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The Furry Girl School of American Fiction

An Introduction by Jonathan Lethem

1. THEY ALSO WROTE

For years I thought I’d begin an essay with the title “They Also Wrote.” This wasn’t a plan, exactly, but a notion, barely more than a title. The idea was to write a kind of general manifesto on behalf of forgotten authors. I’d likely never have done it. By a certain point I’d made my eccentric preference for out-of-print and neglected fiction, for the noncanonical dark horses—Flann O’Brien over James Joyce, say—abundantly clear (probably irritatingly so, for any reader who was paying attention). With the help of the New York Review of Books imprint, and a few other heroic publishing programs, I’d been involved, a few times, in dragging a few of my pets back into view—Bernard Wolfe, Anna Kavan, Don Carpenter. Other times I’d simply been delighted to see it done, as if according to my whims, but without lifting a finger.

We may be living, in fact, in the great age of “rediscovered” authors. Younger readers want to talk to me, all the time, about Shirley Jackson and John Williams and, of course, Philip K. Dick, who’s become so renowned that very few people remember that at the time of his death he was largely forgotten, and out of print. Perhaps at a time when canons have fragmented and been assaulted, and working authors seem compromised by social-media overfamiliarity and three-and-a-half-star verdicts, these honorably silent dark horses are the best repository for our old sacred feeling, the one cultivated in the semiprivacy between a reader and a favorite book. Living writers, now that we’ve gotten such a close look at them, are pretty embarrassing. Famous authors of the past? Mostly blowhards. Posthumously celebrated writers, on the other hand, all seem to walk under the grace of Kafka’s umbrella, with Melville and Emily Dickinson.

Plenty of remarkable books still slip through the rediscovery net. I wouldn’t have put money on David Bowman’s chances. Certainly, I’d never have imagined that my largely forgotten old friend, author of two slim out-of-print novels and one out-of-print book of music journalism, would be reincarnated in the form of an epic novel about celebrity and power in the postwar twentieth century, one he didn’t finish soon enough to submit to publishers before he died. Sure, I’d known Big Bang—which Bowman also sometimes liked to call Tall Cool One—existed. He’d shown me portions of it over the years. I’m probably not the only person who saw pages. But the notion that he’d reached a satisfying conclusion to what seemed his most quixotic writing journey, let alone that anyone would ever usher it into print—this never seemed remotely likely.

No, if Bowman were heard from again, I’d assumed it would be because some dedicated publisher had chosen to reprint his first novel, from 1992, Let the Dog Drive. It was his only success, really, among the three books published during his lifetime, despite being published by NYU Press, and therefore receiving barely anything in the way of a publicity campaign. (The early ’90s were an unmatched era in the history of publicity campaigns for novels; it was Bowman who joked to me that when he witnessed Donna Tartt’s rollout in Vanity Fair he thought, “Wow, I wish I had a novel out,” and then, “Wait a minute, I do have a novel out!”) Let the Dog Drive, an antic noir comedy about a dysfunctional family, interspersed literary and pop-cultural references with arresting sex and violence. It gained rave reviews in both the Times Book Review and The New Yorker, despite featuring nothing more in the way of jacket blurbs than an excerpt from a letter to Bowman from Joan Didion, thanking him for mentioning her in the novel. (That he’d written to Didion was, I’d learn, typical of Bowman’s ingenuous approach to celebrities, literary and otherwise, who fascinated him; more on this soon.)

During Bowman’s 1995 book tour for the Penguin paperback of Let the Dog Drive he visited Diesel Books, in Oakland, California. I was one of a handful who attended. I asked him to autograph my copy of the NYU hardcover and gave him a copy of my then-fresh first novel, Gun, with Occasional Music. Bowman inscribed my copy, “to Jonathan—six figures in your future!” Bowman candidly dreamed of glory for both of us, from the inception of our friendship. Yet it was our dual marginality that created the bond. From this point I’m implicated in every story I have to tell you about David Bowman. I’m incapable of introducing him without committing memoir.

2. THE BOWMAN TAPES

Bowman returned to New York, and I stayed, for the moment, in my garret in Berkeley. Almost immediately, we’d talk on the phone nearly every day. Bowman was my first conduit to the contemporary literary New York City of the late ’90s, which I was now working my courage up to enter, and which was almost wholly mysterious to me; growing up in Brooklyn hadn’t constituted any form of preliminary encounter. Bowman was marvelously charismatic on the phone. His tone amused and conspiratorial, he began every call in medias res, with the word “—so . . .” Then he’d leap in midstream, resuming some trailing thought from an earlier conversation, even if it was only one he’d been having with himself.

Yet the phone wasn’t enough. Bowman besieged me with charmingly nutty handwritten letters, many of them containing scissor-and-glue-pot collages, usually incorporating elements from the New York tabloids—Page Six squibs concerning the kinds of writers who generated Page Six squibs: Mailer, McInerney, his beloved Didion, or downtown figures who’d risen to stardom, like Patti Smith, Jim Jarmusch, David Byrne—combined with Bowman’s own cartoonish Sharpie scribbles, or his personal erotic photography. He’d call these cut-ups “charms”—they were meant to convey writerly luck. One I still have tacked up over my desk was called the “Dancing DeLillos Charm”: a row of Rockettes with Don DeLillo’s head atop each dancer.

Yet there’s more: the Bowman tapes. He and his wife regularly rented a cabin in Montauk, and while there he’d pace the beach, drinking beer, and monologuing to me into a tape recorder. The cassettes arrived in the mail, incoherently labeled. I’d pop them into my car or home tape player and listen. They were hypnotic, outlandish, and boring at once. Bowman’s monologues were elaborately themed—usually some variation on his obsession with writerly ambition, and how it was cursed for him, for me, and nearly anybody, by the afflictions of personal fate. He’d inaugurate each rant with certain key phrases to which he’d return, as if in song. Bowman was a master at a kind of verbal plate-spinning routine, but he was also a helpless digressionist, and sometimes a plate on the far side of the stage would be forgotten for twenty minutes or more. Sometimes you’d have to flip the tape over to find out if he’d forgotten his theme.

This is improbable, but much about Bowman is improbable. He sent more tapes than I found time to listen to. I recall my girlfriend complaining about how they’d begun filling up the floor space in the passenger side of my Toyota Corolla. I did my best to keep up, but it was hopeless. On the tapes, Bowman’s dreams and schemes were interspersed with the crunch of his feet on the wet Montauk beach at night, and though I haven’t listened to one of the Bowman tapes in nearly two decades, I can still hear that gravel crunch and the heavy breathing of his pauses for thought, as if it recurs in my nightly dreams.

3. THE LOT 49 METHOD

Bowman’s loyalty and generosity were simply immense, in those first years, while I remained stranded in Berkeley, far from the action, and our friendship was conducted by phone, tape, and charm. After three books, I’d been orphaned at Harcourt Brace and needed a new publisher, but I was a pretty small fish. My agent had an offer from Doubleday, but Bowman, working behind the scenes, turned it into a small auction with his own publisher, Little, Brown. (I landed at Doubleday.) The book in question needed a new title, the first task I needed to perform for my shiny new publisher, and I was flailing. Bowman walked me through it: use the Lot 49 Method, he told me. I had to ask what he meant. “‘The Crying of Lot 49’ is the last line of The Crying of Lot 49,” he explained. “What’s the last line of your book?” I looked: my last line included the phrase “as she climbed across the table.” That same book was blurbless. Bowman, acting on his own, forced it on, of all people, Jim Harrison. Likely bewildered but charmed, as people tended to be on early encounter with Bowman’s manic style, Jim Harrison improbably gave forth with a blurb. I doubt my new publisher had any idea how that happened—I barely understood it myself—but they probably assumed Harrison had been my teacher somewhere, or had been a friend of my dad’s.

4. THE FURRY GIRL SCHOOL

At some point early on Bowman coined a name for us: the Furry Girl School of American Fiction. He’d named it after a character in my second novel, Amnesia Moon—a girl, specifically, who was furry. I don’t mean “furry” in the modern polymorphously perverse sense of a fetish for dressing up in costumes and having sex—I mean that her body was covered in light fur. To Bowman, the character was an emblem of what he and I loved most in the books we loved: not “heart,” exactly, but some eccentric character or motif, a tic or inside joke, almost, one that made the book personal to the author, and in turn to the reader who loved it. A book could be impressive without containing this quality, which was quickly shortened to “Furry.” In Bowman’s reasoning—always comprised of instantaneous certainties—almighty DeLillo, for instance, had written books both Furry (End Zone, White Noise) and not (Players, Underworld). Mailer had never been Furry in his life. Chandler was Furry, Ellroy not. And so on. Swept up, anointed, I consented even when it made no sense, and we indexed the whole world on the Furry Scale.

The Furry Girl School needed a female member—this was my suggestion, and I nominated a writer named Cathryn Alpert, who’d written a funny, Furry, and in some ways Bowmanesque novel called Rocket City. From the clues (small-press publication in hardcover, for one thing) Alpert was as much outsider, as much dark horse, as Bowman and I felt ourselves to be. We called or emailed, out of the blue; or possibly I turned up at a reading and announced us to her. Bowman’s charms worked at a distance (perhaps they worked best at a distance), and Cathryn Alpert, who’d heard of neither of us before this, quickly consented. The Furry Girl School had three members now.

5. CHLOE AND SNOOT

David Bowman would turn out to be one of the most isolated people I’ve ever known—isolated on the profoundest levels by a certain traumatic displacement from ordinary human consolation. Yet on a day-to-day basis he wasn’t strictly alone. Bowman had a wife. Chloe Wing was older than Bowman, and seemed almost infinitely kind and patient with him, if sometimes also rather distant, impassive (later, I’d view this as a survival trait on Chloe’s part). He also had a dog, the beloved Snoot, a tall black-and-white hound with sensitive paws. Snoot suffered: he endured treatments to his paws, and for digestive troubles, and other ailments. Bowman, helpless in his devotion, suffered with the dog.

When I moved back to New York City and first visited Bowman and Chloe and Snoot in their beautiful Manhattan apartment, his life seemed enviable. From the distance of California my new friend had appeared to know so many editors and writers. I was now ready to be swept up in his world, to begin our friendship in person, rather than long-distance. In fact, up close, my great friend was quickly exposed to me as a person whose stark limitations, whose damage, were the equal of his charisma and brilliance. Almost overnight, I began at some level to take care of Bowman, instead of the reverse.

6. DOGBOY AND SARGE

If David Bowman was such a dear friend, why do I keep calling him Bowman? Well, I never called him David. To others, I called him Bowman, as he’d called me Lethem, to others. It was Bowman’s habit always and only to last-name writers (Didion, Lish, Moody, et al.). Then he’d adopt hard-and-fast nicknames for interpersonal address. At his suggestion, I called him Dogboy, and he called me, at first, Amnesia Boy, after my second novel, Amnesia Moon. Pretty soon he switched me to Sarge, which was how he addressed me for the rest of his life. Bowman called me Sarge because, he explained, he always followed my commands, as if in a war movie, as if we were going over a hill.

The “commands” in question? I’d tell Bowman not to do things. After I’d moved to New York I’d begun to realize how he was serially alienating the magazine editors upon whom he depended, as well as his book publicists and other editorial subordinates. He freaked people out with his bizarre pitches, his strange, insinuating late-night calls and emails, his impetuous rages over poorly specified minor betrayals. He knew many writers and editors, yes, but now I saw that nearly all of them had learned, or were learning, or would soon learn, to treat him with kid gloves. There came a point when I understood I’d never met anyone who devoted as large a share of his (vast) creative energy to impulses that were sheerly disastrous, that he had to be talked out of.

I failed, at the time, to concern myself with the recipients of Bowman’s tirades. Some of the villains who incensed him might have earned it—like the businessman who’d once kicked at Snoot on Second Avenue—but this can’t be true of all the publishing operatives at whom he uncorked. To my shame, my interventions weren’t so much with his victims in mind as they were intended to save Bowman from himself.

7. LOVES

Bowman loved beer and traveled to a special warehouse in Brooklyn to purchase the exotic imported bottles he craved. This was nearly the only thing that could get him onto the subway—he otherwise preferred to walk Snoot on the Lower East Side, or to stay at home.

Bowman loved Bob Dylan, inordinately, and collected Dylan bootlegs, but to my astonishment had never been to see Dylan play live. Bowman loved Patti Smith, inordinately. He loved her earliest music, raging and foul-mouthed, and he seemed always to be searching for an equivalent in his curiosity about PJ Harvey, Thea Gilmore, and so forth. He loved Marianne Faithfull, too; fair to say he was electrified by foul-mouthed women in general. He loved Lou Reed, Gillian Welch, Thomas Carlyle, Elizabeth McCracken’s The Giant’s House, Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian, Dr. Seuss, and dogs.

Bowman loved New York City. He’d come from elsewhere—Wisconsin, then Vermont—but embraced the city without looking back. The city’s greatest exponents seem to latch on to it as Balzac’s Lucien Chardon latches on to Paris, in Lost Illusions, after arriving from the provinces: Dawn Powell, Andy Warhol, et al.

Bowman loved film noir, but I don’t recall him caring particularly for film otherwise. I don’t recall any affection for soul music, or science fiction, or food in general. He lived a few blocks from Veselka but declined ever to meet me there for the late-night plates of pierogies that reminded me so much of my teenage years—frequenting Veselka’s again had been one of the several things I was sure I’d moved back to New York City to do.

8. THE TRUCK

On Montauk, in 1989, Bowman had been walking alone on a road when he was hit and nearly killed by a truck (his Times obituary reads “car,” but he always called it a truck when we spoke). He suffered major head trauma and was in a coma for a month, during which he was ministered to by his wife, Chloe, to whom he said he owed his life. Let the Dog Drive was largely finished before the accident, but when he awoke from his coma he wasn’t aware he’d written a book, and had to read the draft dozens of times before he understood that it was up to him to finish it. His friend Eric Schneider, to whom it is dedicated, told his obituarist, Paul Vitello, that the book “helped him remember who he was.”

This may be true. It surely is, in part. But it is also the case that the last portions of Let the Dog Drive portray scenes of torture and revenge that plunge the book into a darkness for which the earlier two-thirds have scantly prepared a reader to endure. I didn’t have Chloe’s or Eric Schneider’s luck, of knowing Bowman both before and after the accident. I do know that one of Bowman’s alternative nicknames for himself was Vengeance Boy—and that as long as I knew him he saw himself as wronged by the universe. I know that he saw himself as a person who suffered, on a daily basis, and sought alleviation in beer, rock and roll, and fantasies of righteous justice being inflicted on his many persecutors. He could offer humorous perspective on his condition, but it wasn’t something over which he appeared to have any control.

David Bowman died, in 2012, of a massive brain hemorrhage. I’d moved back to California just a year before, and I learned of his death from Chloe, who reached me by telephone. I was stunned. Bowman and I had been out of touch for a year or more, and the news I feared was the reverse: I knew Chloe was mortally sick with cancer, and that Bowman might at some point tell me that he had been left even more alone in the world. (Chloe did follow, a year later.)

“He walked into our bedroom and told me he had a terrible headache,” Chloe told me, and explained that he then fell to the floor and was dead within minutes. “It was a good death,” she added, whether to console me or herself or because she felt it was so, I don’t know. It seemed to me a parenthesis had closed, as though the truck had come to claim him. How strange to consider that the years between the injury and his death, the twenty-three years in which he published three books and wrote at least two more, the years in which I’d known him, could be seen as merely a kind of dispensation.

The question I can’t avoid: how much was Vengeance Boy a product of brain trauma?

9. JUST LIKE TOM THUMB’S BLUES

In the first flush of my return to New York, in the period when I projected Bowman as one of my great life’s companions, without qualification, and before I’d understood how difficult it was for him to be out of his self-soothing routines, without his Snoot walks, and away from his desk and telephone, I dragged him to a Bob Dylan concert. I saw this as my duty. I was seeing Dylan live a lot in that period.

The concert was in New Jersey, at the Performing Arts Center in Newark. I was riding there with my friend Michael, and others, and I arranged to pick Bowman up at his doorstep. This was a great calamitous carload of fools wreathed in pot smoke, and in retrospect I’m amazed that I lured Bowman into the back seat. He had a wide-eyed daft look that said he was amazed himself to have been lured. He wore a long trench coat, buttoned to the neck. “I just hope he plays ‘Tom Thumb’s Blues,’” Bowman said, and I warned him not to expect it; Dylan rarely plays that song, and never plays what you most wish to hear. Of course, we arrived late to the concert, in a crazy fever to park and go inside. We’d calculated our trip to miss the opening act, a regular sport for me and Michael when Dylangoing, so Dylan was already playing.

At the routine frisk inside the turnstiles, a security guard made Bowman open his trench coat. Immediately visible were two beers, Bowman’s beloved imported bottles, one in each of his flannel shirt’s pockets. Bowman gave a sheepish shrugging smile, one I’ll never forget. The guard, shaking his head, confiscated the bottles. We rushed up to the highest level of the auditorium to find our seats in the dark. As we sat, Bowman frisked himself this time, reproducing the sheepish smile. He revealed a bottle that had survived the guard’s inspection. Then another, and another—he still possessed three bottles, which had been secreted who-knows-where, in his sleeves or in the trench coat’s interior pockets. As we took our seats, gazing down on Dylan and his band’s heads from the upper deck, Dylan finished one song and began another: “Just Like Tom Thumb’s Blues.”

10. BUNNY HAS A HAIRBALL

Let the Dog Drive gave Bowman his chance to move to a major publisher. He followed his eccentric book with an even more eccentric one, called Bunny Modern, set in a future where electricity has vanished, and armed nannies protect a diminishing pool of babies from kidnappers while cranked up on a drug called Vengeance. Around the time I moved back to New York Bowman was revising the pages obsessively; his expectations for the book were immense. When he finally showed it to me he delivered it in what he called the Bunny Box—a kind of three-dimensional collage object, much larger than it needed to be to contain what was a very brief manuscript. His impatience for me to read it, and sanctify it as “Furry,” was formidable.

There came a strange misadventure. This was before cell phones. I’d read the book overnight, and Bowman had stood by for my assessment, but I had some kind of urgent appointment, and had to leave word with my friend Maureen, knowing he’d call. The phrase I asked Maureen to pass along was “The Bunny is Furry.” Maureen, panicked by Bowman’s urgency, blurted out, “The Bunny has a hairball.” Bowman exploded. She apologized, but it was too late. An hour or two later, when I was able to reach him directly, his only words for me were “The Bunny has a hairball? The Bunny has a hairball?” He’d sat stewing, drinking beer, and trying to interpret Maureen’s colorful slip. The only interpretations he could hit on were dire ones. I worked to calm him down.

Maureen might have been prescient. There were U.S. writers who’d lately preceded Bowman in offering dystopian fantasias under the cover of traditional literary publishing: Steve Erickson, Katherine Dunn, Paul Auster. Kirstin Bakis’s Lives of the Monster Dogs had found a nice success in New York the year before. Bowman was envious—dogs were his thing—but also believed it auspicious for his book. Yet he was at least ten years ahead of the great fashion for dystopias in highbrow circles, and anyhow, hadn’t judged how his book’s slightness, and its vein of real perversity, might play against it.

Bowman had been a dark-horse success with Let the Dog Drive, but now he’d lost a major publisher some money, and, worse, exhausted their good faith with his badgering calls and office visits. The book’s failure wasn’t another truck, perhaps, but it sliced off another layer of Bowman’s droll, perversely jubilant outlook, and deepened his sense of being misused by fate, perhaps even being conspired against—by whom, exactly, he wouldn’t have been able to say.

11. SHIT ON YOUR SHOES

Yet Bowman was never self-pitying. Were I tempted to wallow or complain at some disappointment inflicted on my own aspirations—the fact that As She Climbed across the Table had gone completely unreviewed in the New York Times, say, leaving me, despite my new publisher’s exertions, still a cult quantity—Bowman would offer a kind of non-commiseration commiseration. He’d invoke a favorite term: “Sarge,” he’d say, “you’ve got shit on your shoes.” I wish I could reproduce for you the tone of affectionate philosophical mordancy with which he’d pronounce it. (In fact, it’s surely on the tapes, a dozen times over.)

By “shit on your shoes” Bowman meant, in my case, that I’d had my early stories published in science-fiction magazines, and attended science-fiction conventions, and traded blurbs with science-fiction writers, and not concealed or apologized for those facts. In his own case, he meant his publication with NYU Press—and in both our cases, the fact that (unlike Kirstin Bakis) we’d come in the door with no MFA program or Ivy League pedigree. We’d simply walked in with shit on our shoes, such that those with a nose averse to the kinds of shit we bore would reliably shun us. In fact, this isn’t too lousy a diagnosis of an awful lot of literary fate-casting: that the first impression, or size of the first advance, was predeterminative in any but the luckiest or most tenacious of cases. For Bowman this was something to sigh over, to open a bottle of beer over. And then he’d resume work.

12. BOWMAN ALSO WROTE

The brevity of his two published novels notwithstanding, Bowman was a workaholic, and as voluminous on the page as on the tapes. Because his brain injury had made his eyesight difficult, and made him prone to headaches, he edited his pages at a giant font size, sixteen- or eighteen-point, as I remember it. (He blew his font up to an even more enormous size for public readings, I learned, when we gave one together at KGB, the two of us along with Amanda Fillipacci playing to an absolutely packed room for what was only my second-ever reading in New York City—a thrilling event for me.) In the years following Bunny Modern he worked on three fiction projects concurrently: Big Bang (or Tall Cool One); another novel in the phantasmagorical vein of Bunny Modern, called Women on the Moon; and a novella based on a conflation of Theodore Kaczyinski’s antitechnological manifesto and Kafka’s Letter to His Father, called either The Unabomber’s Letter to His Father or, confusingly, A Letter to His Unabomber. Also confusingly, Bowman sent me portions of all three manuscripts, but never an entirety (perhaps superstitious of another hairball assessment), or even a first chapter. Even more confusingly, his spelling in first-draft work was always and persistently terrible, either because of some kind of dyslexia or because of his brain injury, I wasn’t sure.

So much about Bowman was increasingly confusing and dismaying to me. Had he really telephoned X or Y and said aloud what he’d told me he’d said aloud to them? Why would anyone do these things? I’d run into writers Bowman had introduced me to, initially, and when his name came up, they’d shake their heads, and describe some kind of breach or ultimatum or farcical misconstruction that had come between them. I’d like to say I defended him, or apologized for him—there were times when I did. But Sarge couldn’t work miracles, couldn’t preempt every crisis, couldn’t work in retrospect, or erase words he’d spoken aloud.

Gradually, to my shame, this sense that Bowman was making himself personally indefensible crept in and poisoned my belief in his writing. He was still one of my favorite writers, just as he was still my friend. But the non-long-term viability of his persona, of his personal approach, began to seem to me analogous to the notion that very many people weren’t likely to agree with me about his writing. Besides, his fiction wasn’t going into print, where I could advocate for it. It was piling up in his house, and in the email excerpts, which he’d fling my way, increasingly, confusingly, at random intervals, without clarifying the purpose to which he’d shared the particular sequence he’d shared. The emails appeared to be like the tapes, meant for me alone, even if they contained many brilliant, singular passages—lines I’d quote, or be thrilled to have written myself. The whole problem of Bowman was becoming something like the oversupply of tapes on the passenger-side floor of my old Toyota Corolla.

Nevertheless, I encouraged each project in turn. The Unabomber letter seemed especially promising to me, not merely for its clever hook, and newsy relevance. I knew Bowman was enraged at his parents (he hadn’t spoken to anyone from his immediate family for over fifteen years, he claimed). I felt this unprocessed rage impeded his art, and his life. So, the reference to Kafka’s famous outpouring seemed to suggest Bowman might use the project as a vehicle to confront all that went unconfronted. But no. In the pages he sent, the emphasis, bizarrely, was on literary injustices, on outrages within the publishing world of contemporary New York—it read like a Bowman tape, transcribed. I demoted the project in my regard, and encouraged him to work on Women on the Moon instead. It had that wonderful title, and seemed to capture some of his daffy reverence for Chloe, for all women. The mammoth project, the one about the Kennedys, Lou Reed, Howard Hunt, J. D. Salinger, Elvis, the one about everything and anything that he’d ever known or read or intuited about the postwar American backdrop against which we’d both come of age, all of which haunted his work implicitly, haunted every line, but was here being treated explicitly—that couldn’t possibly work. Could it?

To my shame, I didn’t think Bowman could carry it off. It seemed like something Norman Mailer would try for, and something Norman Mailer would fail at. Possibly Bowman had miscast himself, as Mailer or DeLillo or Doctorow, a white elephant novelist, when he really ought to have stuck to his Richard Brautigan dreams, his termite operations. This was also a matter of publishing pragmatics—who, after Bunny Modern, was going to sign on the dotted line for a thousand Bowman pages? Most simply, I couldn’t imagine he’d finish it.

I should have known better.

13. THE FALL OF THE FURRY GIRL SCHOOL

The fall of the Furry Girl School of American Fiction took the form, on one side, of abrupt tragic farce and, on the other side, of slow degradation, and my long shame. The tragic farce was this: Cathryn Alpert and her husband had never met Bowman, and were coming to New York on other business and had planned a rendezvous. As I recall it, they were staying in a Midtown hotel. Time was tight. Some plan was in place—surely it had been difficult, for Bowman, to make such a plan, since meeting people, new people, at an appointed time and place would have been difficult for him. I believe it had been getting increasingly difficult. And the day in question was the same day as the annual Blessing of the Animals at the Cathedral Church of Saint John the Divine, on Amsterdam Avenue and 112th Street. Bowman was taking Snoot there, to be blessed.

Some misunderstanding occurred. Cathryn wanted to change the time of the rendezvous, I think, and telephoned to suggest it. She’d come a long distance, a Californian who rarely visited New York, and she was traveling with family. Bowman lived in New York, and had no children—surely it wasn’t much to ask for him to emend a plan? Yet her proposal conflicted with Snoot’s voyage to Harlem for the blessing. When Bowman presented this conflict, Cathryn, heartbreakingly for them both, teased him a little. His dog required blessing? So urgently he couldn’t see her?

Cathryn, as one would expect, took Bowman’s brilliant ironies, his tone of self-amused eccentricity and provocation, to mean he was capable of seeing himself in an absurd light. This was understandable—it was precisely what I’d done, falling in love with him long-distance, as I had. Yet there was nothing humorous about the blessing, from Bowman’s side. California was a long way from New York, but for Bowman and Snoot, the ride to Harlem from the Lower East Side might have been equivalent.

Bowman, on the telephone, flipped his lid. Bowman blew his stack. It was a perfect misunderstanding, between two strangers who’d been jollied into conjunction by a go-between—me, that is. I doubt they ever did meet. Likely that day was the last time they spoke or emailed. But they both telephoned me, in a spirit of injury—Bowman enraged, as though his dog had again been attacked, kicked at on the street by an officious passerby, and Cathryn, on her side, utterly confused and appalled.

The slow degradation, and long shame, were mine. There came what we now call a tipping point—well, it was a tipping point for a lot of things—9/11. Bowman adopted the view that black helicopters had surveyed the scene minutes before the first airplane’s impact. Disarranged by the fear that gripped us all during those anthrax weeks that followed, but with fewer regular human contacts to provide solace, Bowman’s self-skepticism betrayed him totally. On his favorite instrument, the telephone, he plagued a magazine editor with his paranoid theories concerning the attack. She was not only one of the last editors regularly commissioning pieces from him, one of the last bridges he’d failed to burn, but she was one of my oldest friends. She complained to me, rightly—I’d put them together.

This, and other less flamboyant confusions, estranged us. I guess I couldn’t take it, and I put Bowman on a kind of management course of contact and encouragement, as if Sarge had turned into a kind of methadone nurse. It wasn’t necessary to exile him; he’d done it himself supremely well, as though systematically. By the time Bowman died our contacts were sporadic, our phone calls brief, and it had been years since he’d mailed me a charm. I’d quit having to defend him, or having to decide not to, to other writers, because other writers weren’t raising his name to me (along with raising an eyebrow, as they’d done for so long). Either Bowman was reaching outside of his keep less frequently, or he wasn’t dropping my name when he did. Likely some of both was the case. There wasn’t anything Furry about this situation in the least.

14. SHIT BEFORE TRUCK

There was a deeper trauma in David Bowman, something predating the Montauk truck. The real shit on David Bowman’s shoes when he walked through the door of adult life was a thing barely revealed, a darkness in his childhood. This wasn’t a story he retailed, a play he made for sympathy. When he told me the story it wasn’t really a story at all, but a single image.

I’d been pressing him to explain how he could go so long without contact with his living mother. My mother had died when I was a teenager, and I’d have given my right arm for one conversation with her in adulthood. In another sense I also identified with Bowman—in the wake of my mother’s death, in my high school years, I’d left my siblings and my father behind. After one year of college I’d run west, like the characters in Let the Dog Drive. For much of my twenties I’d barely seen my family, and rarely called my father. Only now I was back in touch, and glad to be, and I thought Bowman should consider the cost to his life, and perhaps to his art, of the wall he’d placed between himself and his personal past.

That day I’d pushed him just enough. He laid one single card on the table to justify his ban. I don’t remember the words he used; I remember his body, and the pantomime he offered me as he described the scene, a kind of somatic reenactment. His father had beaten him while his mother stood by and watched and did nothing, but the unforgettable detail, the story Bowman wanted to show me with his body, was that his father had beat him, not once, but in a sustained way, across the hood of the family car. I never asked for more.

This is probably the place to say even more clearly that I have no authority to speak of these matters. I’m neither a member of David’s surviving extended family nor his biographer. My only claim is the memoirist’s: these things happened to me, and I’m telling them to you as I recall them. I’ll draw a curtain now on any further speculations (some may think I should have drawn a curtain sooner). The fact is, I had my own Bowman, and for most of a decade, since the brief flare of remembrances that accompanied the appearance of his obituary in the New York Times, I felt pretty certain I’d be alone with him for as long as I lived, and then he’d be gone. I never once expected that I’d try to give him to you.

15. BIG BANG

When the editor Judith Clain approached me—it was at another literary gala, one of those things I’m routinely invited to and David Bowman never was—and told me Little, Brown was to publish Big Bang, I couldn’t have been more astonished if you’d hit me with, well, a truck. It was only then that I understood not only that Bowman had finished his most improbable work, but that his talent wasn’t my private possession, to be marveled at and pitied in my secret garden, but that it belonged, would now belong, to any reader who cared to pick it up. The kinky adoration he was able to lavish on the cultural materials he picked up and looked at in his books—the way he makes, for instance, Jackie Onassis into a very Furry character indeed—was never exclusively mine to know. Bowman is a language dervish—the pleasure in hearing him describe the adding machine, the source of William S. Burroughs’s family, as “the rosary of capitalism” belongs not to me, but to literature.

Big Bang isn’t a place to go for straight facts about the Kennedy assassination—as if there are “straight facts” about it!—nor is it a place to go for a philosophical fugue on the instability of conspiracy theories, in the manner of DeLillo’s Libra. Indeed, though Bowman’s book is full of facts, none of them is to be considered strictly reliable. When you learn, for instance, that Jimi Hendrix’s “first electric guitar was a Supro Ozark. It was white plastic with a black headstock. The white was known in the music-store business as ‘mother-of-toilet-seat finish,’” you will only have yourself or Google to trust, and who can trust Google? In this opus David Bowman has written a vast docu-fiction, one in which facts have been fused in the Ecko Hi-Speed Calrod Pressure Cooker of his imagination into something stranger and deeper—a psychic X-ray of the century previous to this one, an enlivening dream voyage into the mystery of the world that made ours and which still haunts it.

None of it is mine, really, to defend or explain. I’m just Bowman’s reader now, like you. It only happened that I had a front-row seat to a show I never believed could open, and now has opened.

What belongs to me are the tapes.



 

 

Tell it slant

—Emily Dickinson

What a drag it is getting old . . .

—‘Mother’s Little Helper,’ the Rolling Stones


Foreword

Watching TV with Elvis in Hollywood, November 22, 1963

Where were you when you first heard President Kennedy had been shot? We can all answer this question, even if the answer is ‘I wasn’t born yet.’ A few weeks before Norman Mailer—that magnificent narcissist—died of old age, he was asked the Kennedy Question at what would be his last press conference. ‘Where was I when I heard that JFK had been shot?’ Mailer repeated. He smiled. He liked this question. It was the first time he had been asked that in decades. He was eighty-four years old.

His answer is coming.

After Mailer finished with the press, he was caught sitting alone in an office waiting for his wife. Mailer was a short man with two short canes. He had a big head and big hands. His hair was white. He had more hair than most men twenty, thirty years younger. He was handed a first edition of his third novel, The Deer Park, to sign. It was published in 1955 and it is his only Hollywood novel. The old man peered at the cover with another smile. Back in the twentieth century, back when John F. Kennedy was running for the presidency, Mailer interviewed the candidate in Hyannis, located on the under-muscle of Cape Cod. Kennedy had told Mailer, ‘I’ve read your books.’

Everyone Mailer interviewed claimed that. Seldom was it true. Everyone who told Mailer, ‘I’ve read your books,’ next said that they had read The Naked and the Dead, Mailer’s first novel, the one that put him on the map in 1948. Kennedy told Mailer, ‘I’ve read The Deer Park’—a novel critics had maligned when it was published. The Deer Park was Mailer’s orphan and thus his favorite child. Mailer did not believe Kennedy had actually read the novel, but was flattered that this politician’s handlers had done their homework.

Here in the twenty-first century, Norman Mailer signed The Deer Park and asked, ‘Ever read The House of the Seven Gables?’

‘A long long long time ago.’

‘Remember how the photographer character says something like, The past lies upon the present like the body of a dead giant and we have to drag him around?’

‘Yeah. He says that we all are stuck crying at dead men’s pathos and laughing at dead men’s jokes.’

‘And reading dead men’s books,’ Mailer said deadpan. ‘Hawthorne also created that magnificent image of the young dragging a giant dead body of a grandfather.’

‘Like Barthelme’s novel The Dead Father.’

‘Yeah. Barthelme stole it from Hawthorne,’ Mailer said. ‘Jack Kennedy has been our dead giant, don’t you think? We’ve been dragging him across the deserts and plains for forty years.’

* * *

Jack Kennedy was America’s first president of the century who had actually been born in the twentieth century. Marilyn Monroe was the last woman to sing the actual song ‘Happy Birthday’ to Jack Kennedy during his lifetime. The song was sung on May 19, 1962—ten days before the man’s actual birthday—at Madison Square Garden in Manhattan. A Saturday night. Kennedy was publicly celebrating his forthcoming forty-fifth birthday. Kennedy would live for another year and a half. Marilyn Monroe was thirty-five. She would be dead in less than three months.

President Kennedy’s last birthday party, on May 23, 1963, also occurred in Manhattan, but it was a private affair at the Waldorf Astoria. Sultry twenty-two-year-old Sweden-born actress and sophisticated Las Vegas singer Ann-Margret sang for President Kennedy. Ann-Margret was limber legs and tasteful full décolleté. She serenaded the president with ‘Baby Won’t You Please Come Home’:


I’ve got the blues, I feel so lonely; I’d give the world if I could only make you understand; it surely would be grand. I’m gonna telephone my baby, ask him won’t you please come home.



Kennedy was aroused with deep animal magnetism for Ann-Margret, with her Swedish curves and milk skin. The President of the United States of America wanted her.

No member of the public knew in 1963 how powerful and thorough the Kennedy seduction machine was—brother Bobby and the Secret Service, as well as other minions, all playing a part in the capture of female game for the president’s pleasure, a pleasure that often consisted of almost immediate fornication. Before the pull cord of this sex machine could be yanked, Ann-Margret bolted the Waldorf, riding a cab from Manhattan to Idlewild to catch a TWA overnight to Los Angeles where this young woman had a ten o’clock meeting with Elvis Presley.

Elvis was twenty-eight. If the chemistry between them was any good, Ann-Margret would be Elvis’s costar in a picture to be called Viva Las Vegas.

Elvis and Ann-Margret spent their first three days together in a Holly-wood recording studio singing songs for the soundtrack. Their chemistry was C3H5(NO3)3. Nitroglycerin. They danced simpatico around the mics. Ann-Margret saw that Elvis was herself in a man’s body. To Elvis, Ann-Margret was his female counterpart. Even though Elvis was older, it was as if the pair had once been twins curled around each other in the womb, and then separated at birth like in some Greek soap opera.

Now, Elvis and Ann-Margret had reunited.

When the pair was not flirting for the movie cameras, they went home and watched TV. They ate hamburgers together. They crawled on the lawn together singing Jimmy Reed blues. When they rode separate motorcycles together through Beverly Hills, it was as if they were the same driver. These two shared the loveliest form of narcissism.

By September ’63, Viva Las Vegas was in the can and Ann-Margret traveled to England to do publicity for the British opening of her hit American movie Bye Bye Birdie, a motion picture about a young rock star named Conrad Birdie who is about to be drafted into the Army (just as Elvis had once been). Ann-Margret got herself into London trouble. A British tabloid quoted her announcing that she was ‘in love’ with Elvis Presley. ‘I cannot say when, or if, we will marry, but [Elvis] is a real man.’

* * *

Back in L.A., Elvis’s official fiancée, Priscilla, breezes into town unannounced. She is only eighteen. Priscilla has heard and read what Ann-Margret had said and throws a flower vase at Elvis. The singer dodges it and grabs Priscilla by the waist and throws her on a king-size bed and tells her that he wants a woman who will understand that things like Ann-Margret ‘might just happen.’

I’m gonna telephone my baby . . . Ann-Margret phoned Elvis transatlantic and swore she had not said any of those things to the British press.

Elvis knew she had not.

She told him she would be home on November 21 or 22.

Baby, won’t you please come home?

The year, as you recall, is 1963.

* * *

It is Friday morning in Dallas, Texas, on November 22, nine a.m. Richard Nixon is at Love Field Airport reading about himself in the Dallas Morning News, how on the previous night a group that included Nixon and actress Joan Crawford had gone nightclubbing at the Empire Room in downtown Dallas. The article gives sketchy background about the two. The ex-vice president was now a lawyer toiling in private practice; one of his firm’s clients was Pepsi-Cola. Nixon was in town for the Pepsi-Cola board meeting. The movie star Joan Crawford was the widow of the chairman of Pepsi and now sat on the board along with a dozen male stuffed shirts. Dick Nixon read how when he had walked into the nightclub the band was playing ‘April in Portugal.’ Nixon said that it was his wife’s favorite song.

This was true.

The MC introduced Nixon as ‘either you like him or you don’t.’ This ‘broke up Nixon.’

Not true—the ‘broke up’ part. Nixon had only creased his face into a polite smile. When the band returned, ‘La Crawford, looking every inch the movie star with a white fur hat, was first on the dance floor and requested twists all evening.’

Yes and no. She and Richard Nixon were only twisting at first. Nixon was fifty and Crawford fifty-eight, but the actress was in perfect shape. She whispered that she wasn’t wearing a girdle. Nixon wasn’t comfortable moving his hips back and forth, but as he ‘twisted,’ he energetically punched his arms in and out by picturing the similar moves of Cassius Clay in his mind’s eye. After their second twist, Nixon raised his finger to Crawford and hurried to the bandleader. Nixon could tell the man with the baton was from Southern California and had been moving toward the east and just got stuck in Texas. Nixon slipped him a fin and asked for a Balboa.

The bandleader obliged. Nixon returned to Crawford and they began to dance close. He held her tight so she would know that he wasn’t a square. Truth be told, he was a little tight as well. Her fur hat made him want to sneeze. She was mashing her tits into him and he was getting hard.

They drank only Pepsi that night. Not because anyone was on the wagon—the restaurants and hash houses in Dallas were dry. About four hours later, Crawford had invited her Pepsi crew back to her hotel room. Everyone left before sunrise, leaving only Joan Crawford and Richard Nixon.

Now at Love Field—Nixon has had no sleep. He looks doggy. He shaved an hour ago, but already his chin is layered with the sandpaper grit of stubble. The loudspeaker calls Nixon’s flight. He is flying TWA—a company that is 78 percent owned by Nixon’s personal money goat, Howard Hughes. The plane is still scheduled to be leaving on time. Everything is running like Berlin in Dallas because President Kennedy is coming to town. This morning, Kennedy is over in Forth Worth having breakfast with LBJ and other Texas yahoos. During Nixon’s morning ride to Love Field, the cab radio had reported that the mayor of Fort Worth had given Kennedy the gift of a genuine Texan cowboy hat, but the president hadn’t put it on. ‘Doesn’t want to muss his Catholic hair,’ the cab driver said.

* * *

Ann-Margret has returned to Los Angeles from England the day before. On Friday, November 22, the actress drives into Beverly Hills to shop. She parks and steps out of her car. People are stumbling on the sidewalk. Their faces stricken. Stunned. Groups crowd around parked cars listening to the news coming over the radio. Ann-Margret pushes her way to a station wagon. She can’t tell what the radio is saying.

‘What happened?’ she asks a girl her age wearing a ponytail.

‘President Kennedy has been shot in Texas,’ the girl answers and then starts bawling.

Ann-Margret runs back to her car and floors it to Elvis’s place. She lets herself in. She finds Elvis sitting with the guys around the TV set. No one in the room is older than Elvis. Everyone is smoking and no one smokes regularly. Lamar gets off the couch to make room for Ann-Margret.

‘Elvis, how is the president?’ she asks.

* * *

Norman Mailer had quoted Nathaniel Hawthorne’s complaints against the dead, but the words did not originate from Hawthorne. They were originally Thomas Jefferson’s beef. America’s foremost American swore that the U.S.A. needed neither the culture of dead Europeans nor the laws of dead American politicians. Jefferson calculated the productive adult life of a generation was nineteen years. (It’s probably forty years now.) Jefferson suggested that all legislation and laws be reviewed every nineteen years to ensure that dead Americans held no sway. ‘The earth is for the living, not the dead. Rights and powers can only belong to persons, not to things.’

Jefferson added, ‘The dead are not even things.’

Say it aloud: ‘The dead are not even things.’

That’s hard-boiled. That’s modern.

* * *

President John F. Kennedy has no idea that he is a dead man waiting to happen as he sits beside his wife in the back seat of a two-year-old Lincoln Continental as it heads toward downtown Dallas on this the last Friday before Thanksgiving. In front of Kennedy, John Connally, the governor of Texas, sits in the right jump seat and his wife, Nellie, sits in the left. Beside Kennedy on the seat lies a bouquet of roses for his wife. Beside the flowers sits Jacqueline. Remember? The first lady was wearing a pink Chanel suit with a matching pillbox hat. This was modern. This was haute couture. This was très chic. It’s easy to forget that America had not experienced such an influential first lady since Eleanor Roosevelt. Jacqueline was blue blood and European cultured. Months earlier, in the middle of summer, Jacqueline Kennedy turned thirty-four and then gave birth to her third child and second son, Patrick Bouvier Kennedy. The baby died of hyaline membrane disease three days later, his father by Patrick’s bedside. To recuperate from her loss, Jacqueline had taken a twenty-day cruise in the Mediterranean aboard Aristotle Onassis’s yacht, the Christina. Onassis was like a James Bond villain—the richest of the rich who was an untouchable criminal. Onassis had just stolen opera diva Maria Callas from her husband. She was now Aristotle’s moll. When the American press learned of Jacqueline’s plans, they turned her trip into a soap opera. In living rooms all over the country, Avon ladies and their customers talked over coffee about how wrong it was for Jacqueline to be in the Mediterranean without her husband or her two living children. Jackie partying! Jackie wearing a bathing suit!

—with that man!

Still, during Jacqueline’s absence, Texas’s Governor Connally traveled to Washington to personally plead with the president to bring the first lady with him when he and LBJ began their unofficial campaign for reelection in Dallas that November. The president shrugged. He wouldn’t force his wife to do anything.

After the first lady returned from the Mediterranean, she surprised her husband by saying, ‘Okay. I’ll go with you to Texas.’ They flew to San Antonio on Thursday, November 21. Before Jacqueline showed herself in the open door of Air Force One, she took a desperate breath. She then stood in the doorway and looked down the exit stairs. Below on the tarmac, more than a hundred Texans, mostly women, were waiting to observe her passage down the stairs from the plane. Below were the Johnsons and the Connallys and the Lubells and the Rinks. Wealthy politicians. Oil money. Most of these Texas wives wanted to hate Jacqueline and the East Coast class she represented. Three years earlier, even the vice president’s wife, Lady Bird, had been attacked while campaigning in her own state by the so-called Mink Coat Mob, the ugly wives of ugly Texas cattle barons, who first herded Lady Bird away and spat in her direction.

What would the Mink Coat Mob do to Jackie? Jacqueline was more European than American, more French than mere European. She now stood revealed to them all at the top of the airplane stairway. Jacqueline was wearing a tasteful tailored dress—attire that a prosperous Avon lady would wear to church. Jacqueline eyed the women down on the tarmac and then looked down at her own feet. She then raised her face and gave a shy smile, a smile that was about to relax away when Jackie stood straighter and gave the Texans a beaming grin as if she couldn’t believe her good fortune to be in their presence. Writer Barbara Learning would report that Lady Bird Johnson felt that ‘[Jackie’s] emphatic hesitation, as if she wasn’t sure the crowd was here for her, was utterly disarming . . . it drew people’s interest. It signaled humility. It conveyed that Jacqueline understood that her triumphs around the world didn’t count here.’

Here in Texas.

The women in the crowd began screaming Jackie’s name in excited joy.

Because Jacqueline Kennedy’s first day in Texas was a triumph, she made her decision: ‘I will wear Chanel tomorrow.’ There was no need to hide her cultured taste. She would be pretty in pink.

The next day, Friday, in Dallas, Jacqueline is wearing a pink Chanel suit with a matching pillbox hat.

French pink.

Houston Street in downtown Dallas is delightful pandemonium. Hundreds, thousands jam both sides of the street to cheer Jackie. In places, the limousine must snail along at five miles an hour to nudge bodies out of the way.

Then the car turns on Elm Street. This is the end of the parade. The limos are heading for the highway. The crowd on the street is thin enough that they all can fit comfortably side by side on the curb. A few of these pedestrians hear the crack of a gun or else the echo of a shot. A bullet hurls into the back of the president’s neck. Supposedly, this single bullet tears out of the president’s throat below his vocal cords and plows into Governor Connally’s right shoulder. The governor is forty-six years old, the same age as Kennedy. Connally cries out, ‘My God, they are going to kill us all!’

Kennedy raises his arms to his neck. After this first shot, the limo driver, William Greer, looks back instead of flooring it to speed out of the line of fire. A moment later, another bullet hits Kennedy’s head. There is blood vapor above the seat and brain matter splatters everywhere. Jacqueline in pink and raspberry and blood scrambles out of the car over the trunk. She is tackled by a running Secret Service agent and pushed back in the vehicle.

It’s 12:28:54 CST. The limo now speeds to Parkland, the only major hospital in Dallas.

* * *

By 2:00 CST, every third American had heard the news of the gundown. By 3:00 CST, 92 percent of the population knew—about half learning it on television or radio. Lou Reed would write a song about where he was when he heard. He was then a twenty-one-year-old college student standing in the Orange, the only bar near Syracuse University. The TV was on, its glowing blue B&W screen competing with the bar’s beer signs and the already strung Christmas lights. It was a little after 1:45 EST when a newsman interrupted to announce that there were unconfirmed reports that the president had been shot. Everyone, including Reed, left the bar and crowded on the street. Statistics say that at this moment, a little over half of all Americans wanted to be with others to discuss the news, while a slightly smaller proportion wanted to be by themselves.

In Lou Reed’s Syracuse, a guy in a Porsche suddenly hit his horn and repeated what his radio had just reported, ‘The president, he was shot twice in the head in Dallas and they don’t know by whom.’

* * *

Margaret Salinger was seven years old in November 1963 and was a third grader in Meridan Elementary School in New Hampshire. The town of Meridan sat in the frosty gulag of the U.S.A.—

Desolate. Endless snow. Many citizens inbred.

After recess on the Friday before Thanksgiving, the school principal, Mrs. Spaulding, entered the classroom and asked Margaret’s teacher, Mrs. Beaupre, to come out to the hallway. Before leaving, Mrs. Beaupre appointed Marilyn Percy, who sat in the front row, to be monitor and fink on any students who acted up during the teacher’s absence. Miss Percy vigilantly turned her head quickly from side to side to keep her eye on her peers. Mrs. Beaupre returned to the classroom and said, ‘Children, President Kennedy has just been shot.’

The classroom erupted with agitated kids. Several boys jumped on their chairs and began applauding and hooting, acting out the views of their New Hampshire parents. In fact, during recess an hour before, six big girls had circled Margaret. Each one took her turn kicking the younger child. As an adult, Margaret would describe these girls as ‘some pack of feral Rockettes.’ At least once a week, they kicked Margaret during recess. Margaret would one day ask an older boy, ‘Why do the big girls hate me?’

‘Because your dad is a Communist.’

Margaret Salinger’s mother picked her daughter up after school at the usual time. The late November ground was already covered with four feet of snow. No wonder her mother had become irrefutably shell-shocked by their isolation in New Hampshire.

Margaret got into the car. Her mother started to tell her about the president. ‘I already know about it,’ the child said.

* * *

Watching television with Elvis—

Huntley and Brinkley together were reporting about the gunplay. Statistics state that eight out of ten Americans owned a television in 1963. One out of fifty owned a color set. Elvis had a color Zenith with the biggest screen they made, twenty-six inches by twenty-six inches.

Elvis and his entourage of five plus Ann-Margret were staring dumbly at the screen. Every minute or so, someone said, ‘I can’t believe this is happening.’ Someone else said, ‘Shhh!’

The Zapruder footage hadn’t been discovered yet. It was still early afternoon. No one knew much of anything. The television showed dozens of Texans shocked and crying. All the women wore women’s hats. The portions of their coiffures that stuck out from under their hats were evidence of perhaps the ugliest hairdos in recorded history. Elvis said, ‘Let’s see if Cronkite knows what’s going on. Change the channel, Lamar, will you please.’

Ann-Margret started talking. ‘I sang for President Kennedy.’

‘What?’ Elvis said. ‘When?’

‘The day before I first met you.’

‘What? You didn’t say anything about that.’

‘I just put it out of my mind. I had been so bedazzled by President Kennedy, but then I met you.’

‘Why were you singing to him?’

‘For his birthday. He turned forty-six. There was a party at the Waldorf in New York City.’

‘You sang for the president like Marilyn Monroe did last year?’

‘Yes. I mean, no. I didn’t sing “Happy Birthday.” I sang “Baby Won’t You Please Come Home.”’

Elvis began softly snapping his fingers. Lamar Fike, who was now sitting on the floor, instinctively turned the TV sound off. Both Elvis and Ann-Margret sang softly, ‘I’ve got the blues, I feel so lonely; I’d give the world if I could only make you understand; it surely would be grand. I’m gonna telephone my baby. Ask him, won’t you please come home . . .’

Ann-Margret burst into tears mid-note. Elvis held her tight. He started crying himself. All the guys in the room began wiping their eyes. All morning they had wanted to start bawling about Kennedy, but couldn’t. They were guys. Ann-Margret crying first made their tears okay.

Ann-Margret got up and went into the bathroom to wash her face. Elvis stayed on the couch and felt sudden shame. Kennedy had been such a young president. Just last week one of the boys had suggested to Elvis that he run for president in 1970 when Elvis would be thirty-five. This idea stayed at the back of his mind.

President Elvis.

Now, Elvis felt kicked in the stomach. They shoot presidents. His fantasy of running for office blew out of his mind like a tumbleweed.

* * *

Years from now, Margaret Salinger will still remember her father watching television coverage of Kennedy’s assassination; her father slumped in his armchair hypnotized by TV grief—his face ashen, tears slipping down his cheeks. Margaret’s father was only two years younger than Kennedy. This would be the only time Margaret would ever see her father cry. Those older girls were wrong to kick Margaret, because her father was not a Communist. In 1963 rural New Hampshire, the psychic calendar still read 1952. Oddballs or nonconformists were assumed Reds. The name of Margaret’s father was Jerome David Salinger.

He was not a Communist.

He was the short story writer and novelist who wrote Catcher in the Rye twelve years previously under the name J. D. Salinger.

* * *

Ann-Margret returned from the bathroom. ‘Do they know what happened yet?’

Four guys said ‘No.’

Ann-Margret sat back down. ‘After President Kennedy’s birthday party at the Waldorf, I was invited to a party on the Upper East Side. Somebody’s penthouse. The president asked me to sit beside him on the couch. He had a small pillow tucked behind him for his bad back. You know the first thing he said? He said, You’re a long ways from Valsjobyn. He did his homework. He pronounced Valsjobyn perfectly. Like he spoke Swedish.’

‘What’s Valsjobyn?’ someone asked.

‘The town in Sweden where Rusty was born,’ Elvis said—Rusty being Elvis’s pet name for Ann-Margret.

‘Then Robert, the president’s brother, came over. He asked if I’d sing another song. I said I’d sing “Bye Bye Blackbird.” But only if everyone would sing—including the president. And he did.’ Rusty looked like she was going to break down again. ‘I coaxed the president of the United States to sing “Bye Bye Blackbird.”’ Then she said, ‘And now he’s blackbird gone.’

* * *

The spring before the November shooting, the first lady had been planning a presidential gathering honoring American artists. President Kennedy himself had sent an invitation to J. D. Salinger and his wife, Claire. This was during a time when Salinger had been in deep hibernation for almost a decade.

He was more than just secluded.

He gave no interviews.

Salinger failed to RSVP.

Jacqueline Kennedy had telephoned the Salingers herself long-distance in New Hampshire. She talked with Claire Salinger, who could only say, ‘You know my husband needs his privacy.’

‘Can you put your husband on the line?’ Jacqueline asked.

‘I’ll give it a go.’ Claire set the receiver down.

Jacqueline sat listening to the Salingers’ living room hundreds of miles away in New Hampshire. She heard a grandfather clock. It gave a quaint bonging for ten a.m.

Jacqueline waited.

Jacqueline never had to wait for anybody or anything.

Finally, Jacqueline heard footsteps. They sounded feminine. Claire came on. ‘I am very sorry, Mrs. Kennedy,’ she said.

‘Say no more,’ Jacqueline replied.

* * *

‘We read in dead men’s books!’

—The House of the Seven Gables

‘Where were you when you heard Kennedy had been shot?’

Norman Mailer answered: ‘I was having lunch with Norman Podhoretz [then a liberal intellectual]. I don’t think we were at Smith and Wollensky, but it was a steak joint somewhere in Manhattan. The news came in that Kennedy had been shot. I remember in my arrogance and stupidity saying, I don’t think he’s seriously wounded. He wants us to believe he’s seriously wounded so we realize how much we care about him and need him. Of course, the news came in about half an hour later that Kennedy was dead.’ Mailer paused. ‘That was a great lesson in humility, let me tell you. . . . Instant humility. . . . What I will remember is my own contestation—that my acumen was so skewed, that I was so wrong.’ Mailer threw up his hands. ‘When you’re a novelist you don’t like to think that you’re ever wrong.’

It is fascinating that Norman Mailer saw himself as a novelist when the seminal works that he is remembered for, such as Armies of the Night and The Executioner’s Song, are nonfiction.

* * *

There was an old show, probably the genesis of all TV police dramas, called Dragnet. The show always began with a very serious male voice speaking these words, ‘The story you are about to see is true. Some names were changed to protect the innocent.’

The novel you are about to read is true. All the people who are mentioned—just as Bob Dylan sang—I had to rearrange their faces and give them all another name. Still, this novel is true history.
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