knew it was there, Andre had told me about it, he had told me in detail that freezing night in Sheffield—

—but I still was not close to being ready for the impact it had on me. I’d heard of it for so long, asked my father all those decades ago when I was ten, what made it so special, so magical, what could it have looked like?—

—and now there it was. Inigo’s father had died for it, Inigo’s whole life had been changed because of it, this magical blade, the greatest sword since Excalibur.

Willy took my hand and together we walked toward it and I know it makes no sense, but right then, as I saw it for the very first time, it seemed to be dancing.

“Is it moving?” Willy whispered. “It sure looks like it is.”

“I think it’s the way they’ve got it lit. But you’re right.”

There were a bunch of others surrounding the case, kids, old folks, all kinds, and what was weird was when we looked at it, no one went away, we just kind of went to the next side, looked at the sword from there, then the third, finally the last.

A kid way smaller than Willy whispered in a French accent to a lady who I assume was his mother, “’Allo, mon nom est Eenigo Mawn-taw-ya . . .”

“Sounds way better in English,” Willy whispered and I realized something: All around the glass cage I could see children  miming the sword, mouthing Morgenstern’s words, and I’m not sure when the Museum put up its various exhibits—

—but what a thing it would have been if the great man himself could have seen what I was seeing now.

The next exhibit that took the Kid’s head off was a mold of Fezzik’s fingers. (Andre went on and on about it—he thought his were the biggest, he told me, till he saw the real thing.) Willy measured with great care. “His thumb is bigger than my whole hand,” he announced. I nodded. It was.

Then a whole wall lined with Fezzik’s clothes, beautifully pressed. Willy just stared up at where the giant’s head would have been, shook his own head in wonder.

Buttercup’s wedding dress was next, but it was hard to get up to because of all the girls who were surrounding it.

There was so much to see—an arrow pointed to another room where Count Rugen’s life-sucking machine was off by itself—but I was anxious to get to the Curator—Stephen King had written him a letter about my arrival.

The Curator would let me into the place I most needed to get—the Sanctuary, it was called, and it was where Morgenstern’s letters and notes were kept. It was not open to the public, scholars only, but that’s what I was on this day of days.

I asked a few questions, was directed here, there, then finally we found the Curator—younger than you might think, obviously bright, and behind his eyes there was a genuine sweetness.

He was seated at his desk on the third-floor corner. Book-lined office, no surprise, and as we entered he glanced up, smiled.

“Probably you want the little boys’ room,” he began. “It’s just one door down. Most of my visitors are interested in that.”


I smiled, said who I was and that I had come all the way from America to study in the Sanctuary for a while.

“But that’s not possible,” the Curator replied. “It is open only for work of scholarship.”

“William Goldman,” I said again. “Stephen King wrote a letter about my coming.”

“Mister King is a famous descendent of my country, of that there can be no question, but there is no letter.”

(You must know this about me—I can be very paranoid at moments like this. This next is true—when I was a judge at the Cannes Film Festival I was invited to a formal dinner party. It was a big deal for me, my marriage was collapsing, I was going to be alone in the world for the first time since forever, and I got to the party where everyone spoke all kinds of languages, few of them English. There were three round tables set up, fortunately with place cards and when we were told it was time to sit down, I left my place alone in the corner and went whizzing around the first table.

No place card with my name on it.

I zoom to the second table, make my circuit.

No me.

Now as I began the third and last table, my paranoia set in, because I knew there would be no place card with my name on it. I can still see myself breaking into a light sweat as I realized my name would not be there.

Can you imagine anyone so nuts?

Guess what—there was no place card with my name on it at the third table either. Turned out to be a hostess screwup. That is a true story.)


OK, I started to go to pieces. Had I imagined that King would write the letter? No, I had not imagined it, he told me he wanted a really authentic Buttercup’s Baby. It was why I had come all this way.

But then I thought, why didn’t he just give me the damn note and let me present it personally? (I am now into madness thinking that if I did have the damn note from King and if I had handed it over, the Curator would have handed it back and said that he was not an expert on Stephen King’s handwriting, so no, I could not be allowed into the Sanctuary, thank you very much.)

I felt so helpless standing there in front of my beloved I actually started to turn and leave.

Which was when he said it: “Grandpa, it’s a mistake, call him up.”

I hate cell phones but I’d gotten an international job for the trip, we had called Jason and Peggy on it last night when we got to the hotel.

So I dialed King in Maine, got through, explained the situation. He was great. “Jesus, Bill, I am so sorry, I should have given you the damn note—Florin has the worst mail service in Europe, it’ll probably get there next week.” (It actually arrived the week after that.) “Is Vonya working today? Let me speak to him.”

I think the curator heard his name because he nodded, reached out for the phone. I handed it over and he got up from his desk, walked to the hallway, paced a little where I could hear him saying, “Of course, Mister King” and “I’ll do anything to help, Mister King, you may rest assured.”

Willy glanced up at me during this, circled his thumb and finger (discreetly, I might add) and in a moment Vonya was back.


He indicated for us to follow him, muttering, “What can I tell you? The mails, you know.”

I told him I was just happy it was straightened out.

“It’s so embarrassing to me, Mister Goldman. Stephen King told me who you were.”

I should have been braced for what was coming, the “were” should have gotten me ready.

Then the killer sentence: “You know, I’ve read several of your books, I used to be something of a fan, you were a wonderful writer . . . once.”

It shouldn’t have hit me so hard. But I know why it did. Because I was afraid it was true. I had done some decent stuff. But that was in the long ago, another country. It’s one of the reasons I was so looking forward to immersing myself in Buttercup’s Baby. The Princess Bride had made me want to be a novelist. I was hoping that this Morgenstern would help me become a novelist again.

Then Willy was shouting: “He’s still wonderful.”

“Shh, it’s OK,” I told him. “It really is.” He looked at me and I tried to hide but I know he saw what was behind my eyes.

The evil Vonya led us a few more steps, swung open a door, gestured inside, left us,

Then we were alone in the Sanctuary.

Willy was still steaming. “I hate that guy.”

You think I didn’t want to hug him for that? But I restrained myself, just muttered, “Time for a little work,” started studying the room.

Not particularly big. Thousands of letters, all categorized, family photo albums, each picture with writing beneath, explaining the meaning behind the shots.


The notebooks were what I had hoped for. Morgenstern was known for his meticulous nature but while I was getting my bearings, I studied the photo albums, trying to get a sense of what his life was like while he was in his writing prime.

Then I heard Willy say the most remarkable thing: “Did you know Count Rugen killed Inigo?”

I turned to him. “What are you talking about?”

He pointed to the notebook he had pulled down from a shelf and started reading. “‘This morning I woke with the thought that Rugen should indeed kill Inigo. I realize that I lose the “Hello, my name is Inigo Montoya” and I would miss that, but if Inigo did die here, then Westley would have to conquer both Humperdinck and Rugen, all this while so recently murdered, and remember please that Westley is your main hero.’”

By this time we were seated at a table, looking at The Princess Bride diary.

Who knew such a thing existed?

What a miracle—I sat there, in Morgenstern’s Sanctuary, with my grandson, while memories of my father flooded back, reading to me with his limited English, changing my life forever.

Willy turned the page, started reading again. “‘I have decided Inigo must not die. I was up half the night and finally I tried to write the scene where he kills Rugen, saying that line over and over until finally he cries “I want my father back you son of a bitch”—

“‘—and when I wrote those words I realized what I wanted most on earth that I cannot have is my own father back—

“‘—so Inigo will triumph and live and Westley will have to be content in just besting Humperdinck.’”

Willy looked up from the diary. “Wow—he almost screwed up his own book.”


I nodded, thinking back, wondering if I had ever had those kinds of thoughts. I remember I hated killing Butch and Sundance, but I had to, because in real life they had gone the way I wrote it, and I couldn’t change history, just for a happy ending.

But now here he was, Morgenstern, the man who had so much to do with my life, doing the first thing I ever disapproved of—he was contemplating changing history—and that bothered me.

Look, it has been hundreds of years since Florin was a European power. But it mattered once, as all truth matters. If you read books on their history, as I have, you know that yes, there was a Vizzini, though it has never been proved to most academicians’ satisfaction that he was a hunchback. One leg shorter, yes, that we know. Sicilian, yes, that we know.

And yes, he hired Fezzik and Inigo. And Fezzik set records, some of them still remarkable, in the world of Turkish wrestling. And Inigo Montoya is still thought of as being the greatest fencer in history. Read any book on the art of the steel.

OK. Vizzini hired them, you know why, they didn’t succeed, the man in black stopped them, Buttercup lived. Now to the crucial point—Inigo killed Count Rugen. That is Florinese history. I was in the room where the evil noble died. (There is, again, dispute among experts, on just where in the room the death took place. I don’t care personally if he was near the billiard table in a distant corner.)


  But you cannot reverse history for the sake of your story and have Inigo die like that, die a failure, after all he had gone through to revenge his father.


“Skip around,” I said to my companion. “What’s the next main thing he talks about?”


Willy went on another couple of pages, stopped, groaned. “Shakespeare,” he said. “Do I have to?”

I gestured for him to continue with Morgenstern.

“‘I was pacing most of the night. Thinking of when I was a child and my father took me to Denmark, to Elsinore Castle. And told me that right here, within these walls, was where the greatest drama of all took place. Hamlet. (In the Icelandic saga, his name was Amleth.) And went on to explain how his uncle murdered his father by poison, later married his mother, and how I would love to read that when I was a bit more wise.

“‘And Shakespeare used that bit of history, made it great, but he did not basically alter it for his needs. He did not, for example, have Hamlet die a failure.

“‘As I almost did having Inigo lose to the evil Rugen.

“‘Shame on me for almost doing that. Inigo deserves his place in our history. Westley is the greatest hero we have. I must not cheapen his triumphs.

“‘I pledge to take greater care in the future.’”

 

YOU WILL NEVER know how much better I felt at that moment.

 

THEN SUDDENLY, AMAZINGLY, it was lunchtime. We’d been sitting there for over two hours, slowly turning the pages of the journal, didn’t get even a tenth of the way through.

“I wish we could take it to the hotel,” Willy said. But he knew that was impossible—there were signs on the walls saying sternly in any number of languages that nothing could be removed from the room, and there were no exceptions.

“You didn’t see a Buttercup’s Baby journal?” I asked. “I didn’t.”

He shook his head. “There weren’t that many journals.
 Maybe he didn’t write one.” He went to the Journal shelf, put The Princess Bride back.

“Maybe I’ll ask Vonya, he could have it in his desk or something.”

“Grandpa, I don’t think that’s very smart.”

“One little question, how can that hurt?”

Now he gave me a look, Willy the Kid did.

“What?”

“Don’t talk to that guy, don’t give him a chance to say anything else to you.”

He was right. We left the Sanctuary, left the Museum, started to find a place to eat but it was chilly and Willy had worn a jacket, but he’d left his heaviest coat back in the room and he wanted to go there, so we did.

I lay down on my bed while Willy, still with his jacket on, went to the bathroom, came out after a long while, went into the living room part of the suite, puttered around a minute, then called out to me.

“Grandpa?”

“Whoever could you be referring to?” He never liked it when I was childish.

“Hyuk hyuk hyuk.”

“Grandpa what?”

“What would you think of a giant bird?” Then he was in the doorway. “Remember at the end of that chapter in Buttercup’s Baby when Fezzik is falling to his doom holding Waverly? Well, what would you think if a giant talking bird flew underneath and saved them?”

“A talking bird? Oh please. Maybe historians aren’t sure how Fezzik survived, but I know Morgenstern would never stoop to  something that idiotic. I mean, why don’t the rocks at the bottom turn out to be rubber so Fezzik could just bounce around awhile and save them that way? That would make just as much sense.”

“Yeah, Mister Smart Guy?” He darted out of sight for a moment, then was back, reading. “‘I wish I had thought about how I was going to save Fezzik before he dove off the cliff. He could have just reached out and grabbed Waverly at the last minute. Why do I get myself in these situations? It’s my Hamlet problem all over again. How much can the truth be manipulated in the name of art?’” Now Willy turned the page. “‘I think my basic problem with Fezzik’s rescue is I personally have trouble dealing with the existence of the giant bird. Even though I have seen the skeleton, even though our greatest scientists assure me that it did patrol our skies, still I feel the legendary rescue smacks of coincidence. Who knows how I will eventually solve the problem.’”

I was out of bed before he finished, stared at what he was reading from. I knew at that moment what he had done, tucked it inside his jacket, and I knew why he had done it, so I could have this gift and not get insulted again, and I knew we would return it in a few hours and no one would know it had been gone.

I carefully took it from him, glanced through, saw I would learn about Westley’s childhood before he became the Farm Boy, and Fezzik’s great love affair, and Inigo’s heartbreak and Buttercup’s nightmares that started coming true and Miracle Max’s memory problems, and the hungriest monster in the sea who discovers that humans, tasty humans are living on One Tree Island.

I held Buttercup’s Journal in my hands. What a thing.

Now all I had to do was turn the page. . . .   

…


AND IF YOU, dear reader, as we used to say, turn the page, what befalls you?

Only the introduction to the 25th Anniversary edition, which you’ve hopefully glanced at already. Followed by my “good parts” version of The Princess Bride and the one and only finished, abridged chapter of Buttercup’s Baby. But do not, please, despair.

I have never worked harder than I have these past days, sometimes alone, sometimes with the wonder child who is nuttier for me to complete my research and finish the book than you are.

I don’t make promises anymore. But I make this promise to you (the same one I made to Willy when I took him to Fezzik’s grave. Andre had gone years before. More work on his char, he told me): before the (ugh) 50th Anniversary edition comes into existence, Buttercup’s Baby will be yours.

Hoping, in advance, that you like it . . . and if you don’t, don’t tell me. . . .   


Introduction to the 25th Anniversary Edition

by

William Goldman

 



IT’S STILL MY favorite book in all the world.

And more than ever, I wish I had written it. Sometimes I like to fantasize that I did, that I came up with Fezzik (my favorite character), that my imagination summoned the iocane sequence, the ensuing battle of wits to the death.

Alas, Morgenstern invented it all, and I must be contented with the fact that my abridgement (though killed by all Florinese experts back in ’73—the reviews in the learned journals brutalized me; in my book-writing career, only Boys and Girls Together got a worse savaging) at least brought Morgenstern to a wider American audience.

What is stronger than childhood memory? Nothing, at least for me. I still have a recurring dream of my poor, sad father reading the book out loud—only in the dream he wasn’t poor and sad; he’d had a wonderful life, a life equal to his decency, and as he read, his English, so painful in truth, was splendid. And he was happy. And my mother so proud. . . .   

But the movie is the reason we’re back together. I doubt that my publishers would have sprung for this edition if the movie hadn’t happened. If you’re reading this, dollars to donuts you’ve seen the movie. It was a mild success when it first hit theaters, but word of mouth caught up with it when the videocassette came out. It was a big hit in video stores then, still is. If you have kids, you’ve probably watched it with them. Robin Wright in the title role began her film career as Buttercup, and I’m sure we all fell in  love with her again in Forrest Gump. (Personally, I think she was the reason for that phenomenon. She was so lovely and warm, you just ached for poor dopey Tom Hanks to live happily with someone like that.)

Most of us love movie stories. Maybe back when Broadway held sway, people loved theater stories, but I don’t think anymore. And I’ll bet no one begs Julia Louis-Dreyfus to talk about what it was like shooting Seinfeld episode number 89. And novelist stories? Can you imagine cornering Dostoyevsky and begging him for funny stuff about The Idiot?

Anyway, these are some movie memories pertaining to The Princess Bride I thought you might not know.

I had taken time off from writing The Stepford Wives screenplay to abridge the Morgenstern. And then someone at Fox heard about it, got hold of a manuscript copy of the book, liked it, was interested in making a movie out of it. This is early ’73 we’re talking about. The “someone” at Fox was their Greenlight Guy. (Referred to hereinafter as the GG.)

You will read, in such magazines as Premiere and Entertainment Weekly and Vanity Fair, endless lists about the “100 most powerful” studio figures. These various idiots all have titles: Vice President in charge of this, Chief Executive in charge of that, etc.

The truth: they are all oil slicks.

Only one person per studio has anything resembling power, and that is the GG. The GG, you see, can make a picture happen. He (or she) is the one who releases the fifty million bucks—if your movie is aimed for Sundance. Triple that if it’s a special effects job.

Anyway, the GG at Fox liked The Princess Bride.

Problem: he wasn’t sure it was a movie. So we struck a peculiar arrangement—they would buy the book, but they would not buy the screenplay unless they decided to move forward. In other words, we both owned half the pie. So even though I was tired from finishing the abridgement, I went on nervous energy and did the screenplay immediately after.

My very great agent, Evarts Ziegler, came to town. Ziegler was the one who orchestrated the Butch Cassidy deal, which, along with The Temple of Gold, my first novel, changed my life as much as anything. We went to lunch at Lutèce, chatted, enjoyed each other, parted, me to my office on the Upper East Side in a building that had a swimming pool. I used to swim every day because I had a very bad back then, and the swimming eased things. I was heading for the pool when I realized this: I didn’t want to swim.

I didn’t want to do anything but get home fast. Because I was shivering terribly now. I made it home, got to bed, the shivering replaced by fire. Helen, my superstar-shrink wife, came in from work, took one look at me, got me to New York Hospital.

All kinds of doctors came in—everybody knew something was seriously wrong, nobody had a guess as to what it might be.

I woke at four in the morning. And I knew what was wrong. Somehow, the awful pneumonia that almost killed me when I was ten—the reason my father read The Princess Bride to me in the first place was to get me through those first woeful posthospital days—well, that pneumonia had come back to finish the job.

And right then, in that hospital (and, yes, I expect this will sound nutty to you) as I woke in pain and delirium, somehow I knew that if I was to live, I had to get back to that place where I was as a child. I started yelling for the night nurse—

—because somehow my life and The Princess Bride were forever joined.


The night nurse came in and I told her to read me the Morgenstern.

“The what, Mr. Goldman?” she said.

“Start with the Zoo of Death,” I told her. Then I said, “No, no, forget that, start with the Cliffs of Insanity.”

She took one close look at me, nodded, said, “Oh, right, that’s exactly where I’ll start, but I left my Morgenstern at the desk, I’ll just go get it.”

The next thing I knew, here came Helen. And several other doctors. “I went to your office, I think I picked up the right pages. Now what is it you want me to read?”

“I don’t want you to read anything, Helen, you never liked the book, you don’t want to read to me, you’re just humoring me, and besides there’s no part for you—”

“I could be Buttercup—”

“Oh, come on, she’s twenty-one—”

“Is that a screenplay?” this handsome doctor said then. “I always wanted to be a movie star.”

“You be the man in black,” I told him. Then I pointed to the big doctor in the doorway. “Give Fezzik a shot.”

That was how I first heard the screenplay. These medicos and my genius wife struggling with it in the middle of the night while I froze and sweated and the fever raged inside me.

I passed out after a little while. And I remember thinking at the last that the big doctor wasn’t bad and Helen, miscast and all, was an OK Buttercup, and so what if the handsome doctor was a stiff, I was going to live.

Well, that was the beginning of the life of the screenplay.

The GG at Fox sent it to Richard Lester in London—Lester directed, among others, A Hard Day’s Night, the first wonderful  Beatles film—and we met, worked, solved problems. The GG was thrilled, we were a go—

—then he got fired, and a new GG came in to replace him.

Here is what happens Out There when that happens: the old GG is stripped of his epaulets and his ability to get into Morton’s on Monday nights and off he goes, very rich—he had a deal in place for this inevitability—but disgraced.

And the new GG takes the throne with but one rule firmly writ in stone: nothing his predecessor had in motion must ever get made. Why? Say it gets made. Say it’s a hit. Who gets the credit? The old GG. And when the new GG, who can now get into Morton’s on Mondays, has to run the gauntlet there, he knows all his peers are sniggering: “That asshole, it wasn’t his picture.”

Death.

So The Princess Bride was buried, conceivably forever.

And I realized that I had let control of it go. Fox had the book. So what if I had the screenplay; they could commission another. They could change anything they wanted. So I did something of which I am genuinely proud. I bought the book back from the studio, with my own money. I think they were suspicious I had some deal or plan, but I didn’t. I just didn’t want some idiot destroying what I had come to realize was the most important thing I would ever be involved with.

After a good bit of negotiating, it was again mine. I was the only idiot who could destroy it now.

 

I READ RECENTLY that the fine Jack Finney novel Time and Again has taken close to twenty years and still hasn’t made it to the screen. The Princess Bride didn’t take that long, but not a lot less either. I didn’t keep notes, so this is from memory. Understand,  in order for someone to make a movie, they need two things: passion and money. A lot of people, it turned out, loved The Princess Bride. I know of at least two different GGs who were mad about it. Who shook hands with me on the deal. Who wanted to make it more than any other movie.

Who both got fired the weekend before they were going to set things in motion. One studio (a small one) even closed the weekend before they were going to set things in motion. The screenplay began to get a certain reputation—one magazine article listed it among the best that had never been shot.

The truth is, after a decade and more, I thought it would never happen. Every time there was interest, I kept waiting for the other shoe to come clunking down—and it always did. But, without my knowledge, events had been put in motion a decade before that eventually would be my salvation.

When Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid was done, I took myself out of the movie business for a while. (We are back in the late ’60s now.) I wanted to try something I had never done, nonfiction.

I wrote a book about Broadway called The Season. In the course of a year I went to the theater hundreds of times, both in New York and out of town, saw everything at least once. But the show I saw most was a terrific comedy called Something Different, written by Carl Reiner.

Reiner was terribly helpful to me, and I liked him a lot. When The Season was done I sent him a copy. A few years later, when The Princess Bride was finished, I sent him the novel. And one day he gave it to his eldest son. “Here’s something,” he said to his boy Robert. “I think you’ll like this.”


Rob was a decade away from starting his directing career then, but in ’85 we met, and Norman Lear (bless him) gave us the money to go forward with the movie.

Keep hope alive.

 

WE HAD OUR first script reading in a hotel in London in the spring of ’86. Rob was there, as was his producer Andy Scheinman. Cary Elwes and Robin Wright, Westley and Buttercup, were there. So, too, were Chris Sarandon and Chris Guest, the villains Prince Humperdinck and Count Rugen, and Wally Shawn, the evil genius Vizzini. Mandy Patinkin, who played Inigo, was very much there. And sitting by himself, quietly—he always tried to sit quietly—was Andre the Giant who was Fezzik.

Not your ordinary Hadassah group.

Sitting suavely in a corner was moi. Two of the major figures of my years in the entertainment business—Elia Kazan and George Roy Hill—said the same thing to me in interviews: that by the time of the first cast reading, the crucial work was done. If you had gotten the script to work and cast it properly, then you had a chance for something of quality. But if you had not, it didn’t matter how skillful the rest of the process was; you were dead in the water.

This probably sounds like madness to the uninitiated, and it should, but it is very much true. The reason it sounds like madness is this: Premiere magazine isn’t around when the script is being prepared. Entertainment Tonight isn’t around for casting. They are only around during the shooting of a flick, which is the least important part of the making of any movie. Remember this: shooting is just the factory putting together the car.


…

A. R. ROUSSIMOFF was our biggest gamble that rehearsal morning. Under the name of Andre the Giant, he was the most famous wrestler in the world. I had become convinced that if there ever was to be a movie, he should be Fezzik, the strongest man.

Rob thought Andre might be good for the part, too. The problem was, no one could find him. He wrestled 330 plus days a year, always on the move.

So we went ahead trying to find someone else. Strangest casting calls I ever saw. These big guys came in—we are talking immense here—but they weren’t giants. Occasionally we would find a giant—but either he couldn’t act or he was skinny, and a skinny giant was not at all what we needed.

Still, no Andre.

One day Rob and Andy were in Florin doing final location scouting when a call came—Andre would be in Paris the next afternoon. They flew over to meet him. Not easy, since Florin City has zero nonstops to any of the major capitals of Europe. Not to mention that their scheduling depends on load—all Florin Air’s flights are jammed because they wait until they are before they’ll take off. They even allow people to stand in the aisles. (I had only seen that myself once, in Russia, on a nightmare jaunt from Tblisi to Saint Petersburg.) Eventually, Rob and Andy had to charter a tiny propeller plane to make the meeting. They got to the Ritz, where the doorman said, in a weird voice, “There is a man waiting for you in the bar.”

Andre, for me, was like the Pentagon—no matter how big you’re told it’s going to be, when you get close, it’s bigger.

Andre was bigger.

His listed size was 550 pounds, seven-and-a-half-feet tall. But he wasn’t really sure and he didn’t spend a lot of time fretting on the scale each morning. He was sick once, he told me, and lost 100 pounds in three weeks. But other than that he never talked about his dimensions.

They chatted in the bar, then went up to Rob’s room where they went over the script. A couple of things were clear: Andre had a clock-stopping French accent and, worse, his voice came from the subbasement.

Rob gambled, gave him the role. He also recorded Andre’s part on tape for him—line for line, inflections hopefully included—so Andre could take it with him on the road and study it in the months before rehearsal began.

Rehearsal that London morning was intentionally light: a couple of readings of the script, few comments. It was a beautiful afternoon when we broke for lunch, and we found a nearby bistro with outside tables. It was perfect except the chair was far too small for Andre—the width was for normal people, the arms way too close. There was a table inside that had a bench, and someone suggested we eat there. But Andre wouldn’t hear of it. So we sat outside. I can still see him pulling the metal arms of the chair wide apart, squeezing in, then watching the arms all but snapping back into place where they pinioned him for the remainder of the meal. He ate very little. And the utensils were like baby toys, dwarfed by his hands.

After lunch we rehearsed again, doing scenes now, and Andre was working with our Inigo, Mandy Patinkin. Andre had clearly studied Rob’s tapes—but it was undeniable that his readings were slow, with more than a little rote quality.

They were doing one of their scenes after they have been reunited. Mandy was trying to get some information out of Andre  and Andre was giving one of his slow, memorized readings. Mandy as Inigo tried to get Fezzik to go faster. Andre gave back another of his slow, rote responses. They went back and tried it again and again. Mandy as Inigo asked Andre as Fezzik to go faster—and Andre came back at the same speed as before—

—which was when Mandy said, “Faster, Fezzik!” And with no warning he slapped the Giant hard in the face.

I can still see Andre’s eyes go wide. I don’t think he had been slapped outside the ring since he was a little boy. He looked at Mandy . . . and there was a brief pause. A very dead silence filled the room.

And then Andre started speaking faster. He just rose to the occasion, gave it more pace and energy. You could almost see his mind: “Oh, this is how you do it outside the ring, let’s try it for a while.” In truth, that slap was the beginning of the happiest period of his life.

It was a wonderful time for me, too. After the decade plus of waiting, the most important book of my youth was coming to life in front of me. When it was finished and I saw it finally, I realized that, in my entire career, I only really loved two of the movies I’ve been involved with: Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and The Princess Bride.

But the movie did so much more than just please me. It brought the book back to life. I began getting these wonderful letters again. Got one today—Scout’s honor—from a guy in L.A. who had been dumped by his Buttercup and, after a decade of separation, heard she was in trouble. So he sent her a copy of the novel and, well, obviously they are together now. You think that isn’t wonderful—especially for someone like me who spends his life in his pit, writing—touching another human? Can’t get better.


Of course, along with the good, I have regrets. I’m sorry about the legal troubles with the Morgenstern estate, about which more later. I’m sorry Helen and I went pffft. (Not that we both didn’t know it was coming—but did she have to leave the very day the movie opened in New York?) And I’m sorry the Cliffs of Insanity have now become the biggest tourist attraction in Florin, making life hell for their forest rangers.

But this is life on earth, you can’t have everything.
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The Princess Bride

 

 



THIS IS MY favorite book in all the world, though I have never read it.

How is such a thing possible? I’ll do my best to explain. As a child, I had simply no interest in books. I hated reading, I was very bad at it, and besides, how could you take the time to read when there were games that shrieked for playing? Basketball, baseball, marbles—I could never get enough. I wasn’t even good at them, but give me a football and an empty playground and I could invent last-second triumphs that would bring tears to your eyes. School was torture. Miss Roginski, who was my teacher for the third through fifth grades, would have meeting after meeting with my mother. “I don’t feel Billy is perhaps extending himself quite as much as he might.” Or, “When we test him, Billy does really exceptionally well, considering his class standing.” Or, most often, “I don’t know, Mrs. Goldman: what are we going to do about Billy?”

What are we going to do about Billy? That was the phrase that haunted me those first ten years. I pretended not to care, but secretly I was petrified. Everyone and everything was passing me by. I had no real friends, no single person who shared an equal interest in all games. I seemed busy, busy, busy, but I suppose, if pressed, I might have admitted that, for all my frenzy, I was very much alone.

“What are we going to do about you, Billy?”


“I don’t know, Miss Roginski.”

“How could you have failed this reading test? I’ve heard you use every word with my own ears.”

“I’m sorry, Miss Roginski. I must not have been thinking.”

“You’re always thinking, Billy. You just weren’t thinking about the reading test.”

I could only nod.

“What was it this time?”

“I don’t know. I can’t remember.”

“Was it Stanley Hack again?” (Stan Hack was the Cubs’ third baseman for these and many other years. I saw him play once from a bleacher seat, and even at that distance he had the sweetest smile I had ever seen and to this day I swear he smiled at me several times. I just worshipped him. He could also hit a ton.)

“Bronko Nagurski. He’s a football player. A great football player, and the paper last night said he might come back and play for the Bears again. He retired when I was little but if he came back and I could get someone to take me to a game, I could see him play and maybe if whoever took me also knew him, I could meet him after and maybe if he was hungry, I might let him have a sandwich I might have brought with me. I was trying to figure out what kind of sandwich Bronko Nagurski would like.”

She just sagged at her desk. “You’ve got a wonderful imagination, Billy.”

I don’t know what I said. Probably “thank you” or something.

“I can’t harness it, though,” she went on. “Why is that?”

“I think it’s that probably I need glasses and I don’t read because the words are so fuzzy. That would explain why I’m all the time squinting. Maybe if I went to an eye doctor who could give  me glasses I’d be the best reader in class and you wouldn’t have to keep me after school so much.”

She just pointed behind her. “Get to work cleaning the blackboards, Billy.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I was the best at cleaning blackboards.

“Do they look fuzzy?” Miss Roginski said after a while.

“Oh, no, I just made that up.” I never squinted either. But she just seemed so whipped about it. She always did. This had been going on for three grades now.

“I’m just not getting through to you somehow.”

“It’s not your fault, Miss Roginski.” (It wasn’t. I just worshipped her too. She was all dumpy and fat but I used to wish she’d been my mother. I could never make that really come out right, unless she had been married to my father first, and then they’d gotten divorced and my father had married my mother, which was okay, because Miss Roginski had to work, so my father got custody of me—that all made sense. Only they never seemed to know each other, my dad and Miss Roginski. Whenever they’d meet, each year during the Christmas pageant when all the parents came, I’d watch the two of them like crazy, hoping for some kind of secret glimmer or look that could only mean, “Well, how are you, how’s your life been going since our divorce?” but no soap. She wasn’t my mother, she was just my teacher, and I was her own personal and growing disaster area.)

“You’re going to be all right, Billy.”

“I sure hope so, Miss Roginski.”

“You’re a late bloomer, that’s all. Winston Churchill was a late bloomer and so are you.”

I was about to ask her who he played for but there was something in her tone that made me know enough not to.


“And Einstein.”

Him I also didn’t know. Or what a late bloomer was either. But boy, did I ever want to be one.

 

WHEN I WAS twenty-six, my first novel, The Temple of Gold, was published by Alfred A. Knopf. (Which is now part of Random House which is now part of R.C.A. which is just part of what’s wrong with publishing in America today which is not part of this story.) Anyway, before publication, the publicity people at Knopf were talking to me, trying to figure what they could do to justify their salaries, and they asked who did I want to send advance copies to that might be an opinion maker, and I said I didn’t know anybody like that and they said, “Think, everybody knows somebody,” and so I got all excited because the idea just came to me and I said, “Okay, send a copy to Miss Roginski,” which I figure was logical and terrific because if anybody made my opinions, she did. (She’s all through The Temple of Gold, by the way, only I called her “Miss Patulski”—even then I was creative.)

“Who?” this publicity lady said.

“This old teacher of mine, you send her a copy and I’ll sign it and maybe write a little—” I was really excited until this publicity guy interrupted with, “We were thinking of someone more on the national scene.”

Very soft I said, “Miss Roginski, you just send her a copy, please, okay?”

“Yes,” he said, “yes, by all means.”

You remember how I didn’t ask who Churchill played for because of her tone? I must have hit that same tone too just then. Anyway, something must have happened because he right away wrote her name down asking was it ski or sky.


“With the i,” I told him, already hiking through the years, trying to get the inscription fantastic for her. You know, clever and modest and brilliant and perfect, like that.

“First name?”

That brought me back fast. I didn’t know her first name. “Miss” was all I ever called her. I didn’t know her address either. I didn’t even know if she was alive or not. I hadn’t been back to Chicago in ten years; I was an only child, both folks gone, who needed Chicago?

“Send it to Highland Park Grammar School,” I said, and first what I thought I’d write was “For Miss Roginski, a rose from your late bloomer,” but then I thought that was too conceited, so I decided “For Miss Roginski, a weed from your late bloomer” would be more humble. Too humble, I decided next, and that was it for bright ideas that day. I couldn’t think of anything. Then I thought, What if she doesn’t even remember me? Hundreds of students over the years, why should she? So finally in desperation I put, “For Miss Roginski from William Goldman—Billy you called me and you said I would be a late bloomer and this book is for you and I hope you like it. I was in your class for third, fourth and fifth grades, thank you very much. William Goldman.”

The book came out and got bombed; I stayed in and did the same, adjusting. Not only did it not establish me as the freshest thing since Kit Marlowe, it also didn’t get read by anybody. Not true. It got read by any number of people, all of whom I knew. I think it is safe to say, however, no strangers savored it. It was a grinding experience and I reacted as indicated above. So when Miss Roginski’s note came—late—it got sent to Knopf and they took their time relaying it—I was really ready for a lift.

“Dear Mr. Goldman: Thank you for the book. I have not had  time yet to read it, but I am sure it is a fine endeavor. I of course remember you. I remember all my students. Yours sincerely, Antonia Roginski.”

What a crusher. She didn’t remember me at all. I sat there holding the note, rocked. People don’t remember me. Really. It’s not any paranoid thing; I just have this habit of slipping through memories. It doesn’t bother me all that much, except I guess that’s a lie; it does. For some reason, I test very high on forgettability.

So when Miss Roginski sent me that note making her just like everyone else, I was glad she’d never gotten married, I’d never liked her anyway, she’d always been a rotten teacher, and it served her right her first name was Antonia.

“I didn’t mean it,” I said out loud right then. I was alone in my one-room job on Manhattan’s glamorous West Side and talking to myself. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I went on. “You got to believe that, Miss Roginski.”

What had happened, of course, was that I’d finally seen the postscript. It was on the back of the thank-you note and what it said was, “Idiot. Not even the immortal S. Morgenstern could feel more parental than I.”

S. Morgenstern! The Princess Bride. She remembered!

Flashback.

1941. Autumn. I’m a little cranky because my radio won’t get the football games. Northwestern is playing Notre Dame, it starts at one, and by one-thirty I can’t get the game. Music, news, soap operas, everything, but not the biggie. I call for my mother. She comes. I tell her my radio’s busted, I can’t find Northwestern—Notre Dame. She says, you mean the football? Yes yes yes, I say. It’s Friday, she says; I thought they played on Saturday.

Am I an idiot!


I lie back, listening to the soaps, and after a little I try finding it again, and my stupid radio will pick up every Chicago station except the one carrying the football game. I really holler now, and again my mother tears in. I’m gonna heave this radio right out the window, I say; it won’t get it, it won’t get it, I cannot make it get it. Get what? she says. The football game, I say; how dumb are you, the gaaaaame. Saturday, and watch your tongue, young man, she says—I already told you, it’s Friday. She goes again.

Was there ever so ample a dunce?

Humiliated, I flick around on my trusty Zenith, trying to find the football game. It was so frustrating I was lying there sweating and my stomach felt crazy and I was pounding the top of the radio to make it work right and that was how they discovered I was delirious with pneumonia.

Pneumonia today is not what it once was, especially when I had it. Ten days or so in the hospital and then home for the long recuperating period. I guess it was three more weeks in bed, a month maybe. No energy, no games even. I just was this lump going through a strength-gathering time, period.

Which is how you have to think of me when I came upon The Princess Bride.

It was my first night home. Drained; still one sick cookie. My father came in, I thought to say good night. He sat on the end of my bed. “Chapter One. The Bride,” he said.

It was then only I kind of looked up and saw he was holding a book. That alone was surprising. My father was next to illiterate. In English. He came from Florin (the setting of The Princess Bride) and there he had been no fool. He said once he would have ended up a lawyer, and maybe so. The facts are when he was sixteen he got a shot at coming to America, gambled on the land of  opportunity and lost. There was never much here for him. He was not attractive to look upon, very short and from an early age bald, and he was ponderous at learning. Once he got a fact, it stayed, but the hours it took to pass into his cranium were not to be believed. His English always stayed ridiculously immigranty, and that didn’t help him either. He met my mother on the boat over, got married later and, when he thought they could afford it, had me. He worked forever as the number-two chair in the least successful barbershop in Highland Park, Illinois. Toward the end, he used to doze all day in his chair. He went that way. He was gone an hour before the number-one guy realized it; until then he just thought my father was having a good doze. Maybe he was. Maybe that’s all any of this is. When they told me I was terribly upset, but I thought at the same time it was an almost Existence-Proving way for him to go.

Anyway, I said, “Huh? What? I didn’t hear.” I was so weak, so terribly tired.

“Chapter One. The Bride.” He held up the book then. “I’m reading it to you for relax.” He practically shoved the book in my face. “By S. Morgenstern. Great Florinese writer. The Princess Bride. He too came to America. S. Morgenstern. Dead now in New York. The English is his own. He spoke eight tongues.” Here my father put down the book and held up all his fingers. “Eight. Once, in Florin City, I was in his café.” He shook his head now; he was always doing that, my father, shaking his head when he’d said it wrong. “Not his café. He was in it, me too, the same time. I saw him. S. Morgenstern. He had head like this, that big,” and he shaped his hands like a big balloon. “Great man in Florin City. Not so much in America.”

“Has it got any sports in it?”


“Fencing. Fighting. Torture. Poison. True love. Hate. Revenge. Giants. Hunters. Bad men. Good men. Beautifulest ladies. Snakes. Spiders. Beasts of all natures and descriptions. Pain. Death. Brave men. Coward men. Strongest men. Chases. Escapes. Lies. Truths. Passion. Miracles.”

“Sounds okay,” I said, and I kind of closed my eyes. “I’ll do my best to stay awake . . . but I’m awful sleepy, Daddy . . . .  ”

Who can know when his world is going to change? Who can tell before it happens, that every prior experience, all the years, were a preparation for . . . nothing. Picture this now: an all-but-illiterate old man struggling with an enemy tongue, an all-but-exhausted young boy fighting against sleep. And nothing between them but the words of another alien, painfully translated from native sounds to foreign. Who could suspect that in the morning a different child would wake? I remember, for myself, only trying to beat back fatigue. Even a week later I was not aware of what had begun that night, the doors that were slamming shut while others slid into the clear. Perhaps I should have at least known something, but maybe not; who can sense revelation in the wind?

What happened was just this: I got hooked on the story.

For the first time in my life, I became actively interested in a book. Me the sports fanatic, me the game freak, me the only ten-year-old in Illinois with a hate on for the alphabet wanted to know what happened next.

What became of beautiful Buttercup and poor Westley and Inigo, the greatest swordsman in the history of the world? And how really strong was Fezzik and were there limits to the cruelty of Vizzini, the devil Sicilian?

Each night my father read to me, chapter by chapter, always fighting to sound the words properly, to nail down the sense. And  I lay there, eyes kind of closed, my body slowly beginning the long flow back to strength. It took, as I said, probably a month, and in that time he read The Princess Bride twice to me. Even when I was able to read myself, this book remained his. I would never have dreamed of opening it. I wanted his voice, his sounds. Later, years later even, sometimes I might say, “How about the duel on the cliff with Inigo and the man in black?” and my father would gruff and grumble and get the book and lick his thumb, turning pages till the mighty battle began. I loved that. Even today, that’s how I summon back my father when the need arises. Slumped and squinting and halting over words, giving me Morgenstern’s masterpiece as best he could. The Princess Bride belonged to my father.
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