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Gold
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Most of us have a Joan Didion origin story: the article, or book, or photograph, or quote that first made us want to know more about this quiet oracle. Maybe you saw a Julian Wasser photograph of an unsmiling woman in a full-length long-sleeved dress with her back against her Corvette Stingray and her splayed right hand clutching a cigarette, and you said to yourself, “She’s a writer?! I want to be a writer.” Maybe you were a disaffected youth following a beatnik dream on the road to San Francisco in 1979 when your mom sent you the 1968 collection Slouching Towards Bethlehem and advised you to read the titular article, in which Didion exposes the Haight-Ashbury hippie trip.[fn1] Maybe you just read the famous first line from her book The White Album—“We tell ourselves stories in order to live”—nodded, and sharpened your pencil.

That quote is one of the most famous of Didion’s many literary jewels, and the most subject to interpretation. On one hand, it’s an invitation: By writing in the first-person plural—“We”—she includes and empowers the reader. We are all storytellers, she says, and we all have the existential human right—as basic as food, water, and shelter—to tell our stories. Didion’s embrace of her readers coupled with her openness about herself is an act of radical generosity. She told her story to encourage us to tell ours.

But the essay, like so much of Didion’s writing, is also an indictment of narrative’s ability to limit and distort reality—and Joan includes herself in this indictment. She empowers us and she warns us: Stories can be lies. “We live entirely, especially if we are writers, by the imposition of a narrative line upon disparate images, ‘ideas’ with which we have learned to freeze the shifting phantasmagoria which is our actual experience,” she says in The White Album. Narrative was her expertise and her enemy.

We live in an age of reckonings over who gets to tell stories and how and why. Didion faced this abyss as a young woman beginning her career and her family, and her transparency about this dissolution was her, and our, saving grace. “I’ve had to struggle all my life against my own apprehensions, my own false ideas, my own distorted perceptions,” she said in a commencement address at the University of California, Riverside, in 1975. “I’ve had to work very hard, make myself unhappy, give up ideas that made me comfortable, trying to apprehend social reality. I’ve spent my entire adult life, it seems to me, in a state of profound culture shock. I wish I were unique in this, but I’m not.”

Didion expressed many of her foundational concepts first in speeches like these, mostly at universities, to younger audiences. This is part of what has made her legacy so transformative for multiple generations. She was literally speaking to us, passing on what she had learned. “It takes an act of will to live in the world, which is what I’m talking about today,” she said at Riverside. “By living in the world, I mean really trying to see it, look at it, trying to make connections. And that’s not easy, it takes work. You have to keep stripping yourself down, examining everything you see, getting rid of whatever is blinding you.”

Then she offered this advice: “Throw yourself into the convulsion of the world.”

Beginning in the 1960s with her journalism and first novel, Joan Didion reshaped the geography of American literature by redirecting readers’ attention away from the East and toward the way the sun set over the Pacific Ocean. There were other great California writers before, during, and after her, of course, but there was something about the way this woman documented the real lives of the West that was new, riveting, and transformational. She wrote about the world she knew—the rivers, the freeways, the mountains, the movie stars, the ocean, the orchids—and she wrote about it with such an eye for detail and an ear for music, and with such a mix of appreciation and skepticism, that she put us in her places. In her eighty-seven years, Joan Didion wrote five novels, hundreds of articles (many of which were collected in books), several movies, and a play. She was a much-photographed literary celebrity and a fashion icon. Her death on December 23, 2021, launched a tsunami of tributes from other writers, but also from actors, musicians, filmmakers, artists, politicians, and her legion of fans. Even those who criticize her acknowledge her craft and legacy.

Didion’s writing was often extremely personal; she confessed her madness, her grief, her guilt, her love, her failures. And yet there is something of the cipher about her. She was extremely reticent in person and kept much of her life private. Her writings were windows into her world, but she kept the doors locked. When she died, it felt like she took the keys with her. After Joan Didion passed, I threw myself into the convulsion of her world. It was a place I thought I knew, but I had so much to learn.

Mine is one of the more common Didion origin stories: In college, I read “Some Dreamers of the Golden Dream,” Joan Didion’s 1966 article about a murder in San Bernadino. I was taking one of the two journalism courses my school offered, and our textbook was the anthology The New Journalism, edited by Tom Wolfe. I was not generally interested in crime stories, but “Dreamers” was no ordinary whodunit. Didion’s subject was not homicide; her subject was the Inland Empire (the rather grandiose name for the exurban area east of Los Angeles). The mystery Didion was trying to solve was not whether Lucille Miller killed her husband, setting their VW bug on fire with Gordon “Cork” Miller inside (that was evident, her story made clear). The question that puzzled the writer was much bigger than that of one marriage gone wrong.

Where had the dream gone wrong?

The golden dream. The California dream. The American dream. The dream, and its bad turn, was the theme of much of Joan Didion’s work. She may have been the golden girl of the Golden State who lived the literary golden dream, but she saw the darkness and danger of the mines. “This is a story about love and death in the golden land, and begins with the country,” reads the first sentence of “Some Dreamers.” It’s not a conventional news lede, but it is one of the more famous openings in American letters. It could be the first sentence of this book.

Didion’s dream was etched in dread, outlined in black shadows—a chiaroscuro study. “The center was not holding,” the queen of California noir warned about the changing times in her 1967 article on Haight-Ashbury, “Slouching Towards Bethlehem.” She was paraphrasing the Irish poet William Butler Yeats, writing about World War I; the conflict in Vietnam loomed over Didion’s landscape. In the third act of her life, her center did indeed let go—her husband of four decades, the writer John Gregory Dunne, and their thirty-nine-year-old daughter, Quintana Roo Dunne, died during a torturous twenty-month stretch, leaving Joan alone in New York City, a single woman, age seventy. No longer the dreamer in the golden land, but a stranger in a strange land.

“The idea of the golden dream infuses all her work,” says Steffie Nelson. She was so compelled by Didion’s influence on the literary scene she found when she moved from New York out West that she edited an anthology about it, Slouching Towards Los Angeles: Living and Writing by Joan Didion’s Light. “She sees this potential—she also calls it the shimmer—but the golden dream, in particular, applies to California. She was enraptured by this idea of the potential of California, whether that was being a pioneer crossing the prairie to get to the West, or an aspiring starlet trying to become a Hollywood star.”

Didion knew quite a bit about pioneers and starlets. She was born in California, as were four generations of her family before her. These deep roots were intrinsic to her identity. As early as eighth grade, she celebrated them in writing: “They who came to California were not the self-satisfied, happy and content people, but the adventurous, the restless, and the daring. They were different even from those who settled in other Western states. They didn’t come West for homes and security, but for adventure and money,” she wrote, voicing early skepticism of imperial ambitions. The words come from a speech for her graduation from Arden School, which was then, in 1948, on the agrarian eastern edge of Sacramento but is now a public education institution firmly planted in a grid that includes Taco Bell, Kaiser Permanente, and Big 5 Sporting Goods.

There is a common misperception that Didion was an Angeleno. She did live in various parts of Los Angeles for twenty-four years, and she did document that city with a keen simpatico like no other writer had done before. But the story begins with the country. She was born and raised in Sacramento, the capital city that sits atop California’s agrarian Central Valley, in the middle of the state. It was here, in a land made verdant and volatile by the convergence of two rivers, between the snow-capped range of the Sierra Nevada—where many would-be settlers met their death in the journey to the West—and the coastal range that became the home of vineyards and universities, that Didion’s ancestors settled.

The Matthew Kilgore Cemetery lies on the eastern outskirts of Sacramento, on what was once the Kilgore Ranch but is now a typical suburban sprawl called Rancho Cordova. On a steamy June morning in 2022, I’m sitting beneath an oak tree with Jeanne Didion Huggins and John Didion, two of the seven children of Robert “Bob” Eldridge Didion, the brother of Joan’s father, Frank “Sonny” Reese Didion. The canopy provides some protection from the notorious Central Valley heat, which tops one hundred degrees by midday. The cousins of “Joanie,” as they still call her, are telling me the history of their Kilgore ancestors, whose graves lie fifty feet from where we sit. The tiniest little acorns occasionally fall onto the picnic table as they show me the bound book that includes the diary of one ancestor’s passage through the Sierra Nevada to the golden land.

“A lot of people who came to California wrote diaries because it was such an undertaking,” Huggins says. “They knew they were participating in a historical adventure. I don’t know if anybody in my generation could ever have done anything like this.” In the slanting handwriting of the nineteenth-century diary, I see the forbear of Joan’s notebooks, one of which I had perused two days earlier in the Joan Didion collection at the University of California, Berkeley.

Sacramento is the oldest incorporated city in California, dating back to 1850, the same year California became a state. Before a Swiss con man named John Augustus Sutter convinced the Mexican government in 1839 to give him 48,000 acres of land at the junction of the Sacramento and American Rivers, the area was populated by the Maidu, Patwin Wintun, and Miwok, people who understood the improvisation necessary to live in an area of ecological whimsy and who based their diet on the smallest provenance: acorns. The indigenous tribes did not try to cultivate or control the land, because they obeyed the laws of the water and knew that nature had its own method of providing nutrition: tender protein encased in a hard shell wearing a jaunty little cap.

Settlers had other ideas. Sutter built a typical, square, European fort here in 1840. There was no war taking place, except of course for the invasion of native land. Sutter’s Fort is now a state park in the heart of Sacramento. Schoolchildren visit regularly, baking cookies in the old stone ovens, walking the grounds where indigenous people were once enslaved. Didion must have come here on those field trips, her connection to the city’s settlement a source of childhood pride, as made evident by her ardent Arden speech. Sutter was a wily capitalist who hitched his wagon to whomever was in charge: first the Mexican government, then the United States of America. Sutter’s Fort was perfectly positioned west of the mountain passes through which more and more wagon trains were coming. The fort was a gateway, providing shelter and sustenance to the growing number of colonizers, including some of Didion’s ancestors.

Then the trickle became traffic. In 1848 James Marshall, a carpenter building a mill for Sutter on the southern fork of the American River, saw a glint in the water. He scratched the yellow rock. It was soft. After that, the Maidu, Patwin Wintun, and Miwok didn’t stand a chance.

The Golden State is not so named just because of the way the light falls on the Pacific Coast, or for its fields of yellow poppies, or after the color the grass on the hills gets bleached in the endless summer sun. Gold, the precious metal, is the state mineral. “Eureka,” the Greek word for “I found it” that Marshall reportedly shouted when he identified those nuggets, has been on California’s seal since it was created in 1849. In the four years after Marshall’s discovery, the state’s settler population grew from 14,000 to 250,000, even as the indigenous inhabitants were displaced and destroyed. Settlers came for the gold and they stayed for the weather, for the light, for the flowers.

The golden dream was a dream of gold.

As an adult, Joan Didion came to understand this origin story very well. In fact, expansionism, so-called manifest destiny, became a central theme of her writing. “The American empire was one of her great subjects,” writer David Rieff, son of an acclaimed writer, Susan Sontag, himself, told me. “She understood it. In some ways Joan was always an insider. The American establishment was material to her.”

Her subject was the Inland Empire.

Her subject was the American empire.

In 1948, one century after Marshall’s Eureka moment, at a school just a quick jog from where her great-great-grandfather Matthew Kilgore settled, Didion was enthralled by her “pioneer” heritage. She acknowledged its roots in the ore-rich Sierra Nevada region known as “the Mother Lode,” where “they mined gold by day and danced by night,” as she wrote in her Arden speech. But at thirteen, she was more interested in the lesson about hard work than in considering stolen goods and land. “It would be easy for us to sit back and enjoy the results of the past. But we can’t do this. We can’t stop and become satisfied and content. We must live up to our heritage, go on to better and greater things for California.”

We know about Joan’s Arden graduation speech because she excerpts it in Where I Was From, her 2003 book in which she rigorously examines her own embrace of the Golden State narrative. In which she goes on to better and greater things by ripping up the myth of heritage.

One of the things I admire most about Joan Didion is her ability to refuse satisfaction. To listen. To change. Where I Was From, not Where I Am From. She chose every word with machinelike precision.

Joan Didion was born December 5, 1934, at Mercy Hospital in Sacramento. It was the middle of the Depression. She was the first child of Frank and Eduene; her brother James (a.k.a. Jim or Jimmy) joined her five years later. She spent her early years in modest houses in the centrally located neighborhoods of Curtis Park and Poverty Ridge (a name given in Sacramento’s early days, before it became a neighborhood of comfortable two-story homes). Oaks, willows, eucalyptus, pines, and sycamores line the wide streets, which are mostly laid out in a grid. With the exception of a few years during World War II, when her father was stationed around the States doing accounting for the army, Joan grew up here in what is known as the City of Trees.

“I was born in Sacramento, and lived in California most of my life. I learned to swim in the Sacramento and the American, before the dams. I learned to drive on the levees up and downriver from Sacramento,” she wrote in Where I Was From. She attended public schools, studied at the public library downtown. She left in 1953 to go to the University of California, Berkeley, for four years, then moved to New York, where she worked for magazines for eight years. She returned to California and lived as a writer in LA for twenty-four years, then moved back to New York, where she spent the last thirty-three years of her life. Although she never lived in Sacramento after college, she came back frequently to visit her parents for holidays and birthdays, until very late in Frank’s and Eduene’s lives, when they moved to Carmel with Jim.

The 2017 film Lady Bird, directed by Greta Gerwig, is about a creative, troubled young woman, played by Saoirse Ronan, who is desperate to get out of Sacramento and secretly applies to colleges back East. The film opens with a quote from Didion: “Anybody who talks about California hedonism has never spent a Christmas in Sacramento.”

The adult Didion came home also to write, in the big house in Fair Oaks that her parents moved to in her teens. Back then it was on the city’s eastern edge; now it’s a posh suburban neighborhood, between Arden School and Kilgore Cemetery. Still, when I drove down the street one day, a gaggle of wild turkeys loitered a few doors down. This is a region where it’s not unusual to see wildlife on the lawn. The day I visited Robert Weidner, Joan’s college boyfriend, at his home north of San Francisco, a doe and two fawns stood at the end of the driveway as I got ready to leave. One fawn stared at us, curious, then finally bounded away to join its family.

On a beautiful afternoon the summer after her death, I drove up the Pacific Coast Highway to Trancas, the Malibu neighborhood that Joan Didion called home from 1971 to 1978, when she was in her late thirties and early forties. Place was not just a setting in her writing; it was a character. She wrote vividly about locations and their influences on people and events. Her own life can be divided into eras based on locales—time and space in tandem. Of all her locations—Sacramento, Berkeley, Manhattan, Portuguese Bend, Franklin Avenue, Brentwood Park, Manhattan again—Trancas is the one that most draws my imagination, my desire. She, her husband, and their young daughter lived in a house on a cliff between the Pacific Coast Highway and the ocean here. It was a storybook Southern California existence: the ocean, celebrities, a sports car, and a small community of creative friends, including a handsome handyman named Harrison Ford. (Let’s pause here for a second to reflect on the experience of having the future Han Solo fixing things around your groovy Malibu pad.) Didion was a famous novelist and journalist; network news programs came to interview her with the ocean rolling in the background. The large living room had red terra-cotta tile floors, white walls, a redwood ceiling, and a wall of glass facing the sea. She said that the glare of the sun was so bright that they gradually moved all their chairs to dark corners.

“They just had a scene and everyone was there,” says Katrina vanden Heuvel, publisher of The Nation. Vanden Heuvel’s mother, the writer Jean Stein, rented a house in Trancas in 1973—the year of the Watergate hearings. Joan and Jean would visit each other, as they did for the rest of their lives. “There was open air, and they would eat overlooking the water.”

Malibu is at once a haven of multimillion-dollar beachfront designer mansions owned by movie and music stars and moguls, and a paradise for surfers splitting their time between their vans and the waves. Stretches of the rocky coast are famously unreachable by regular folks, despite federal law and multiple lawsuits guaranteeing public access to all coastal land. The Michigan-born architect John Lautner built some of his most to-die-for houses here, concrete abodes with boulders in the living rooms. But there are also several spots where plebeians like me can dip our toes into the salt water: the legendary surf break of Zuma Beach or small parks such as El Sol and El Matador. At multiple stretches of the coast from here all the way up to Big Sur, you can pull your rig over and just park between the freeway and the Pacific, surfing from sunrise to sunset.

Songs of the 1970s romanticized this bucolic beach lifestyle: America’s “Ventura Highway” (1972) (“Where the days are longer / The nights are stronger / Than moonshine”), Seals and Crofts’s “Summer Breeze” (1972) (“Blowin’ through the jasmine in my mind”), and Albert Hammond’s “It Never Rains in Southern California” (1972) (“But girl, don’t they warn ya, / It pours, man, it pours”). The most coveted plaything of young girls my age—Quintana’s age—was Malibu Barbie: the tan, blond fashion doll with the groovy clothes and beach bus accessory.

I understand that this—beach, glamour, mountains, surf—is a California cliché: overdetermined, romanticized, privileged. And yet this topography figures prominently in my own childhood mythology; it’s a place that has shaped who I am. One of my earliest memories is of riding this road with my brother, my parents, and Jackie, a single, sporty, adventurous woman I would later in life realize was Mom’s lesbian friend, at the wheel. While Jackie drove the two-lane coastal freeway, Brett and I stuck our heads out the open windows like a pair of dogs, breathing in that summer breeze. I remember that ride as an experience of pure, free joy, a feeling too rare in our young lives then. When I was four, my family had moved from LA to a small town in Wisconsin. My memory of that coastal drive must be from an early return to the place of my birth, right around the time the Didion-Dunnes moved to Trancas. Malibu is my paradise lost, my golden dream. “Whenever I feel troubled, I think about the sea,” Joan wrote to herself in a note while she was working on her 1970 novel about a woman driving around Southern California, Play It As It Lays.

Revisiting Malibu as an adult, decades older than my parents were back in those dog days, that happiness comes flooding back. I steer my car around the PCH curves, feeling the salt on my skin, the wind in my hair. Trancas is at the far northern edge of Malibu, more than twenty miles to Santa Monica, an hour at best in traffic. It’s far enough that the Didion-Dunnes (as people called them) would stay at the Beverly Wilshire when they had business in LA. The vibe out here beneath the Santa Monica Mountains is more rural than urban; it must have felt familiar to the woman who grew up on rivers and levees. The local shopping plaza, a wooden complex where Joan bought groceries and shared news with neighbors, is called the Trancas Country Market, though the goods sold are for extremely well-heeled farmers. The story begins with the country.

I pull into El Pescador, a state beach less than a mile south of Didion’s Trancas home. There are only a few cars in the parking lot. It’s a short hike down to the beach. The water is aquamarine, the sand white, the sky azure. It’s a relatively calm summer day and the ocean is warmer than where I live in San Pedro, though still bracing when I dive under a wave. It’s hard to describe just how tranquil and beautiful the California coast can be: The sea and the sky are vast expanses of blue, free of obstructions, pollution, noise, negativity. There are just a dozen of us in this little cove that is bordered on either side by shy, exotic houses that try to avoid the public eye even as they court attention. If you love nature, like I do, like Joan—who said she always loved to live with a view of the ocean—it’s idyllic.

And yet, Joan Didion would leave paradise for days, weeks, and then forever. She sought her jackpot in journalistic explorations of new places, people, and cultures. She was a small woman with a giant intellectual curiosity that led her to adventures and assertions far from Sacramento. She interviewed the Doors and Joan Baez, wrote screenplays for Barbra Streisand and Al Pacino. In 1960s America, she decried both the cops and the counterculture. She watched corpses being dissected in Miami. In war-destroyed El Salvador, the bodies didn’t make it to a morgue: She saw them rotting on the streets, half eaten by animals, or dumped down a hillside. In Hawai‘i, she watched a family bury their son killed in Vietnam in the former volcano crater known as the Punchbowl. She penetrated the surface rhetoric of court cases from Riverside, California, to New York City. She took on kings and kingmakers: Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, Martha Stewart. When many commentators lapsed into a silence disguised as patriotism, Didion called out the way the Bush administration used 9/11 to advance its reactionary agenda of warmongering and censorship. At the same time, she praised the triumph of beauty over banality, whether in the artwork of Georgia O’Keeffe and Robert Mapplethorpe, the writing of Ernest Hemingway and Elizabeth Hardwick, or the orchids of Amado Vazquez, her Malibu friend.

Didion had a way of penetrating beneath the surface of events to a deeper, and often unstable, core. She did this not by asking lots of questions, but by standing back and observing. “She listened!” the photographer Julian Wasser, whose images of Joan adorn many a writer’s dorm room and have provided his own professional mother lode, told me in 2022, a few months before his death. “She didn’t talk; she observed.” This ability to fade into the wallpaper and take in the scene was one of the keys to Didion’s success. As she wrote in the intro to the first collection of her writing, Slouching Towards Bethlehem, “My only advantage as a reporter is that I am so physically small, so temperamentally unobtrusive, and so neurotically inarticulate that people tend to forget that my presence runs counter to their best interests.”

The introvert’s revenge.

It’s important to note that Didion was one of only two women included in The New Journalism (the other was Barbara Goldsmith). Wolfe proclaimed in the introduction that the writers in his book were “dethroning the novel as the number one literary genre, starting the first new direction in American literature in half a century.” But this was primarily a revolution for white men; meet the new journalism, same as the old journalism. It may have been a time of genre experimentation and immersive reporting, but the journalism of the 1960s could also be a sausage party. Covering crime, civil war, drugs, politicians, and rock stars, Didion broke ground for writers, for Californians, and for women.

Didion had a keen eye for the telling detail, an ear for the perfect quote. In 1967, she went to San Francisco to try to understand what was happening among the thousands of young people who were leaving their homes and flooding the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood. It was called the Summer of Love, but Didion approached the scene with an essential journalistic tool: skepticism.

Rather than merely interviewing officials and spokespeople (though she did plenty of that), Didion embedded herself in the hangouts and homes of young people trying to forge new lifestyles. This immersion in the real lives of subjects, rather than a reliance on static statements or interviews, did herald a new kind of journalism. “When I first went to San Francisco in that cold late spring of 1967 I did not even know what I wanted to find out, and so I just stayed around a while, and made a few friends,” she wrote. For weeks she became a fly on the wall.

The resulting piece, “Slouching Towards Bethlehem,” offers a bravura performance of the old writing adage: Show, don’t tell. Joan sketches scene after scene of musicians, artists, cops, organizers, young people, and young people’s children in places including an interrogation room, a space called the Warehouse, and a Janis Joplin with Big Brother and the Holding Company concert. Didion doesn’t lecture, she describes, often in a stream of consciousness that seems to imitate an acid trip: “They are all pretty and two of them still have baby fat and one of them dances by herself with her eyes closed,” she says of girls who hang around rock groups. She lets her subjects talk. “I’ve had this old lady for a couple of months now, maybe she makes something special for my dinner and I come in three days late and tell her I’ve been balling some other chick, well, maybe she shouts a little but then I say ‘That’s me, baby,’ and she laughs and says ‘That’s you, Max.’”

“Slouching” is at once empathetic and terrifying: a view of the counterculture as not a revolution, but a dissolution. Joan threw herself into the convulsion of the world, looked at it plainly, and wrote it all down.

In the 2017 documentary Joan Didion: The Center Will Not Hold, Didion describes the Eureka moment when she interviewed Susan. The five-year-old was wearing white lipstick and was in “High Kindergarten,” as the child herself put it. Susan was tripping on LSD.

This was the journalistic jackpot, the reveal that rewarded weeks of patient observation and exposed the grim bedrock beneath the flimsy rhetoric of peace and love.

And, “It was gold,” Joan tells the filmmaker as she waves her long, skinny, age-spotted arms, a small grin lighting the famous face now carved with wrinkles. “You live for moments like that when you are doing a piece.”
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Notebook
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Joan Didion began corresponding with the world at age five. The dusty house in the quiet Sacramento neighborhood contained her body, but her mind, restless, wandered to distant places. Her mother was busy with Joan’s new baby brother and couldn’t give her daughter the attention she had become accustomed to. So the former librarian handed her eldest a Big Five tablet “with the sensible suggestion that I stop whining and learn to amuse myself by writing down my thoughts,” as Didion later recalled in “On Keeping a Notebook.” And so Joan Didion wrote.

Her first entry in that first notebook was a short story in which the protagonist falls asleep freezing in the Arctic, only to wake up in the Sahara and die from the heat by noon. As Didion herself noted, this initial effort at fiction reveals “a certain predilection for the extreme which has dogged me into adult life.” The five-year-old Didion had yet to travel far from her home in Sacramento, where the temperature regularly topped 100 in the summer and where winter rains could make the Sacramento and American Rivers overflow. The tundra and the desert must have seemed like appealing, albeit dangerous, alternatives. Writing down her thoughts turned into not an amusement but a calling. Over the next eight decades, Didion would become one of the most acclaimed voices of her generation, known particularly for her skill at writing about place.

I picture the hand that held the pen: long, expressive fingers, fair skin























ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

A number of people who either knew Joan Didion personally or had deep appreciation of her literary and historical importance shared their insights and time with me. I am indebted to Griffin Dunne, Julia Armstrong-Totten, Robert Weidner, Jeanne Didion Huggins, John Didion, Maurice Read, Katrina vanden Heuvel, Calvin Trillin, Jean Moore, Mitchell Kaplan, David L. Ulin, David Rieff, Michelle Bitting, Stacie Stukin, Steffie Nelson, Julian Wasser, Danyel Smith, Lisa Reinertson, Lynn Nesbit, Richard Rodriguez, Gay Talese, Joan Quinn, Katrina van der Lip, Narda Zacchino, and Robert Scheer.

I conducted archival research at the Bancroft Library in Berkeley; New York Public Library (NYPL); University of California, Los Angeles, Library; University of California, Santa Barbara, Library; and the Center for Sacramento History. I am grateful to the staff at each of these institutions. Loyola Marymount University (LMU) librarian John Jackson also helped me find my way to these and other resources.

Two LMU students provided invaluable research assistance. Tyler Roland poked around the internet and found all sorts of obscure Didion nuggets. He also helped me wade through the boxes of papers at the NYPL, and he fact-checked and copyedited the manuscript. Maude Bascome-Duong got this party started with preliminary research before commencing on her own postcollege endeavors. These are both Didions of the future! Thank you to all of my students in the last year, who have put up with my endless talk about Joan.

Several girl groups helped me get through the last few years, and even decades. First and foremost, the Fictionaires: Vivien Goldman and Jana Martin. The artivists of Turn It Up! put words into praxis. Denise Lopez, Laurie Steelink, and Heidi Tinsman are my Pedro pod. Colleagues Julia Lee, Robin Mizcolske, Alex Neel, Kate Picket, and Tara Pixley are my text-thread lifeline. My dear friend Cathay Che and her friend Lesa Griffith showed me their beloved Hawai‘i. Susie Horgan is my sounding board for life; Laurie Steelink, my swim sister. Neighbors Tor and Tammi provided great design advice and wine. Thank you to Robbin Crabtree for giving me the time to write this.

Thank you to my family, always: Karlie, Kenda, Cole, Shine, Brett, Paul, Bettie, Bob, Kelly, Babette, Brian, Mike, and Peggy, and all my Harrod cousins.

Anne Muntges drew the exquisite illustrations for this book, visualizing the objects in my head and Didion’s words. Designer Elina Cohen brought all the elements together. Thanks also to Catharine Strong at Aevitas Creative Management, Ghjulia Romiti at HarperOne, and Mina Hamedi at Janklow & Nesbit for their assistance—rising queens of publishing. I’m grateful to many folks at HarperCollins, including Judith Curr, Gideon Weil, Louise Braverman, Aly Mostel, Crissie Molina, and Laina Adler.

One Saturday, just a few hours after I had emailed the address I found for him online, Julian Wasser called me. He was somewhat crabby and impatient with this journalist who didn’t have a recorder at the ready, but he answered my questions with grace and insight. Afterward I had that dazed feeling one gets from talking to a legend. I was saddened the next time I tried to reach him to find out he had suffered a stroke. Several weeks later, I learned he had passed. I’m honored to have one of his classic images of “the hot-looking girl” on the dust-jacket cover of this book.

The World According to Joan Didion simply wouldn’t exist without three people: HarperOne editor Elizabeth Mitchell had a vision for a guide to Joan Didion that helped shape and channel these words from the conception to completion; she is my Robert B. Silvers.

My longtime agent, Sarah Lazin, brought Biz and me together. I am so fortunate to have these powerhouse women in my corner.

I needed a room of my own to make this book happen. My husband, Bud, built me a studio a writer can only dream about: a Gehry-esque wheelhouse perched on a hill with a panoramic view of the ocean. It’s my golden dream. We call it Joan’s ark.
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