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[image: image]          To my family



PROLOGUE

I am an observer at heart who has the impulse to record what I see around me, what I experience. I’ve shot documentary films and videos, but very often what interests me doesn’t fit satisfactorily into the frame of a camera or find a way of expression in the artwork I do, so I write. What follows is a selection from my notebooks, both old and recent. In these pages I can see my deep, imponderable love for my husband and our children and the wealth of experiences their extraordinary talents have brought to my life. I also see conflict in my devotion to my remarkable family and a longing to be immersed as a working artist myself. And like every life, mine is formed by the times in which I’ve lived and by tragedy and triumph.



Perhaps my family members would tell a different story, and maybe they will. I thank them for encouraging me to tell mine.



[image: image]          Part One





MAY 12, 1986 WASHINGTON, D.C.

I am sitting at an old wooden table in this rented apartment in Washington, D.C., our home for Francis’s next film, Gardens of Stone, a military story involving the honor guard who bury the dead from the Vietnam War in Arlington Cemetery. Francis is doing a final rewrite of the script. Gio is here preparing to shoot video of the rehearsals. During the production they will be working closely together as Gio will be responsible for the video tap to the main camera. He will record what the camera is shooting so that Francis can review the shots immediately rather than wait for film to be developed, and he will be electronically editing sequences. It takes a lot of technical skill. I am reminded of how much Gio has learned from working at Francis’s side since the age of sixteen.

On the table top in front of me are note cards with reproductions of Matisse paintings. I am writing thank-you notes for gifts I received on my fiftieth birthday last week. Early this year I began to realize my experiences over the years had stretched me, expanded both my threshold of pain and of exhilaration, pushed me far beyond what I thought were my limits. I felt the family had somehow survived the highs and lows of our lives. The children are well and essentially grown. [Sofia will be fifteen in two days, Roman just turned twenty-one and Gio is twenty-two, soon to be twenty-three.] They are healthy, loving and creative. My fear that our unconventional family life might harm them has begun to fade. I have nearly completed my part in raising them. I see a time of new freedom for me. A time to pick up threads of my creative life left behind at age twenty-six when marriage and family took over my focus.

By the time my birthday actually arrived, I felt happy and excited. Two days before, I had a dinner party upstairs at Chez Panisse surrounded by ten wonderful women friends. Alice Waters made a beautiful feast. I felt skinny and terrific in a black Donna Karan bodysuit and wrap skirt. Everyone looked radiant. All the gifts had something to do with flowers, a glass basket of miniature wild roses, a vintage flowered dressing gown, a silk scarf with a floral design, a small flowering tree, a photograph of flowers. I felt as if it was a message to me about blossoming. I told the story of visiting a Chinese fortune teller years ago who said, “Your life is like driving a Rolls-Royce over a bumpy road until you are fifty, and reach the pavement.” The road ahead looks smooth.

The next day Sofia and I left home in Napa and flew to Washington, D.C., to celebrate with Francis and Gio on location for Francis’s thirteenth feature film. Roman arrived from New York City where he is attending New York University. I told Francis what I wanted was to do something I had never done before. On the Sunday morning of my birthday he said, “Get dressed, we’re going out to brunch.” We drove to the river. I guessed he had made reservations at a restaurant overlooking the water. Instead he led us down a gangway onto a boat. A dozen friends in Washington for the film production were already aboard, along with food, champagne and a band of gypsy violinists. We sailed slowly down the Potomac, stopping for a private tour of Washington’s beautiful home, and returned as the river reflected shades of purple and deep orange with the setting sun. I opened the gift from the cast and crew. It was a beautifully faceted Baccarat crystal flower vase. Alex [Tavoularis], from the film’s art department, took pictures of our family: Francis in the middle with Sofia and me each tucked under a large arm and Gio and Roman on either side as we sat on the back of the boat, our hair blowing wildly in the wind, smiling happily.

MAY 13, 1986

Yesterday was Mother’s Day. Gio and his girlfriend, Jacqui, invited me for lunch. They finally arrived nearly two hours late, their arms loaded with bouquets. They had driven around Washington looking for flower stores not already depleted by holiday shoppers. They brought nine bouquets. We put them everywhere in the small apartment, arranged in my new crystal vase, in pots, pans and a wastebasket. I felt as if Gio was trying to make up for the hard times he has given me since his teenage years. This past six months he has changed, he is living with Jacqui, is happy and more self-confident and has grown closer to me.

After lunch they took me to the National Gallery and the Smithsonian. I was startled. I brought the children to museums frequently when they were young but when they became teenagers they refused to go. This was the first time a child of mine invited me to a museum. Gio had his camera; he took photos as we walked of Jacqui and me, of street people, of a crowded hot dog stand. I was interested to see what he chose to shoot, how he composed an image, sometimes on the diagonal. His photography skills are developing.

In the evening Jacqui made a salad and Gio barbecued steaks on the tiny terrace of our apartment, trying to keep the thick smoke outside. Francis got home just in time for dinner. We ate in a hurry. I had to catch the last shuttle flight to New York. Gio carried my heavy suitcase out to the waiting taxi. He gave me a lingering hard hug in his distinctive bone-crunching style.

A few hours later I arrived at our apartment in New York City in the Sherry-Netherland hotel, and entered through the side door into the little kitchen. Piles of dirty pans and dishes crowded the stove, the sink and tiny counter; the smell of leftover tomato sauce and garlic overwhelmed the small room. Roman, looking tousled and sweet, gave me a kiss and a hug. As I stepped further into the apartment I could see his clothes in mounds on the floor of the bedroom. He said, “Yeah, I worked out a system, I only have to go to the laundromat once a month.” There were guitars, drum pads, tapes, books and art projects strewn over the sitting room. His friend Greg was there. It looked as if they were having perfect college student fun.

I was happy to have seen two of my children on Mother’s Day. I opened the doors to the part of the apartment that is usually kept locked and rented by the hotel when we are not using it, where I would be staying. It was clean and spacious. I noticed a smear of tomato sauce on the dining table. The boys confessed they had sneaked in with their dinner.

Today I spent making calls for apartment maintenance; the air conditioner isn’t working, the shower ceiling is peeling. I waited for the new bed and headboard to be delivered and installed. There wasn’t time to go out. I only took a few minutes to run across the street and look in the windows of Bergdorf Goodman; they often appear as if they are sculptures, well composed with witty elements and good lighting. The mannequins were wearing black cocktail dresses and standing in hundreds of broken white plates. Roman was still at school when I left for the airport. I was sad to miss hugging him goodbye.

Ice crystals are sparkling on the plane’s oval window in the late afternoon sunlight. I am flying to San Francisco to be home for Sofia’s fifteenth birthday tomorrow. I left some things unfinished in New York but am determined to be at home for her. Last night we talked on the phone. I was trying to complete arrangements for her party. She had changed her mind and wanted to go to a different restaurant after I had asked a friend as a special favor to get reservations at one she’d chosen. I could hardly hear her so I said, “Please speak into the phone, I can’t understand what you’re saying.” She said, “My friends can all understand me. Why are you being so negative?” We began bickering. Finally, exasperated, I said, “I get along with my other kids, their girlfriends, my nephews, other people, the only difficult relationship I have is with you.” She began crying. I felt awful. I told her I loved her and looked forward to seeing her. When we hung up I could feel the emotion in my chest radiating out through my arms. I was furious with myself for being unable to transcend a typical teenage daughter and mother encounter.

I am feeling isolated, here on this airplane in a seat next to the window, no one beside me; the members of the family are in different cities and I’m somewhere in between. I feel the contradictions in myself, an ongoing theme in my life, as I both appreciate the solitude of these few hours and also feel lonely and left out. Francis and Gio are excited about the new film on location in Washington, D.C., Roman is enjoying school in New York City. I am going home alone to take care of Sofia, who at the moment doesn’t want to be with me.

         

MAY 16, 1986 NAPA

In the late afternoon I went for a walk. As the back door slammed a large blue heron rose up from the pond. The baby swans had grown from the size of fuzzy tennis balls to large footballs of feathers. Two beautiful pomegranate trees were in bloom, their leaves an intense chartreuse and the small blossoms vibrant vermilion, colors so garish they seemed unnatural. I walked down the lane with vineyards on either side of me and inhaled the perfume of dry earth and thick leafy vines stretched out in the sun. I picked up trash: an empty Marlboro package lying as if it were an ornament on the freshly plowed dirt, a flattened beer can at the side of the road, several small yellow plastic flags left by the telephone linemen. Along the north side of the vineyard where the furrows were smooth I saw lines of jackrabbit tracks in the dirt with dog prints alongside.

Sofia and I had dinner on the porch, then I took her to a friend’s house to stay overnight. With just the two of us here now, she tries to spend as much time as possible at her friends’ homes. She said, “It’s no fun here anymore.”

Francis called: “Thursday is the first day of shooting.” He said he’d had good rehearsals with the actors and was expecting everything to go well. I asked him how the Nigerian student I’d hired to clean the apartment was doing. “She’s doing OK except when she changed the sheets she put the top sheet on top of the blanket instead of under it. Otherwise the apartment is comfortable and I’m looking forward to you and Sofia coming as soon as school is out.”

Since Francis completed Apocalypse Now, in 1979, he has made four films on location. One from the Heart, The Outsiders, Rumble Fish, and Cotton Club. Over the years I thought by the age of fifty I would surely have resolved basic issues that plagued me as a young woman. Instead I am still groping along looking for solutions. When I go on location I still find myself disoriented away from home and feel the contrast of being simultaneously in Francis’s very stimulating creative environment and my own personal dullness as I shop for the mop, frying pan, kitchen towels, firmer pillows, fresh flowers, groceries, wastebaskets, trash bags, laundry detergent, doormats, shampoo, duplicate door keys. I feel cut off from my friends and my creative life. I imagined that at this age I would be wise and able to balance the elements of my life; instead I feel as if my brain is a rusting file cabinet full of useless information: markets, dry cleaners, hardware stores, clothing shops in Los Angeles, Manila, New York, Tulsa, Washington, D.C., and more. In my mind’s eye I can see the dry goods store in Ogallala, Nebraska, where we lived during the making of Rain People; there I bought our two little boys shorts and tennis shoes. The grocery store had penny candy machines and an old freezer containing Eskimo Pies covered with frost. I often took the boys to a coffee shop where there was a kind waitress who didn’t get upset when they made magic potions of catsup, mashed potatoes and peas in their milk glasses.

Roman was three and Gio was four and a half. Some days I drove them to visit Francis while he was shooting. Other days we went to the dime store and got water guns, balloons, or plastic trucks and went to the small park in town. While the children took naps in the hot afternoons I sewed sitting next to the air conditioner in our motel room. Or I read. I was reading Siddhartha when the news of Robert Kennedy’s assassination came on TV. Tears ran down my cheeks, the book was so beautiful and real life so tragic.

MAY 23, 1986

Roman called from New York. His voice was happy: “School is almost over. I got on the dean’s list and am invited to go to London on a summer study program.” I think I was more excited than he was. “The air conditioner in the apartment still isn’t working. The repair guy says it’s not worth fixing.” He said he found a notice left by the company that made the headboard for the new bed wanting an additional payment before they would attach the casters. My days are full of the necessary tasks. Today I checked on the progress of the painters in the guest cottage and met with the woman doing the drapery. A workman brought samples of materials to use on a wall that needs repair in Roman’s bathroom. The gardener told me that Sofia’s small dog has been running into the vineyard with the ranch dogs where she may get hurt and asked me to keep her near the house. He asked where to plant the potted hydrangeas that were left on the porch after Easter.

In the afternoon I drove Sofia’s car pool. There were three extra girls who wanted a ride so all seven of us squeezed into our small sedan. The girls gossiped brutally about what different students wore that day. “Did you see her shoes?” “That skirt is her mom’s, I know it is.” They got out at the market in St. Helena. Sofia stayed in town to visit friends.

I ate an early dinner by myself sitting in a patch of sunlight on the front lawn with my tray in my lap. Sofia came home with Stephanie. I heard them upstairs giggling as Sofia applied a new product tinting Stephanie’s long blond hair pinkish-red. I could hear her screech when they used my travel dryer and got her hair caught in the fan. When they came down to the kitchen they decided to make French fries and needed more potatoes. They wanted to go to the little Mexican market across the highway on the motor scooter. It is not legal to drive the scooter on a public street so I made them promise to park it on our side of the highway at the end of the private road and walk from there. I was relieved when they returned. They cooked hot dogs and deep-fried neat little slices of potato.

Francis called. “Tomorrow is the first day Jimmy Caan shoots. He hasn’t worked for four years and he’s nervous.” He said, “Gio is working really hard. There are problems with the equipment in the video van and he is having to be very ingenious to keep it working.”

Gio is very conscientious and really wants to do a good job for his father, and at the same time he has been developing a reel of his own work including a montage he shot for Cotton Club that was singled out in Time magazine’s review of the film. Gio was the second unit director for Francis on that film and now he is growing anxious to go out into the world on his own.

Sofia wanted to drive my car the few hundred yards to Francis’s bungalow and go in his hot tub. I was apprehensive because she hasn’t driven at night alone yet. Francis advised, “Let her do it and call you when she gets there so you know she’s not in a ditch somewhere.”

She couldn’t get the tub to heat so she and Stephanie came back to the house and got sleeping bags and went outside to sleep on the trampoline. Every inch of her wants to break out of an ordinary routine. I love her exuberant imagination and hate being the one who has to contain it.

MAY 25, 1986

I stayed up late watching videos. When I woke up the sun was streaming in and the phone was ringing. Francis said he has two days off for the Memorial Day holiday and he is going to drive out of Washington, D.C., into the country to try and take his mind off the production. “The first days of shooting went well, we’re on time and on budget.” But he had gotten a call from the head of the producing company. “They have ‘reservations’ about my new draft [of the script] and I have to work on it.”

While I was reading the Sunday paper on the front porch, Gio called. He asked me for the telephone number of a video technician. He said he was having ongoing difficulties with the equipment and needed to get someone to come to Washington and help him solve the problems. He stayed on the phone visiting with me a long time and then put Jacqui on. It was the first time in many years he didn’t just call, ask me for something, and hang up.

The last seven or so years Gio turned away from me, there were periods he hardly spoke to me. During the time it seemed like my marriage was about to end he sided with Francis. I was heartbroken although I realized he was taking the male position on his way to becoming a man. There was nothing I could do except wait for him to grow up and, I hoped, be more understanding. Also, there are aspects of his personality that are more similar to mine, quiet, introspective and nurturing, which are hard for a young man to reconcile with society’s macho ideal. When he’s home he often gets up late and sits at the kitchen table drinking a beer with his breakfast. He knows I disapprove. I go behind him and rub his shoulders through his blue bathrobe. It feels as if it’s the only way I can let him know I love him no matter what. Now, the last six months since he has been with Jacqui, he seems to be letting me back into his life. I’ve been waiting an excruciatingly long time. When I hung up the phone after our conversation today I could feel my heart beating rhythmically, as if finally relieved of a gnawing pain. It made me feel better about Sofia, reassuring me that when she is older we will enjoy each other’s company again.

I spent time in my work room doing research and selecting fabric samples for costumes I’ve been asked to design for ODC Dance Company in San Francisco, a frisky, innovative dance company that moved west from Oberlin College. I have known the lead dancer, KT Nelson, since she was a teenage babysitter for my young children. Through her I met the artistic director, Brenda Way, who saw some of my work and hired me. It felt good to begin focusing on a project of my own. In the afternoon I went to St. Helena to pick up Sofia at a friend’s house. When we got home she spent several hours on the phone with Stephanie. They decided they wanted to go camping. I told Sofia she had to stay home and tend to her homework. She had a school report she hadn’t started and a project that was due. She begged and promised she would work tomorrow. I told her she couldn’t go, she had just spent two days and two nights with her friends.

I drove to a birthday dinner for a former employee but felt uncomfortable leaving Sofia alone in an unhappy mood so I left the party early. When I got home she was sitting irritably at her typewriter. She asked me again to let her go out. I said, “No.” I felt bad about the way the evening ended.

MAY 26, 1986 [MEMORIAL DAY]

Sofia and I ate lunch on the front porch. We could hear rifle shots in the hills. The sounds cracked through the hot afternoon punctuating our sentences. Perhaps the vineyard workers were shooting at targets or hunting coyotes. As the shots increased, I wondered if a revolution had started and in our isolation here against the hills, with no television reception, we were the only ones who didn’t know about it. The dogs, their fur full of burrs, were stretched out asleep on the cool boards of the porch. The moment didn’t seem dangerous. After lunch Sofia returned to her typewriter. She had written four pages since last night. I read them and was amazed at how articulate and well written they were. “Hey, this writing is good, really good,” I said. She seemed pleased with what she had accomplished and her irritation with me had subsided. She wanted to go to San Francisco and shop at the Memorial Day sales. I wanted to take her to do something we could enjoy together, but I didn’t feel well. I finally said I was sorry but I couldn’t go.

I can’t understand why I don’t feel well. I’ve been exercising and eating healthfully.
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I have a small octagon-shaped room on the third floor in the turret of our old Victorian house which I have made into a space for solitude away from the busy household below. Our house is a large handsome Queen Anne–style Victorian, built in 1885. In the early seventies we lived in San Francisco and came to the Napa Valley looking for a little country house where our three children could play outside during cold, foggy San Francisco summers. Francis wanted a few acres of grapevines so he could make home wine.

As we looked at properties one day the real estate agent said, “There is a place you should see. It’s not for you, not what you’re looking for, it’s the Niebaum estate and may only be for sale once in our lifetime. It’s beautiful! You should see it while it’s open.” We drove up the driveway and saw the lawns, the elegant house under the branches of a grand old valley oak tree, the swimming pool and gardens set in over one hundred acres of vineyards and surrounded by untouched natural landscape climbing up to a distant ridge line. It looked like a movie set! We were enthralled.

Francis had just gotten a payment for Godfather so he made a bid of a sum beyond our wildest dreams, but lost to a consortium of twelve land developers who planned to sell off the house and vineyard and build sixty homes in the hills. Nothing the realtor showed us after that looked appealing. Then a few years later, much of the Napa Valley was zoned agricultural preserve. The land developers were not permitted to build and they wanted to sell. Francis responded aggressively and we bought the property in 1975. Suddenly we were owners of premium vineyards; Francis began to think about making not home wine but very fine wine in the tradition of the world-class premium wines that had historically come from the property. He said, “If you own a great race horse, you have to race it.” He hired a winemaker and began developing a winery in an old coach house on the property.

My octagonal room faces into the upper limbs of the old oak tree. There is a built-in wooden window seat forming a wide shelf under the rolled glass windows; on it I keep a selection of things I collect from nature. In the center I lay a textile and make a kind of altar where I create changing arrangements of flowers, candles, photos and objects that have meaning to me.
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A few years ago, actually it was very early in the morning of Memorial Day, we were awakened by a loud, horrific sound; the bedroom creaked and shuddered. It sounded as if a bomb had dropped. Gio slept in the room next to Francis’s and mine. He cried out in the high voice of a frightened child, “Mommy!” It was disturbing; he had called me “Mom” for years and now his voice, at age eighteen, was deep and resonant.

We went out in the night to investigate. An enormous limb of the giant oak tree in front of our house had fallen, grazing Gio’s room, shearing off the corner of the porch, knocking down a fig tree and landing on the driveway, flattening my car which Gio had driven that evening and hadn’t put back in the garage.

That afternoon I went up to my third-floor room to meditate, looking for meaning, some kind of sign in the falling of a major branch from our family’s giant oak tree when there was no storm, no wind. I felt a wave of fear but couldn’t attach any significance to the event. All the members of the family were well. Roman and Sofia were out with friends. Francis was writing in his bungalow. Gio was downstairs watching the Indianapolis 500 car race, I could hear the distinctive high whine of racing engines rising up the staircase. How ridiculous of me to look for an omen in a random occurrence in nature.

         

MAY 29, 1986 WASHINGTON, D.C.

My mind keeps jumping back to Memorial Day afternoon; I was at home in my little room on the third floor looking out into the branches of the giant old oak tree trying to understand why I felt ill for no reason. The telephone rang. Sofia answered it downstairs and I picked up the extension. We both heard the strange, strangled sound of Francis’s voice, as if he were speaking without breathing: “Ellie, we’ve lost our beloved son. Gio is dead.”

My cries lifted me out of my chair. Sofia went to the other line and called Roman, then she came to my room in agony. I pulled her into my arms. She sobbed, “I never heard Roman cry before.”

We learned that Gio and a friend were in a speedboat crossing the South River late on Memorial Day afternoon with the sun in their eyes. The friend drove between two boats without seeing that they were joined by a long tow rope submerged in the water. The rope snapped out of the water, broke through a railing and knocked Gio with such force against the back of the boat that he died instantly. The other young man was unscathed.

That night Sofia and I flew to Washington, D.C. The next days are memory fragments. I can see Sofia and Roman crying on the rented sofa in the apartment…Francis doubled over on the floor…the pain of seeing the family devastated layered on my own grief…the meeting I had with the priest to arrange a memorial service. For him it was just another appointment to schedule: “Yes, it can be in the late afternoon but not later than five. I have a dinner engagement at seven”…the first evening in the apartment, friends trying to comfort us, the phone ringing…looking in the mirror, seeing my face so changed, no longer looking vibrant and excited, younger than fifty, now seeing an unrecognizable old woman, drawn, red-eyed and frail…suddenly sinking to the sidewalk in front of the Hyatt hotel, sobbing hysterically, having to be supported by two of Francis’s cousins…standing in the small side room at Arlington Chapel reserved for family…seeing Francis standing in his gray suit next to a bouquet of miniature white roses with a card from Bobby De Niro…sitting in the first pew of the chapel filled with family, friends, cast and crew, banks of flowers and afternoon sunlight beautiful enough for a wedding…friends speaking about Gio…Francis’s father’s music playing on the organ…the priest reading from Kahlil Gibran…a personal celebration of Gio’s life rather than the packaged service I had feared.

MAY 30, 1986

Roman, Sofia and I went to the hotel room where Gio was living with Jacqui. She was there. We packed up his things. Sofia put on Gio’s white silk jacket, she said, “It smells like him.” We found the script he was writing. We told Jacqui she could have anything of Gio’s she wanted. She put things in her suitcase, including the black slippers I gave him on his last birthday. I felt conflicted. I wanted to keep those slippers but knew I had to share my twenty-two-year-old son’s history with this tall, brown-eyed, twenty-year-old woman with a vibrant smile who was his girlfriend for six months. Jacqui had been waiting on shore where the boys had let her out of the boat only minutes before their accident. When she learned what had happened she wept uncontrollably and confessed she was two months pregnant with Gio’s child. A part of Gio continues to live, as if he knew that leaving us would be too unbearable so he left a gift.

JUNE 2, 1986

Yesterday I threw out seven flower arrangements. The apartment still has the faintly dank odor of dead flowers, all that remains from the dozens of arrangements sent to the memorial service for Gio. There were flowers in the crystal vase I got for my birthday and filled on Mother’s Day. I am in an unspeakable rage. How could life so utterly and excruciatingly sabotage me, how could Gio abandon me just as we were drawing closer, how could he leave us and shatter our family? How outrageous my every thought is.

In my late forties I did a lot of therapy and personal work attempting to rid myself of old angers, lingering resentments and to forgive those who had caused me pain and forgive myself for my mistakes and the pain I’ve caused. I felt I was beginning my new decade in a positive, healed way. Now I feel as if I am back to zero, full of anger, heartache and darkness; a point I thought I would never slip to again. I thought I would just get lighter, happier and by the time the losses of old age set in, I’d have the wisdom to meet them. I never expected a knockout blow now.

JUNE 6, 1986

Wednesday Francis started back to work. The producers offered to close down the film but he wanted to continue. The demands of the production would be familiar, the days would be filled with hard work that would prevent the torturous reality of Gio’s loss from pervading every moment. Shooting was scheduled for 6:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m. Sofia and I stayed until after the lunch break at midnight. Francis was out on the set but we spent most of the evening in the video van with Roman. Francis asked Roman to come and take Gio’s job. He canceled his study trip to London and came to Washington, D.C. I could see his misery. He lost the person he was perhaps closest to in all the world and he couldn’t escape; each day he will be surrounded by reminders of Gio and will witness his parents’ and sister’s pain.

On the monitors we could see the set as Roman talked over the radio to the crew unreeling cable and positioning the rolling rack of video recording equipment. Gio’s pillow was still under the console where he curled up at night during long waits for lighting on the set. Taped to the wall was a printout of a line Francis found in the console computer that Gio had put in when he was sixteen and first learning how to use the equipment: “Art Never Sleeps.”
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Francis continued for the weeks that followed to direct the film about the honor guards of Arlington Cemetery who bury the young men killed in the war.

Jacqui came to live with us. Ten family members were together on New Year’s morning in 1987, when our granddaughter Gia was born.

         

SEPTEMBER 7, 1991 NAPA

Francis turned an old barn into a rehearsal stage and is here working with the cast of Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Fourteen actors and crew members have been staying with us in the house and two guest cottages. My attention has been on details such as dry towels, the constantly ringing phone and dinner preparations. I am surrounded by people coming and going and have begun to feel hungry to be alone, but at the same time I am relishing the creative energy and the entertaining company around me.

In the afternoon I took two baskets and walked into the garden. I could hear several turtles slide off rocks into the pond as I passed. The scent of roses, damp earth and lavender drifted up from the shady flower beds along the path. I crossed the dirt road into the bright sun and entered the vegetable garden. The zucchini plants were sprawling with gray blotches on their broad leaves but still I found a dozen new squash rising up from their centers. I cut them off and collected the deep yellow blossoms. In the heat I could smell the tomato vines thick and bushy leaning on posts. I picked the reddest ones, half filling both baskets. I added green peppers on top, then went to the greenhouse and gathered red-leaf lettuces, a bouquet of basil, handfuls of arugula and Italian parsley. My baskets were heavy and overflowing; I had to stop several times on my way back to the house to rest or pick up lettuce that had fallen out.

In the kitchen I put the salad greens in the sink and the basil in a vase. I scalded the tomatoes, peeled and chopped them, watching stripes of afternoon light cross vegetables, bowls and knives on the long wooden table where I sat.

As I finished cutting the zucchini into round rings, Patty, our housekeeper, burst into the kitchen with bags of groceries. We set to work pounding veal, slicing mushrooms, chopping parsley, drying the lettuce, roasting peppers. Francis’s assistant director called from the stage to say there would be twenty for dinner; too many to fit in the dining room so we set the long table on the side porch. I was filling small vases with bouquets of pink roses and flowering oregano when Francis arrived with the actors and crew. While they took drinks to the front porch or went swimming in the pool Francis began to cook. He thought we hadn’t flattened the veal well enough and he pounded it more.

Someone started the jukebox in the dining room; Tosca was playing. Francis fried the zucchini blossoms. People came in and out of the kitchen getting drinks from the refrigerator and tasting the hot squash blossoms, roast peppers and olives set out on the table. I could hear Tom Waits talking to his daughter on the phone in the hall about a homework paper she was writing on the topic of friendship. The pasta water began boiling and as Francis put the spaghetti in, I went out on the porch to light candles and invite everyone to come to the table.

I passed pitchers of water from our spring and bottles of wine. As I served our guests—among them Winona Ryder, Keanu Reeves, and Cary Elwes—I was reminded of the first time I had a star for dinner. I was young. Francis was directing Finian’s Rainbow and had invited his leading lady, Petula Clark. She was at the height of her fame. I was so nervous as I was serving, I knocked a flowerpot off a stand near the table. It scattered dirt and debris over the floor at the heels of my guests. I was frozen with terror not knowing whether to stop serving and clean up, letting the food get cold, or continue serving and step in the mess. I did the latter and still feel perspiration rise on my neck when I think about it. Now as I looked along the table, the movie stars appeared no older than my children and didn’t seem terrifying at all.

When I returned to the kitchen Francis ladled pasta into bowls while Patty and I garnished them with leaves of basil. We carried the full trays out to the porch. Francis sat down last at the end of the table and sprinkled his pasta with red pepper flakes. As the last light faded from the garden, Francis and I went back into the kitchen where he cooked the veal and I sautéed zucchini. We brought out platters and passed them family-style.

We all remained at the table in the candlelight sipping grappa and espresso. Polite conversation had fallen away long before. Tony Hopkins and Gary Oldman gave imitations of Richard Burton, Marlon Brando and Jack Nicholson. Explosions of laughter burst across the porch and into the trees, seeming to rustle the leaves in the darkness.

         

SEPTEMBER 17, 1991 LOS ANGELES

Francis is doing final rehearsals with the actors in Los Angeles. I arrived from Napa last night and rode to work with him early this morning. He showed me a little office he had prepared in a studio apartment across the street from the rehearsal space. It was in an old building with a plaque in the front hall that said, “Built by Rudolph Valentino, Errol Flynn lived here.” The carpets in the halls were an unappealing brown shag. The doors to the apartments were new and ordinary with cheap hardware. When we stepped into the apartment I was surprised; it hadn’t been remodeled and had original 1920s charm. There were small windowpanes rimmed with vines, nice old tile, a built-in dressing table and roomy cedar closet. Francis had a table set up in the small living room with his writing supplies so he could add ideas into the script and new lines he got from improvisations during the rehearsal. From a file tray he took a new script his assistant had prepared for him with yesterday’s notes.

We walked across an alley and into a large courtyard at the side of a church. There was a school attached to the church and the gymnasium had been rented for the rehearsal space. On the lines defining the basketball court, folding tables and chairs, apple boxes and props were set out. Along the side lines were portable clothing racks full of costumes and a table with a hissing coffeemaker, pink cardboard pastry box full of doughnuts, a stack of paper cups and paper napkins laid out in a fan. The actors talked together in clusters under the home team basket. The murmur of conversation echoed in the large hollow room, punctuated by the clack of folding chairs snapping open and a propman’s screwdriver falling against a metal table leg.

It was the first time I’d seen the actors since their stay in Napa. They seemed familiar and friendly. Keanu came over and hugged me warmly as if I were a favorite aunt, then he loped back to a place by the table. Maybe it was only a hug for the boss’s wife, but I treasured it. The color of his skin and hair, his height, the width of his shoulders, the casual easy way he wears his wrinkled T-shirt and scruffy blue jeans reminds me so much of Gio. Today is Gio’s birthday. Suddenly I could see the last moments we were together on Mother’s Day 1986, standing on the sidewalk in front of the apartment in Washington, D.C. I could feel our last hug, my right hand touching the thick, dark wavy hair at the back of his neck, my left arm wrapped across his T-shirt against the taut muscles in his thin young man’s back.

I realized that while I was thinking about Gio I had unconsciously moved to a chair alone by the costume racks. I thought I was being very calm just reviewing thoughts from the past in my mind when a wave of grief welled up and spread across my chest into my throat and a low animal cry escaped from my lips. My face contorted as I stifled a moan and quickly concealed myself behind a row of hanging overcoats. Finally I regained my composure. I wiped my face on the striped sleeve of a man’s shirt and slipped between women’s dresses to exit by a side door. Outside, Tom Fox, the video technician, was laying cable and waved a cheery “Hello!” I could feel tears choking my voice and hurried across the street and up into the little office apartment where I could be alone. As I stood weeping by the window, watching the school children in the play yard below, deep wracking sobs rose out of my chest. As my body began to unclench I happened to look at my watch. It was just after 11 a.m., the time of Gio’s birth twenty-eight years ago.

The phone rang. It was Francis’s sister, Tally. I wondered how she had found me at just that moment. We talked for a long time. Finally my tears subsided. She invited me to come spend the day with her. “I’m OK,” I said. “I think I just need to be alone.” “Well, let’s all get together for dinner and commemorate Gio’s birthday. Pick the place and let me know,” she said. “I’ll ask Roman to decide,” I told her. “It’ll be a steak house for sure.”

In the afternoon I drove to Jacqui and Gia’s apartment. I could tell I was feeling better because I began to notice things around me, such as a man strolling along the sidewalk on Hollywood Boulevard wearing only swimming trunks and combat boots.

When Jacqui opened the front door a dank smell curled around me. As Gia ran into my arms, a gray rabbit hopped out from under the dining room table leaving a trail of round black droppings. “We’re cleaning its cage right now,” Jacqui said. I helped Gia wash the water dish and fold newspaper to fit the bottom of the cage. I told her, “Your daddy loved animals, you know. He had two rabbits when he was a boy, a brown one and a white one.”

We sat on the couch and I read Curious George to her. She is four and a half and likes the story about a mischievous monkey. When she was tired of reading I told her it was Gio’s birthday and the whole family was going to have dinner together. I said, “We’ll get a little cake and you can blow out the candle.” She thought for a few moments and said, “My daddy would be happy to have his little girl blow out his candle.”

OCTOBER 19, 1991

Last evening Francis and I watched rushes from the first day’s shooting of Dracula on sound stages in Los Angeles. They were projected on the wall-sized screen in the bedroom. I pushed buttons on the control unit at the end of the snakelike cord until the bed was adjusted into a sitting position. We watched a scene with Lucy and Mina play over and over; the wide angles, the medium shots and close-ups, all the selected takes for one scene. I couldn’t keep in mind the subtle differences between takes, couldn’t imagine how Francis knew he wanted the editor to use take nine instead of take thirteen. I watched the endless repetition as if it were a strangely fascinating avant-garde film.

I drove to the studio this morning to visit the set. Inside a huge stage at Columbia Studios a grand Victorian mansion had been built. I loved seeing the furnishings, all the rich silks and brocades in a perfect harmony of muted color. Francis took my hand and said, “Come see this.” He led me to the bedroom to look at the large round headboard for Lucy’s bed with its carved bat designs and thick tassels.

The room opened onto a terrace overlooking the garden. We walked down two flights of wide stone steps to a fountain and a pond with water lilies blooming. Beyond, I could see the entrance to the crypt and a hill with family gravestones. There was a rose arbor and a maze of high hedges. Francis said, “All this garden is built in the pit of the stage where Esther Williams’s swimming pool once was.” He was called to the first camera position in the great hall. I roamed around, interested in the way real and artificial plants were intermixed. The painted fake stone walls had drifts of real ivy and moss. A greens man was burying the last pots of flowering shrubs next to the pathway.

I went back up to the main house set and was happy to find my friend Eiko Ishioka, the costume designer. She pointed out an arrangement of flowers that she wanted the set dresser to change because the colors of the blossoms were too bright for the subtle scheme of the room. We walked to the bedroom set. She said, “I ask art department to get many collections exotic things. Lucy is rich girl. She would travel around world, bring back many things.” The set dressers were arranging collections of small Oriental masks, cut-glass bottles with ornate silver tops, boxes of unusual butterflies, little silk purses, ivory carvings, and hatboxes on the chests, bedside and dressing table. There were boxes of things still wrapped in tissue paper stacked on the floor. I thought about Eiko being so involved with the visual look of the film, concerned about the many details outside her department, her strong opinions and fearlessness in expressing them. She and I have talked about how I am more Japanese in manner, more quiet and shy, and she more assertive and American in ways. She pointed out the fake blossoming wisteria vines hanging over the door to the terrace: “That shade of lavender too strong. Needs to be softened.” I hadn’t noticed it; she was right.

We walked together to the camera position. Winona Ryder had come onto the set for a rehearsal in her costume; she had a perfect Victorian figure, a tiny wasp waist and full bust. Eiko looked sharply at Winona’s dress, then adjusted the fabric falling imperceptibly askew. The dress was made of pale absinthe-green silk taffeta with intricate embroidery on the bodice. The full skirt had hundreds of knife pleats at the waist and a draped bustle with yards of fabric cascading to the floor. It was a work of art.

NOVEMBER 9, 1991

I flew from Napa to Los Angeles and took a taxi to the studio. As I passed by the big open doors of Stage 30 I could see bulldozers pulling down the last of the beautiful mansion set. There was a dark gaping hole where the English garden had been. I found Francis in Stage 23 on the asylum set. We were happy to see each other. As he released me from a lingering hug, I could see the crew rushing between their supply areas and the set, working on last-minute details before the first shot. The cavernous dungeonlike rooms were wonderfully horrifying, with rock walls oozing slimy water. Francis pointed down a deep musty corridor and said, “See that?” Suddenly I realized that the set was quite shallow and the vastness was created by a huge wall of mirror artfully covered in rock at the edges.

Tom Waits stepped out from one of the chambers in his costume. His hair had been shaved up the back in odd little ridges. The front, left long, was sprayed gray and stuck out from his head. His teeth had been stained black and brown and he wore filthy long underwear and a torn, dirty Victorian coat. He had pointed period shoes, unbuttoned, flapping open on his dirty bare feet. Each of his hands was covered with a bizarre cagelike glove made of dark stained leather around his wrist and thin bent metal rods over his fingers with leather caps at the tips. He held a battered tin plate with his asylum food, a moldy crust of bread covered with a squirming mass of maggots, strange orange worms, dead flies, a large potato bug and a selection of beetles. Tom was gently pushing them around the plate saying, “Hey, you, move over.”

The bug wrangler was standing nearby. He had several additional tins of maggots and beetles. He occasionally prodded the contents of Tom’s plate to make sure they were all moving. He had an assistant with several boxes of candy beetles that were added to the plate so that when Tom picked up something to eat in a scene he could select the candy. Tom was having difficulty picking up anything with his caged fingers. Eiko and the propman were called in. They tried putting honey on Tom’s leather fingertips so the candy insects would stick. It didn’t work. They tried double-faced sticky tape and then spray adhesive. Tom was very patient as he tried hard to pick up worms from the wiggling mass. Finally the shot setup was complete and they had to shoot. They decided to frame over Tom’s shoulder and let the second unit get shots of him actually eating from the plate.

NOVEMBER 11, 1991

Francis got a wake-up call at 5:45 this morning. As he was leaving for the set, he said, “What are you going to do today?” I found myself in the early gray light slipping into a familiar depression. Part of it is being on location in Francis’s domain where he goes to work, intensely focused on his project, and I attend to little tasks. I thought of all the things I want to do at home and felt anxious to get back to Napa. Of course I am free to leave Los Angeles, but Francis and the children are here.

In the afternoon I went to the studio and found Francis in the Silverfish [video van] reviewing what he’d shot that morning on one monitor and, on another, watching the progress of the crew on stage setting up a new shot. As we sat in the dim light, his producer Fred came in with a folder of papers and began discussing our financial situation: “It looks as if next year some of these debts can be retired.” We still have debts from the millions of dollars in losses incurred during the early ’80s when Francis bought Hollywood General Studios and made One from the Heart. Both of which turned out to be financial failures. Deep inside I know I hide the fear that if something happened to Francis I would be responsible for those debts with no possible way to repay them.

NOVEMBER 12, 1991

I drove to meet Mary Patton, a friend since college, for breakfast at a new place on La Brea next to a bakery. I haven’t lived in L.A. since Francis made One from the Heart in 1980. I lost my way.

When I arrived Mary was standing outside the restaurant. As I parked I could hear a scolding voice in my head shouting at me, “Why can’t you be on time? Why didn’t you start earlier? Your life is so easy compared to Mary’s.”

Mary looked pretty wearing a jade green silk blouse, her naturally curly blond hair framing her smiling face. Only the crease cutting deeply between her eyebrows hinted at the pain she is enduring. We sat in the atrium in the bright morning light. I ordered toasted walnut bread with goat cheese, curious to try new California cuisine. Mary had hot seven-grain cereal, the healthy kind my mother made me eat as a child when I wished I could have Wheaties.

Mary played the ingénue in Francis’s first feature film, Dementia 13, where Francis and I met while I was the assistant to his art director. Mary’s two boys, Geoffrey and Tyler, played with Gio and Roman on location in Nebraska during the making of Rain People in 1968 and in New York City during The Godfather in 1971. Now Mary is the script supervisor for Roman, who is shooting the second unit on Dracula. She talked about working for him. “Roman is so calm, so intelligent. He’s really doing a great job! Everybody on his crew loves working for him











































































OEBPS/images/Copp_9780385526838_epub_001_r1.jpg
Noteron d Life

s Elearor C_pyo/zt





OEBPS/images/Copp_9780385526838_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
NOTES ON A LIFE

ELEANOR COPPOLA

A KNOPF () BOOK






OEBPS/images/Copp_9780385526838_epub_005_r1.jpg
k|

Dodledey

New Yk Lonkn T Sydy Aucknd





OEBPS/images/Copp_9780385526838_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Copp_9780385526838_epub_002_r1.jpg





