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1. Transcript 

1.1. Session 1 (September 3, 2010) 

Collings 
Here we are on September 3, 2010, Jane Collings 
interviewing Carolyn See in her home. 
We'll just start off at the very beginning of your life and hear 
about where and when you were born. 

See 
I was born in Pasadena at, I don't know, the Pasadena 
Hospital, the Children's Hospital, whatever it is over there, 
January 13, 1934. My dad [George Laws]--both my mother 
[Kate Sullivan Laws Daly] and my dad had moved from 
somewhere else to California, like so many people, and both 
of them had moved because of tragedy. My dad was born 
and raised in Dallas, and his family was a pioneer family. In 
fact, we are, it turns out--did I tell you this--direct 
descendents of Pocahontas. 

Collings 
No. 

See 
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We are. 
Collings 

Oh, my gosh. That's quite an honor. 
See 

Well, or just kind of a thing that happened. But he was 
desperately poor. But he was part of a pioneer family that 
settled Dallas, one of, say, six families that crossed by--they 
were victims of the Civil War, and they were in Virginia and 
then Kentucky. And then they built a houseboat that was 
about ninety feet long and put about thirty family members 
on it and waited for rain to come, and then there's a system 
of canals and little waterways across the southern United 
States that they floated on, basically, to the Mississippi and 
then sort of zigzagged their way over to where Dallas is now, 
but there was nothing there then. 
That was actually, in some ways, fairly recent. There was a 
newspaper piece in the thirties that was an interview of an 
old guy who had been on this boat. And then my 
grandmother, my paternal grandmother who I never met, 
was an infant on this little houseboat that floated across the 
country. And so they were pioneers and they were very 
proud of it, but they had lost all their money in the Civil War. 
They also had a bunch of--they had some personality 
problems. My paternal grandmother committed suicide by 
blowing her head off with a shotgun, and I say that so early 
because that was a very--that's kind of an important thing 
in--are you going to be cold? Are you freezing? Are you 
okay? 

Collings 
No, I'm fine. But if you are-- 

See 
No. If I get cold, I'll jump up. But it's like an important part 
of the family stuff, the family myth. She first of all did it 
inside, in a bathroom, which means she was really mad, and 
she left a note, evidently, saying that the sexual practices of 
my grandfather were unbearable, so she had to kill herself. 
My dad was the youngest of three kids, and he was the one 
who discovered the body, and he was fourteen, so it messed 
with him pretty seriously. 



So then right after that, his older sister died of TB in El Paso, 
or she was in El Paso for her TB, and he went to live with 
her, and then he sort of moved out to California. But that's 
how he--he just had to get away. It was just terrible. 

Collings 
So he came out here when he was quite young, then. 

See 
Quite young, quite young. 

Collings 
On his own? 

See 
Yes, oh, yes. He just made his fortune or whatever, or lack 
of fortune. He was terribly handsome and always a ladies' 
man and very witty and funny, and that's kind of how he 
made his way. 
And then my mother had gone--her family was sort of in the 
Adirondacks mostly, in New York, and her mother was dying 
of TB, and she, my mother, was the primary caregiver. And 
my grandmother died when my mother was twelve, so my 
mother was just stuck with all the work, because they were 
desperately poor. But they would move back and forth from 
Upstate New York, Saranac Lake, to Pasadena, for the 
different climates, to see if something would help with my 
grandmother. 

Collings 
Okay. How would your mother's family travel back and forth 
to the sanitarium? 

See 
Oh, I don't know. 

Collings 
That's a long way. 

See 
It's a huge way. I would presume they would do it by train. 
Again, it's hard to know. She always said they were very 
poor, but one time we were in Pasadena, and she pointed out 
a house that they lived in. It didn't look that bad to me. And 
she went to high school with Zane Grey's son, so that one 
time much later when we were in Catalina, we were up at the 
Zane Grey Hotel, and, you know, my mother and I didn't get 



along, and we were in the lobby of the Zane Grey, and I just 
was thinking how am I going to get through this week with 
my mother? And she kind of glided through the living room 
and said, "The piano used to be over here." That meant that 
she had been over there in Catalina as Rhomer Grey's 
girlfriend. 
So on the other hand, her half-sister moved in with them and 
made sure she had a prom dress, because they were so poor 
she wasn't going to get a dress. And then also, Rhomer on 
their dates would bring her bottles of green olives and sit 
and watch her eat them, because they were so poor they 
couldn't afford olives. And my mother said for months at a 
time they would live on tea and toast three times a day, 
which I had great contempt for, because I thought, "Yes, you 
were poor, but for heaven's sake, didn't you have the 
imagination to go out and buy some celery?" I mean, aren't 
you padding your part? You know, isn't it just a little too 
much. 

Collings 
Padding your part, yes. 

See 
But she came from this background of, from her point of 
view, extreme poverty. But also, she was from a very, very 
old, old family, and looking her up on Ancestry.com is just 
about as complex. My dad's family were over here from 1620 
in Virginia, and she was with another crowd, of course, up 
north, but from very early on. But she would never talk 
about that. She had no truck with it. She didn't care. 

Collings 
What did her parents do for a living? 

See 
Oh, my grandmother was sick. That was how she spent her 
time. My mother had a ne'er-do-well brother, Art, who finally 
went in the Navy, but he spent a lot of his youth sitting on 
the front porch. My mother and her sister would go off to 
work as bank tellers in the morning, and Art would be on the 
front porch, and they'd come back at night, and he'd be on 
the front porch. They had nothing but contempt for him. 



I think my grandfather was in real estate, but again, nobody 
talked about him. There was just nothing but contempt for 
him. I've never seen a picture of him. And during the time 
when he was in the East, he died drunk in a snow drift, and 
that's--he just was trash, useless. 
My paternal grandfather, again I don't know what he did. He 
was reputed to have killed somebody in a gunfight on a 
riverboat. He was a gambler, but I don't know if he was a 
professional gambler. We have a family Bible that goes back 
to 1851, and when his wife died, he wrote in this kind of 
beautiful nineteenth-century handwriting, or early twentieth-
century handwriting, "So good, so pure. She was--," 
something like, "--too good for this life. God took her for his 
own." And then there's like a teardrop, a very strategically 
placed teardrop, and you don't know if it's--I mean, was it a 
tear, or was it just my grandfather-- 

Collings 
Protocol. 

See 
--fulfilling the obligations of a would-be southern gentleman, 
so, hard to know. 

Collings 
Which of the family had the relationship to Pocahontas? 

See 
Oh, my dad. 

Collings 
From your dad's family. 

See 
Yes, from Virginia, when they came over, you know, the 
Virginia colony. 

Collings 
Right. 

See 
But obviously they had to be the servant class. They were 
below deck. I mean, there's nothing. Again, we've looked at 
Ancestry.com, but there's nobody--there are no wealthy land 
owners or anything like that. 

Collings 
Well, that's very exciting to be able to trace them back. 



See 
Well, Ancestry.com is so much fun. It really turns out that 
everybody, if you've lived here long enough, everybody is 
related to everybody. I mean, it really is true. On the side of 
the computer it says, "Guess what? You're related to Emily 
Dickenson." I mean just all these people, and you are. I 
mean, then you poke around and you see, yes, that's true. 
How could that have happened? But there was nobody else 
to get married to, so they all just--it's such a tiny-- 

Collings 
So your father, at a very young age, set out on his own to-- 

See 
Yes, and he was married once to a nice lady who I met later. 
I was doing a piece in "Esquire" called, "My Dad, the 
Pornographer," and I poked around and found her. She was 
a very cute lady, maybe in her seventies at that time, and 
she came over to where I was working at Loyola [Marymount 
University]. They were married for five years, and she had all 
these photographs, but she'd cut him out of the pictures. So 
she would say, "Oh, that's George's foot. We're going down 
the Grand Canyon." [laughs] 

Collings 
Oh, funny. 

See 
I know. She was so sweet and really cute. They had lived in 
Flagstaff, Arizona, and places like that. Again, they were so 
poor. It was during the depression, and she said he was an 
ad man, and he would do ads for a pair of shoes. I mean it 
was like that low to the ground. But he also told her they 
couldn't have kids because he felt that it was his mother 
having children, that perhaps she hadn't been sewed up 
properly or something like that, that sex caused her this 
terrible, terrible pain. So that's all she knew about it, and I 
never talked to my dad about it. People just talked around it, 
but nobody talked about it, because he would just burst--he 
would just sob when he mentioned his mother, unless it was 
very carefully set up, a little funny story. 
But the minute you asked him a direct question, he would 
just burst into tears, because his life had been so tough. He 



lost his sister to TB when he was very young, and he lost his 
only brother--and I say this just to say that this is the kind of 
family background--he lost his only brother to typhoid, 
because the kid graduated from high school on a Friday, 
went to work in the sanitation department, that is to say the 
sewers, on Monday, scratched himself and was dead two 
weeks later. 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
So he just had a very tough life. 

Collings 
The worst luck. 

See 
Yes, very bad luck. 

Collings 
How did he and his wife prevent pregnancies? Did they ever 
talk about that at that time? 

See 
No. No. I didn't ask. I didn't think to ask this dear old lady, 
and then I never talked to my dad about this woman. I never 
knew about her until my mother and dad were divorced. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
Yes. And then my mother pulled this rabbit out of the hat 
and said, "Ah, the kind of person your father is, he was 
already married and divorced." But it didn't have the same--
it didn't matter to me. 

Collings 
Yes, because you already knew him as someone else. 

See 
Oh, sure. Yes. So he just had been married to--you know, it 
was a first marriage to a nice lady. 

Collings 
Right. And your mother, how old was she when she came out 
here to stay? 

See 



Well, she went back and forth during her childhood. But the 
preponderance of her childhood was spent in Pasadena, and 
she graduated from Pasadena High School, and that's where 
she knew Rhomer. I think she worked for the Bank of 
America or one of those banks downtown as soon as she got 
out of high school. 

Collings 
I see. 

See 
And her sister [Helen], her half-sister from New York, her 
older sister, came to live with them, and she and her sister 
were quite close, and her sister kind of looked out for her. 
Her sister was a monster, but that's another whole story. 

Collings 
So what year was it that your mother started working at the 
bank, do you remember, roughly? 

See 
I don't know. I don't know. It would be when she was 
eighteen, you know, just the minute she got out of--she 
wanted to go to college, but it was utterly out of the question 
for either one of them. They were just broke, dead broke in 
their different ways. So my dad was working as an ad man 
here in town, and he started going out with my Aunt Helen. 
And my Aunt Helen kind of played fast and loose with people, 
so one night she stood him up and didn't tell him, but he 
came over to the house and there was Helen's little sister, 
and it didn't exactly break his heart that Aunt Helen was 
gone. He just said to my mother, "Well, would you like to go 
out?" And that was the beginning of their romance. They 
were both very, very presentable, physically beautiful, and 
they were both very broke, and I think even by that time 
they were very hard drinkers, because of Prohibition. They 
were adventurous. 

Collings 
Well, you were born in '34. When did they start going out, 
then? Was it a couple of years-- 

See 
They'd been married about seven or eight years before they 
had me. 



Collings 
All right, so we're talking about like-- 

See 
He was born in 1902. 

Collings 
So we're talking about sort of 1926 or so. 

See 
Yes, in the twenties. Yes. Once my Aunt Helen said to me 
very portentously, "We were the lost generation." 

Collings 
What did she mean by that? 

See 
Well, she meant they just drank too much and slept with 
everybody and pulled the drapes down when they were 
having parties and screamed and yelled. She was married to 
a guy, Uncle Bob, who had been a World War I aviator, and 
they flew planes very low in those years, and he was one of 
the people who fell out of an-- 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
He fell out of an airplane, and he's not the only one. I mean, 
I know a couple of other people, actually, who fell out of an 
airplane and got great big disks in their head. So he had a 
silver plate in his head, and he was not all that he had been 
when he went off to war. When he came back, he was kind 
of disoriented for the rest of his life. But he had perfect 
manners, and I don't know how he got mixed up with a 
savage like my Aunt Helen, but he did. And they went to live 
in Victorville, because his family was really one of the 
founders of Victorville. 

Collings 
Oh, really. Victorville must have been a very small town at 
that time. 

See 
I remember when I was seven or eight that my Aunt Helen 
took my mother and me for a walk up some godforsaken hill, 
and you could see the whole town, and she said that, "We 
have about four thousand people." I mean, I remember her 



saying that. And my dad on one occasion said that he really 
admired my Aunt Helen for--she had been married earlier in 
New York and had a whole other kid, and she ditched the 
kid, came out to Los Angeles, met Uncle Bob, settled in 
Victorville and just made the rest of her life in Victorville until 
she much, much later, toward the end of her life, ran over 
somebody while she was drunk, and so she moved out--she 
found it prudent to move out of town. 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
But they were just a bunch of-- 

Collings 
Were they flappers? 

See 
Oh, they wish. I think maybe my Aunt Helen was a bit of a 
flapper. Yes, they were, they were. But the earliest pictures 
that I remember of my mother was they'd sort of slipped out 
of the twenties into the thirties, and she would wear those 
long kind of calf-length thirties dresses. But there was eight 
years difference between Helen and Kate, my mother. 

Collings 
Yes. So do you recall any stories about how they would go 
about drinking during Prohibition? 

See 
Yes. When my dad was young--and I'm always a little hazy 
about when Prohibition is--but when he was back in Dallas, 
he worked for a bootlegger when he was a boy, and he 
would push a baby carriage full of bottles across town with a 
baby blanket across it. That was his part-time job, his little 
high school job. Well, it couldn't be high school. He made it 
sound as if he was younger, I don't know, as if he were 
younger. Then when they drank, I have a lot of memories of-
-my dad was for a while a newspaperman, and he worked for 
the "Daily News" out here, not "The Daily News" that is of 
recent memory, but the old "Daily News," which was the 
very cool, hip newspaper. The [Los Angeles] "Times" was 
kind of the old-fogy newspaper, and the "Daily News" was 
the cool, hip newspaper, and that's where he worked. 



Collings 
So he'd gotten a job as a journalist at this point. 

See 
Yes. Yes, he worked as a journalist. He would move back and 
forth as a journalist or an ad man, and a journalist and an ad 
man, until somewhere in the middle of World War II. But 
they would give these incredible poker parties that--there's a 
guy, a writer named Richard Rayner, who's done a 
marvelous history of Los Angeles in the twenties and thirties, 
and it's all about Los Angeles crime and the reporters that 
reported on it. He just names off people like Matt Weinstock, 
who was an editor at the "Daily News," and Gene Coughlin, 
who was this incredible--he had a marvelous reputation as 
just a marvelous journalist, and Erskine Johnson and a 
couple of other reporters, that they would just come over to 
our house often, and there would be like green felt on the 
table, on the dining-room table, and they'd play poker to all 
hours, and some of my earliest memories, I was the 
bartender. And I do remember pouring these knockout drinks 
just to see what would happen. 

Collings 
Oh, no. 

See 
And they lived through it and just played poker forever, and 
smoked and drank and had a good time, or whatever. They 
thought they were having a good time. And once when they 
were all up in Big Bear--this has to do with my novel "Rhine 
Maidens"--there were like four guys and four wives and they 
were playing poker, and they were talking about if they could 
do anything they wanted, what would it be. So we'll say Matt 
Weinstock said, "Oh, I just would go to the south of France 
and study troubadour poetry." And the wife said, "Oh, 
whatever Matt wants, that's what I would want." And Gene 
Coughlin, even though he was forever getting in trouble with 
his wife, would say, "Oh, I would write the Great American 
Novel." And they all wanted to do that. And it got to be--
anyway, and the wives just echoed, "Whatever he wants to 
do." And my mother was dealing, and my dad used to tell 
this story in a not-complimentary way. She was just dealing 



with a cigarette hanging out of her mouth, and she said, "I 
just want to drink and play cards," and my dad was like, 
"I've married an uncouth woman." But I think it's kind of a 
good--it's just like, "Oh, please, stop the bullshit. I just want 
to drink and play cards." 

Collings 
Well, I think it's interesting, because I was wondering how 
old you were and how it was that you happened to notice 
and remark upon what the wives were saying, and now I'm 
thinking that based on what your mother said, maybe that's 
what tipped you off. 

See 
Well, I would listen to stuff. That's the story, though, that my 
dad would tell. I don't remember those wives saying that. My 
dad would tell it to show that my mother was coarser, made 
of coarser cloth. But I would listen to them, and I remember 
that they would talk about playing craps outside the building 
at the "Daily News." And there was also a very classy woman 
who made a huge impression on me. Her name was Virginia 
Wright, and she was the only--she was a woman, and she 
worked at the "Daily News," and she was the drama critic, 
and we were always getting free tickets to the circus or--you 
know, she wouldn't want to go to the circus, so she'd give us 
tickets. And we were always very poor, so we were glad to 
get this stuff. And I could see that she was treated in an 
entirely different way than these sappy women. I mean not 
sappy; they were just women who got stuck with having the 
kids and doing the dishes. But she was just treated as a cut 
above, because she was a cut above. 
And then way, way late, I would say as early as ten years 
ago, I was down in Laguna, I think, giving a talk. It was after 
I'd been diagnosed with macular degeneration, and I saw the 
world's oldest woman coming up to the paper-towel 
dispenser. 

Collings 
Literally the world's oldest woman? 

See 
Well, she looked like that. I mean, she was one old, old, old 
woman, very elegantly dressed. And she did, she tried to get 



the towels out, and she couldn't do it, and she just went, 
"Aw," and left. And I remember thinking, man, that's going 
to be me in some years. I had a lot of trouble coming to 
terms with not having the best vision. Then I went out and 
gave the talk and it was fine, and then this terribly old 
woman came up to me with her very old husband, and it was 
Hugh and Virginia Wright. 

Collings 
Oh, my goodness. 

See 
And I was just like, "Oh, my god." Then she opened her 
mouth, and she was elegant and charming and saying, "Oh, I 
don't think you remember us." But, of course, they were like 
iconic figures in my life, and also we had been down on their 
boat. I came down with pneumonia when I was five, and we 
had spent that afternoon on their boat, so I remember that, 
that they were the kind of people who had a boat, and we 
definitely weren't. 

Collings 
So she had come intentionally? 

See 
To come and see me, yes, which was so cute. And so just 
thinking about it, it was like you get these clues very early 
on. My mother would say, "I am not the maid." But, of 
course, she was the maid, and a lot of women are the maid, 
and I just kind of got it. I must have gotten it very early on 
that that's just a stupid position to take. 

Collings 
Where do you think your mom got those ideas? 

See 
That she was not the maid? 

Collings 
Yes. 

See 
Oh, I think just she had a smoldering sense of injustice. But 
she never took a class or ever made a single move to not--
she hated working, but she always had these jobs that were 
horrible jobs. I mean, she hated her life just in general. She 
didn't like it very much, and I hope I'm not--I just think 



that's true. She loved my dad up to a point, and she was an 
extremely good housekeeper, but she never worked, didn't 
want to work. And she had some psychological stuff going 
on, because I remember at one point she went to the doctor 
and said, "It's like rubber bands, like there are just a 
hundred rubber bands around my head. I think I'm going 
crazy." And he said, "Take a little of this blue powder and lie 
down for two hours every day," like that would do any good, 
but that's what he prescribed, and it was certainly never a 
thought to go to a psychologist or anything like that. 
But then after my dad left, she just had a meltdown that 
lasted her whole life. But again, then she had to get jobs that 
she absolutely hated, and that's kind of how she lived. 

Collings 
What year was it that your dad left? 

See 
He left in 1945, actually-- 

Collings 
Just right after the war. 

See 
--and he told my--this is the anniversary weekend. Eleven 
from seventy-six is what? 

Collings 
Sixty-five. 

See 
Sixty-five. Sixty-five years ago this weekend, he left my 
mother. 

Collings 
Sixty-five years ago this weekend. 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
Yes. And I took it very much to heart. We were down--my 
mother and I were down visiting somebody in Balboa, and I 
must have known something was wrong, because on one of 
these weekend days I went out and ate ten hamburgers and 
was desperately sick. And then on Monday he came down 



and talked to my mother in this little beach cottage, and 
when he left, he didn't say goodbye. And people in the family 
tease me for saying this, but I was sitting on the porch and 
he walked right over me. And they're like, "Oh, please. Isn't 
it time to get over it?" And I would like to get over it, but I 
don't see it happening any time soon, you know. He walked 
right over me and left. And then the next day, Tuesday 
night, he called from work and he said, "Penny, would you 
please tell your mother that I'm not coming home?" [laughs] 
He's kind of low. He couldn't tell her himself, and that was 
the end of that. 

Collings 
And did you tell her? 

See 
Oh, sure. 

Collings 
How did she respond? 

See 
It was kind of, for the first three weeks--right after that, our 
cat died, and she was devastated for about the first three 
weeks. I would come home from school. She would just be 
on a bed crying, and it was unbearable. And then she moved 
from this grief into an intense, very deep, devastating fury 
that she never got over. She was just in a fury, and that 
extended to everyone she knew and her children and her 
next husband. She just had had it. And I can see now more 
how that would be, because her mother had died so horribly, 
her dad had been a jerk, her husband, who she really loved 
as much as she could, just blew her off, and then her 
daughters disappointed her, and her second husband was 
awful. You know, it just went on like that, so she was sick of 
life. She hated it. 

Collings 
So this was just after World War II that your dad left. 

See 
Yes, summer of 1945, in September of--right here. 

Collings 
It doesn't sound like your mom had any war work or any of 
that kind of thing? 



See 
She worked down at the Union Station once a week in 
Travelers Aid, and my dad was an air-raid warden in name 
only. He had a helmet, but they never did--that was as far as 
it went. 

Collings 
Right. So you, from what I recall from some other sources, 
were a very serious student even at a very early age, even 
at this young age. 

See 
I was good in school. I was not very--even when my mother 
and dad were together, I was not a terribly happy kid, but, I 
mean, I was happy enough. I mean, it was not startlingly 
awful in any sense. It was a perfectly decent, very small, 
very peaceful, in many ways very pretty semi-rural childhood 
in Eagle Rock, and we were at the very end of the 5 Car line, 
our street, so my dad would just go down, catch the 
streetcar downtown to work. 

Collings 
That must have been wonderful. 

See 
Yes. And Eagle Rock at that time was very pretty. It was a 
very pretty little town, and the houses were pretty, and my 
mother had friends, and I went to St. Dominic's Elementary, 
and the nuns were terrible, you know, just what you'd 
expect. And my mother, she would make sponge cakes with 
butter frosting, and she would take us outside for Coke 
floats, make them herself. And I remember an ice man. I 
mean, I remember when we first got our refrigerator, so 
there were still ice boxes around. And we got a new car after 
the war, like--no, we didn't. That can't be right, because 
after the war is when he left. But we got a new car 
somewhere in there, but a long time before that, we hadn't 
had a new car, so it was a big deal when we got a car. 

Collings 
It sounds like your mother was a fairly devoted housekeeper, 
overall. 

See 



Oh, she was a fanatical housekeeper, and that was--oh, I 
don't even mean that in a bad way, but she was just 
meticulous. She had a lot of nervous energy, and that's 
where she would expend it. She had way more energy than 
was good for the rest of us, and I would often sort of say, 
"Well, you really ought to go to school. You really ought to 
take a class." But she just was like, you know, "You are an 
idiot." I mean, she just thought that was just beneath 
contempt. It was just incredibly stupid. She also had a lot of 
contempt for her sister, who made a living as an insurance 
agent. She just had a lot of contempt floating around. 

Collings 
Yes, overall. Why did your parents send you to the Catholic 
school? 

See 
Because public school, in their mind, wasn't good enough, 
and it was only like two or three dollars a month to go to St. 
Dominic's. 

Collings 
Were you raised as a Catholic? 

See 
Yes, just very reluctantly. My mother was a Catholic, but not 
entirely, because she couldn't do the sacraments, because 
my dad had been married before. But she would drag us to 
mass, and they felt, I think, that it was good for me. 

Collings 
You and your father, drag you and your father to mass? 

See 
She would drag my father and me, and once my dad opened 
up a newspaper in the middle mass to her rage. [laughs] But 
I don't know. I really do think a lot of this stuff had to do 
with my birthmark, that they thought, "She won't get picked 
on as much if she's in a small Catholic school as if she were 
in a public school," but they never said that. 

Collings 
Now, you were born with a birthmark? 

See 



Yes, honey. "Yes, dimwit." Excuse me, that's my mother 
talking. It's like a map of North and South America with a 
bunch of blue right here-- 

Collings 
All right, okay. 

See 
--and it's always sort of covered up, but not very well 
covered up, with makeup. 

Collings 
Sorry. [laughter] 

See 
I went in to my orals, my oral exams. Oh, god. We were all 
nervous, and a professor pulled out a handkerchief and said, 
"Wait a minute, Carolyn," and started to try and rub my 
birthmark off my face, so, yes, it's always been there. So 
anyway, I think that was part of why they wanted me to be 
in this Catholic school. 

Collings 
Oh, that's interesting. So were they raised as Catholics? 

See 
Not my dad. And my mother was, but in a very haphazard 
way. And my dad was some kind of--he was either a 
Methodist or a Baptist, but I don't remember which. But he 
knew the old hymns. But they really didn't have any truck 
with God until my dad went into A.A. [Alcoholics 
Anonymous], which was, then that's a different kind of God. 
And my mother was, most of the time in her life, furious with 
God, because she thought he was a man and just acted like 
every other man, so she was always hopping mad. "If he 
does this, well, why did he do that?" I mean just always very 
upset. 

Collings 
So you had been placed in the Catholic school. Were you 
encouraged to study and work hard in school? 

See 
They were very hard. Yes, the nuns, as they're supposed to 
be and as their reputations suggests, they're just very, very 
tough. They were very tough, and you really had to work. 
There was no sense of, "Well, we have to be nice to the 



kids." It was more like, "I hate these kids, and I don't know 
why I'm here, but I have to be." So they were a very surly 
bunch, and I don't remember too much about it. I remember 
in one classroom they had a life-sized statue of the boy 
Jesus, who was holding a book out this way, that said, "If 
you love me, come follow me." Then they had a bunch of 
statues of the virgin around, and we just kind of hung out. 
And, oh, once I got as high up in the hierarchy that when 
there was a procession on May first, I didn't get to hold the 
pillow with the little crown of Cecil Brunner roses, but I got 
to hold one of the streamers that went to the pillow, so, I 
mean, I wasn't just back in the ranks. I was one of the 
people that held the streamers that stuck onto the pillow that 
held the thing. 

Collings 
Well, you must have been quite proud of that at the time. 

See 
Well, there were pictures of me, and again, I just hate to 
keep saying it, but the main, the overriding thing was that 
we were very, very poor, so what I remember is I got a new 
dress for that, and that was a huge deal. And I remember 
when we did our first communion and got prayer books, 
there were two kids in class that didn't have prayer books 
with plastic covers. They had it with paper covers, because 
they were cheaper, and, of course, I was one of those 
people. 
We were always just terribly poor, and my dad tried to make 
light of it, but my mother took it very seriously, that we were 
very poor. She would do things like--I don't know, certainly I 
guess I'm still angry with my mother, but instead of having a 
lunch box, I would take my lunch in a brown bag. But it 
wouldn't be a small brown bag, it would be a big one that 
had been cut off to a depth of three inches and then she 
would roll it up that way, so the idea being, we can't even 
afford a decent paper bag. And so that was the arc. That was 
the thing, that we were. 

Collings 
So your mother went out to work, I suppose, pretty much 
full-time after your father left. 



See 
She had to, yes. Boy, she was irate. She went to a business 
school for about three months. She must have gone to 
business school before. She was brushing up on her 
stenography, and you would have thought that, to change 
historical periods, that somebody had told her to put her arm 
in a Cuisinart. She was so upset about working. She hated it. 
That's the end of that story, really. 

Collings 
So were you being encouraged to start thinking about what 
you might want to do with your-- 

See 
I wasn't supposed to do anything. She was very--like I 
remember one of her signature remarks was, "When you're 
eighteen, you're out of here. When you're eighteen, you're 
out of here. Don't think that anything else is going to 
happen, because when you're eighteen, you're out of here." 
And, "You're just like your father." She would alternate. 
Those were the things she would say, that, "When you're 
eighteen, you're out of here. Don't think you're going to get 
any money." And so, of course, that instilled in me, as soon 
as I knew what taking an academic course was--she was 
very upset about me taking an academic course. 

Collings 
You mean something that would not prepare you for a job, 
but something that would prepare you for college. 

See 
Yes, because in high school, yes, you either took the 
vocational course or the academic course, and she really 
wanted me to take the vocational course. So I took all those 
vocational classes, but I also took an academic course. 

Collings 
What made you think you might want to do that? 

See 
Because I just hated her guts. I think that would be it. And I 
was sure I was going to go to college. I didn't know how, but 
I was going to. 

Collings 
What made you think you wanted to go to college? 



See 
Because she didn't want me to. She was absolutely adamant 
that I wasn't going to college; that was never going to 
happen. "If you think--." 

Collings 
So she would talk about that? 

See 
Oh, incessantly. "If you have any ideas like that in your 
head, well, just get them out right now, because that's never 
going to happen." So it did, it did happen. I mean, that was 
the place where my defiance kind of focused. 

Collings 
Were there courses that you particularly enjoyed as you got 
into middle school and high school? 

See 
I loved, actually, drama. Well, you can see I was a drama 
queen, and I loved drama, and I loved being in it, and I was 
the lead in the senior play. 

Collings 
Oh, really. Oh, how wonderful. What was the play? 

See 
There were two, actually. One is "The Admirable Creighton." 
That doesn't have a lead, but I had the most interesting role, 
and then something called "The Divine Flora," which I was 
the Divine Flora, which was misspelled all the way through in 
the yearbook, D-e-v-i-n-e, devine. 

Collings 
D-e-v-i-n-e. [laughter] 

See 
Oh, god. 

Collings 
You can't win. 

See 
So I made it a conscious project that I knew my home life--I 
can't really say it enough, and I don't think I have said it 
enough. She was really a maniac at this point, so I knew I 
was living with a maniac, and I only had Aunt Helen, who 
was really a very scary and horrible woman, and then my 
dad, who was sort of there, but he couldn't be counted upon 



to do anything. So I knew that my only--I mean, you look at 
your life and you think the only thing that's there is school, 
so that's going to be my salvation. 
And it's interesting, I've been talking about it. I think I told 
you before the machine went on that we're planning the 
sixtieth high school reunion. 

Collings 
Right, yes. 

See 
And there are a couple of other people. My oldest friend felt 
the same way, Jackie Joseph, who went on to--she was a 
show girl and an actress, and she's had a very interesting 
life. But she was so poor she slept under newspapers, and 
we were very, very close friends, and she knew, too, that it's 
like she had this crazy woman at home, and school was 
going to be--if there was any way we could just get out of--
the only way to get out of our present lives was to really do 
well in school, and not just academically, but, quote, "to be 
popular" and all that. 

Collings 
So this was really kind of a parallel universe in a way, where 
things could be counted on and would happen. 

See 
Yes, a huge amount of structure, and if you treated 
somebody nicely, chances were they would treat you nicely. 
Jackie and I had two very close, very wealthy girlfriends that 
I've talked about in "Dreaming." They were so kind to us, 
and they would bring clothes for us to wear to school. They 
would just bring us a paper bag of, like, a new outfit, 
because we had no clothes. We had like one skirt, one 
blouse, one sweater, one pair of shoes, and Joan and Nancy, 
Joan Wilheim and Nancy Stone, would bring us stuff, I mean, 
just out of the goodness of their heart. And Nancy had a 
beach house, and if I were Nancy's mother, I wouldn't have 
allowed us in the door. But we would go down and spend the 
weekend, and thus we learned that you could live in a beach 
house, and they had a black serving maid named Irma, with 
a little white chiffon apron. Otherwise we would have never 
seen that world or had the faintest notion that it was there. 



So Jackie and I were both extremely lucky, and we love 
[John] Marshall [Senior] High [School], just with this 
irrational love. 

Collings 
So you didn't go to the Catholic school for high school. 

See 
No, no. 

Collings 
Marshall High is a public school. 

See 
Yes. I went to St. Dominic's. Then we moved over to the 
Micheltorena hill and I went for one year to St. Francis 
Elementary, which is kind of a savage place, and then went 
over to Thomas Starr King Junior High, which was public 
school, and again it was just like heaven as opposed to these 
cranky little Catholic--I don't mean to speak ill of those nuns, 
but they were ignorant and bad tempered. They were pretty 
awful. But you went over to Thomas Starr King, and they 
were like actual, real teachers, who sort of liked what they 
did, and it was just amazing. It was an amazing revelation, 
that you just saw people around you who were happy and 
not throwing the crockery and not pitching fits and not 
screaming, I mean, just not screaming, which was a huge, 
big deal for us. 

Collings 
Were there particular teachers who were particular mentors 
for you? 

See 
Mrs. Edna Welton Harris was my homeroom teacher, and 
because it's a small world, Jonathan Kirsch, the critic, the 
literary critic--Mrs. Harris was his wicked stepmother. 
[laughs] And when he tells me these wicked stepmother 
stories, I'm just like, "But that was Mrs. Harris. She saved 
my life." 

Collings 
How did she save your life? 

See 
Just by treating me like a civilized human being. Just by 
smiling or--not in a sappy way. She was very sophisticated. 



She dressed very elegantly. Once, at one point I'd read--she 
would read every Friday to the kids in homeroom, and I had 
just finished reading "For Whom the Bell Tolls," and I 
thought that would be a good thing for Mrs. Harris to read to 
the class. She was like, "Honey, you know, that sleeping bag, 
I think that might get between some of the class, and it 
might not be a good idea." And I was like, "Oh, I'm having a 
conversation with a grownup about a grownup subject." I 
was just blown away by her. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
And there were other teachers who were just great. She was 
the one in junior high, and then the drama teacher, Mrs. 
Crowley, was just amazingly sweet and decent in high 
school. They were just good. They were good people, decent 
people. I never had a bad teacher there, I don't think. 

Collings 
Did you have the sense that there were other kids at the 
school who came from sort of uncertain backgrounds? 

See 
No. In fact-- 

Collings 
Or were you in the minority? 

See 
Well, I probably wasn't in the minority, but one reason I'm 
sure Jackie and I were so close and still remain close is that 
once we realized, "We're just--we are--." We weren't 
outcasts, because people were extremely good to us. But, 
you know, "We're in trouble here. We're at risk." We didn't 
have those words, but, "We're in jeopardy." And either one 
of us were always running away. We wouldn't run very far. 
We'd run to another person's house and refuse to come 
home, just because we had to do something. 
And at this reunion-planning thing, there were three boys 
there, aged seventy-seven, who Jackie said, "You know, I 
remember one time I ran away from home, and I ran to your 
house, Jimmy. And then Alec and Ruben, you helped me. 
You helped me." And they were like, "Yes, we did." But then 



it turns out that Jimmy--I just learned this last week--have I 
already said this? 

Collings 
No. 

See 
His mother worked at Forest Lawn. She was a single mother. 
She developed breast cancer, had an operation, went back to 
work for only two weeks, but got sick again and went into 
the hospital and died. And he was thirteen, and he had only 
a grandmother and a ne'er-do-well uncle. And Hubert Eaton, 
the founder of Forest Lawn, who's been so mercilessly 
criticized over the years by Aldous Huxley and Evelyn 
Waugh, he personally stepped forward and created a job for 
my friend Jimmy Easton--Jimmy was thirteen--a job that 
would allow Jimmy to work and support his grandmother and 
his aunt until he got out of high school. 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
And Jimmy never told anybody. He told people his mother 
was sick, but he said, "She's recovering," and like, "in a 
resort. She's recovering." And his friend Ruben called up and 
got the grandma and said, "How is Jimmy's mother?" And 
the grandma said, "Oh, she's dead," and that's how other 
people found out. So there were other people who--but we 
just didn't know who they were, other people who had these 
horrendous stories and troubled childhoods. 
There was a girl, Berly Tobin, who went on to be a fairly 
successful ballet dancer, who was in a very abusive family. 
But meanwhile, she was taking eight lessons a week. But I 
was friends with her. We were--there was a lot of going back 
and forth. And I have to say that my mother did--in the 
middle of the context of this constant abuse, she would buy 
tickets to musical comedies, or we went to see Josephine 
Baker and Nellie Lucher, a marvelous, marvelous pianist. 
We'd take the 5 Car downtown to a matinee, or to the ballet. 
We'd go to the ballet a lot. So she would do this very 
conscientiously as a good mother, and then we would get 
home and she'd start to throw things and sob and cry and 



drink a lot of whiskey and sob and carry on. But in that little 
time slot, she would have taken me to the theater, so that's 
what she tried to do. That's what she did. 

Collings 
Yes, that was very inconsistent. 

See 
No, it was consistently awful. [laughs] 

Collings 
Oh, okay. Well, the reason I asked you that about the other 
kids was I was just wondering whether at the school there 
was this effort on the part of staff and teachers to work with 
kids who-- 

See 
Oh, no, no. Not a bit of it. No. In fact, Jackie got harassed a 
lot, because she had a huge chest, and she was always being 
pulled into the vice president's [principal's] office to say, 
"You've got to get a bra." She'd say, "I have a bra." And they 
were like, "Well, do something, because you're a disgrace." 
And then they'd call her mother, and her mother would be 
out cold, drunk. It was just awful. But no, nobody. They 
didn't have that. That was like computers; that didn't come 
until later, where people tried to be good to the troubled 
children. 

Collings 
Right, okay. Did you have a guidance counselor? 

See 
No. [laughs] 

Collings 
Okay. [laughter] 

See 
No, never laid eyes on anything like that. Never had that. 
There were twelve hundred people in the class at John 
Marshall. 

Collings 
That's a big class. 

See 
Yes, it was huge. 

Collings 
The one grade, twelve hundred people? 



See 
Yes, yes. 

Collings 
That is huge. 

See 
Yes, it was monstrous, and no--I mean, it was just a factory. 
But again, if you looked sharp or whatever, if you really 
worked at it, you could make a very nice life for yourself. 

Collings 
Did you get good grades? 

See 
Oh, yes. And at one point my French teacher, Mrs. Amy 
Brown, a hateful bitch, didn't like me, thought I was too lippy 
and too snotty and too--you know, didn't like me. And I was 
in the habit of getting in the California Scholarship Society, 
and so on the day of getting our grades, I came in and said, 
"Well, I've got all A's so far," to--and she said, "Well, you're 
getting a C from me." But I luckily was taking five solids and 
so it didn't matter, and I mean, but I still remember that, 
that she was like, "You think you're so smart." 

Collings 
Not so fast, missy. 

See 
Yes. Exactly. That's exactly it. And I was like, "Well, fuck 
you," although I would never have said such a thing at that 
time. 

Collings 
At that time, no. What were your friends, the ones who had 
the beach house, going to be doing after high school? 

See 
My friend Joan Wilheim, she was going to be an artist. Her 
tragedy--it's funny, like you have different kinds of 
tragedies--her tragedy was her parents had led her to 
believe that she was going to be going to Radcliffe [College] 
all along, but her dad had spent the Radcliffe money and 
neglected to tell her until she graduated from Marshall, when 
they said--and she'd already been accepted by Radcliffe, and 
they said, "Oh, well, I guess we forgot to tell you there isn't 
any money." She was furious and heartsick, and she felt 



swindled. They lived very nicely. They had plenty of money, 
and they lived very nicely, but the dad-- 

Collings 
On her money. 

See 
On her money. So she was very angry at that. 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
So she went to UCLA, and we went to Europe for a year, but 
that's a little bit later. 

Collings 
That's getting on, yes, getting on in the story. But were they 
an inspiration to you, I guess? 

See 
Yes, they were an example, Joan and Nancy. Joan's family 
was quite crazy. They were Hungarians, and they weren't 
very nice to Joan at all, but they lived beautifully, and Mrs. 
Wilheim was a huge role model in that it was a beautiful 
home from the twenties, above Los Feliz Boulevard, and, 
again, beautifully kept, and marvelous meals came out of 
that kitchen. And Joan's underwear was stacked. You'd open 
up an armoire, and it was stacked in this like row of--I mean, 
just a pile of-- 

Collings 
Perfectly folded. 

See 
Yes, just amazing. And Nancy's family, to me, was very hard 
to understand, because they were a happy family, and they 
were really, I think, the only ones I glimpsed in high school. 
So I was like, "Wow. That's far out." But I didn't know what 
it--I couldn't get it, because Nancy was so incredibly 
confident. She's a little tiny thing, and at one point I said, "It 
must be so interesting having a housekeeper." And she said, 
"Oh, I really don't take much advantage of her, but every 
once in a while I'll say to her, 'Would you mind washing my 
bathing suit?'" And I just thought, "Irma, would you mind 
washing--," I mean, again, I'm seventy-seven and I still 
remember that. I was just like, "Jesus, what a concept. 



Would you mind washing my--?" If I'd said that to my 
mother, I'd be dead. I mean, I wouldn't be giving this 
interview. Just amazing. 
Oh, the other day some woman--we were out having--we 
went to a movie, you know, two old ladies going to a movie, 
and she said, "I just wish my mother were here to clean out 
my purse." And I was like, "What? Huh?" And she said, 
"Well, didn't your mother just sometimes reach over and 
clean out your purse? You know, like take out the old 
Kleenex and like polish the mirror on your compact?" And I 
was like, "No, Virginia. I can't even--." I'm like, "I'm 
speechless." I mean, just the conversation just ground to a 
halt, and she was thinking, "I wish my mother were here to 
clean out my purse." So, I mean, there's a level of caring 
that--my mother really couldn't stand me, and I feel sorry 
for her in that position, but she couldn't stand--it wasn't 
personal. She couldn't stand my sister, she couldn't stand 
my dad, and she couldn't stand her next husband. She just 
couldn't stand us. Which is hard to--it's like being in a cold 
wind all the time. You get used to it, but it's like you're 
always in that cold wind. 

Collings 
Okay. So you left the house before you finished high school, 
as I understand. 

See 
Yes, yes. Again, I guess maybe I should say that during the 
war, remember that--no, you don't remember that night--
there was a night when Los Angeles had a phony air raid. 

Collings 
Oh, really? It was a drill, or there was a real scare? 

See 
No, they really were sure there were a couple of Japanese 
planes coming over, and the city just went ape crazy. 

Collings 
Interesting. 

See 
It was like every--and we were all the way out in Eagle Rock. 
But there were searchlights and on the radio, "Watch out. 



Beware. Be careful," and sirens, sirens, sirens, sirens in the 
middle of the night, and I was just terrified. 

Collings 
I'll bet. 

See 
But my dad was still home. But I remember going in to be in 
the bedroom with them, and also that there were always, 
because it was the war, there were always planes coming 
over, P-38s and whatever. And these little boys that I've 
been talking about, in junior high would spend all their time 
drawing these planes, with little bullets coming out. And they 
just worked so hard, and they would do that all the time, so 
the war affected us that way. 
And then in Eagle Rock, my mother, you know, was very 
beautiful and certainly, I'm sure, faithful to my dad. But she 
flirted with the butcher, who--it really griped my dad later, 
but she would always bring home very good cuts of meat, 
because the butcher was smitten with her, and I remember 
seeing that from an angle of being a little kid, looking up and 
watching my mother be charming, and watching this guy be 
flirtatious and pulling things out, when you weren't--because 
meat was rationed. Yes, everything was rationed. 
There were also the things where you would bring in--we 
were always saving bacon grease. I always wondered what 
they did with that bacon grease, but you were encouraged to 
save bacon grease and take it in to school. They had all 
these drives to make you feel like you were part of the war 
effort. And the first prize I ever won was five dollars in a 
poster contest at St. Dominic's, with a little stick figure that 
said, "Gangway. I'm on my way to buy war stamps." And I 
got five dollars for it, so I was-- 

Collings 
That must have been quite helpful. 

See 
Oh, again, we didn't have any money, so it was very nice. 
And one time my mother and father said, "We'll give you an 
A for every A you get." This was-- 

Collings 
Give you a what for every-- 



See 
Oh, sorry. "We'll give you a dollar for every A you get." 

Collings 
Your parents said that to you? 

See 
Yes. So I got eight A's, and then they were really kind of 
depressed because-- 

Collings 
They didn't know what to do about it. 

See 
Yes. They didn't have eight dollars. I mean, they scraped it 
up, but then they put it away for safekeeping, and I never 
saw it again, because that was a lot of money. 
So then after my dad left, it was about, I would say about 
five years. I'm not sure exactly. My mother had a very 
decent boyfriend who put up with hell. He'd just put up with 
these terrible crying jags and temper tantrums. He was a 
contractor at a very high level, who was one of the people 
who put in those vast areas of tract houses after the war-- 

Collings 
Oh, gosh, that must have been a booming trade. 

See 
--at Westchester, Culver City, all of those places. We'd go 
out on the weekends and see what he was doing, and, of 
course, my mother again was just full of contempt, like, 
"This is so dumb, I can't even," you know, "tell you." 

Collings 
She didn't like the housing style or? 

See 
She just didn't like Charlie. She didn't like--just, "Anybody 
who would waste their time building a house is just so stupid 
I can't even tell you. Why are we here?" You know, she just 
had a--she couldn't stand it. I remember once my mother 
was ranting at me because I was dawdling about not doing 
the dishes, and there couldn't have been very many dishes, 
because it was just Charlie and my mother and me. I was 
crying, and my mother was screaming, and Charlie got up. 
My dad was very dapper and elegant, and Charlie was--he 
had a brown suede lumber jacket, and he always had a cigar, 



and he had a broken nose. He'd been a college athlete. And 
he was like, "Okay, come on, Penny," and took me into the 
kitchen, and then he did the dishes with me. I mean, he 
didn't make me do the dishes, he didn't do the dishes, but 
we did them together. And he hardly ever talked, and he just 
was like, "See, you can do it really fast," as in, that's a way 
of getting around her. You know, it's really smarter to do the 
dishes than not do the dishes. He didn't say that, but that's 
what he was showing me, just plow through. So I really liked 
him. He was great. 

See 
Then we moved--we had lived--we'd moved from Eagle Rock 
to this place in the Micheltorena hill, with a wonderful picture 
window. It was a modest place, but it had a beautiful picture 
window-- 

Collings 
And this was with Charlie? 

See 
No. To my knowledge, she only spent the night with him 
once, and there was such a fuss. She put up such a fuss 
that, no. 

Collings 
Okay, sorry. 

See 
So there was this window. You could see, from downtown 
you could see the ocean, just this panoramic view of the city. 
It was very, very pretty. 

Collings 
Lovely. 

See 
My mother hated it. And we had bought that house, but she 
sold it and we moved into a little tiny apartment with paper 
drapes. She had like an uncanny way of reaching down into 
the--"If you think this is bad, I'll find something worse. Here 
are some paper drapes. They're flowery paper we can hang 
up." And again, it was just scorching tears all the time. 
So then she went out one night to a bar, because they were 
drinking all the time. There was a friend of hers living with us 
for a while, and they went out to the S.O.S. Bar, which is at 



the bottom of the Micheltorena hill. It's a Mexican restaurant 
now. And she picked up some wretched creature, and she 
gave him a gorilla. It was Valentine's Day, and she gave him 
a picture of a gorilla, and then he wrote back and said, "If I 
were a gopher, I'd go for you." And then there was a day 
when my mother went out with somebody else, and she had 
neglected to tell Charlie, and he came to the door, and she 
had phoned and said, "Whatever you do, don't let Charlie in." 
And I said, "I can't let you in, Charlie." And then later on in 
the night, he tried to get in, tried to jimmy the lock on the 
back door. But I wasn't scared, because he was just such a 
nice man. And then we lived in an upstairs apartment, and 
he hid under the staircase and bashed Jim Daly, who would 
become my stepfather, bashed him with a crowbar and only 
missed--they said if he'd only been a quarter of an inch in a 
different place, he would have killed him. Unfortunately, he 
didn't. 
So poor Jim became my stepfather. He was wretched and 
just a terrible, terrible drunk. But mainly he had married my 
mother because he thought he could bully her. But he didn't 
know--you know, it's like marrying a typhoid epidemic. He 
just didn't even--he didn't think it through. Sorry, I'm 
drooling. So they had a--she got pregnant right away, and 
they had a baby, and the minute the baby was born, within a 
week he evidently told--he burned up all my baby pictures 
and then-- 

Collings 
Why did he do that? 

See 
Because he wasn't a nice man, and he wished I wasn't alive, 
I think would be the--and then he told Mother, "It's either 
her or me. I'll leave you with this little baby." And, again, my 
mother hated to work, and she had stopped work. But she 
was married to this poor guy. I mean, I feel actually sorry for 
him now in later years. He drank so badly and was such a 
bad drunk. The first time I ever heard the word fuck was 
actually he was so drunk, he was just sitting in the living 
room saying, "I just want to sit here and fuck. I just want to 
sit here and fuck." And my mother was like dancing. You 



know, she was like every time he'd say that she'd go, "Yow!" 
and leap around the room, and sob and scream, and he 
wouldn't even move and then he would say it again, and she 
would go, "Yeoh!" So it was not a happy sight. 
So anyway, I just--she told me when I was sixteen, she said, 
"Well, you'll have to go and live with your father now, if he'll 
have you. I doubt it." You know, I don't hate anybody that 
much anymore now. I don't have any reason to hate 
anybody like that, but I was filled with hatred for her. And I 
called up my dad, and she was counting on my dad saying 
no. My dad was living in a one-room apartment with his 
girlfriend, and they said, "Well, just come on over. No 
worries. Come on over." I had a boyfriend at that time, and 
he moved me out that afternoon, and I went over to my 
dad's, and it was sort of like going to Thomas Starr King. It 
was just like, "Ah, boy," like coming out of a blizzard, or 
coming out of a cyclone. It was just peaceful. 
Then I stayed with them for about a year and three months, 
and for the first three months, when I was still in school, and 
I was a junior, they just slept in a Murphy bed, and I slept on 
the couch, and they never made me feel uncomfortable or 
unwelcome. It was as though that was the most fun they 
could think of was having me over, and we would stay up 
late and talk. It was just amazing. And then my mother, 
about six weeks into this, called up in tears and said, "Oh, 
I'm leaving Jim. Oh, he's a monster. Oh, I just can't stand it. 
I only loved you. Oh, I just really love you. You have to come 
home." And I was like, "No, I don't think I can do that." And 
I didn't. 
So then I stayed with my--they bought a little tiny house in 
the Valley, and I went to live with them for my senior year, 
and then I moved out the day I graduated. 

Collings 
Was your father still working as a journalist at this time? 

See 
No. He was working at that time--he had been a mail order 
person for a while, for an outfit called Betty Coed, during the 
war. I'm trying to think exactly what he was doing at this 
time, and I'm unfortunately coming up with the thought that 



he may not have been working, which sometimes happened. 
But, no, he did work. He worked at an advertising place at 
that time, and he was in A.A. by that time and so was Wynn 
[Corum Laws], my stepmother. And the thing about Wynn is 
she's a founding mother of Alcoholics Anonymous. She was a 
beautiful woman, and she thought that she was going to 
marry Bill, Big Bill [William Griffith Wilson, founder of A.A.], 
and she sort of put that forward to him. They were having 
this torrid affair. And I heard this from Wynn herself, so I'm 
sure it's true. And he said, "Well, you know, I'm married, and 
I'm Bill. I can't be marrying you. But I will put you in the 
book." So her story is in-- 

Collings 
This is the Bill-- 

See 
Bill Wilson. 

Collings 
--who is the founder of Alcoholics-- 

See 
Of A.A., yes. So she's one of the few women to be in that 
book. You know, it's all men's stories, almost all men's 
stories except for Wynn and I think two or three other 
people. So she was a very big deal in A.A., and my dad was 
kind of her consolation prize, and he was her fourth husband, 
or fifth, I can't remember, fourth or fifth husband. She'd 
been married a lot. 

Collings 
Well, it sounds like moving out of your mother's house and in 
with your father when you were sixteen was a very 
important-- 

See 
It was like heaven. 

Collings 
--turning point, as well as the support you were getting at 
high school. 

See 
Yes. Yes, it was. They were so good to me. Wynn was a little 
bit crazy. She had never had kids of her own, and she sort of 
got her ideas out of magazines, but she--for instance, for my 



room, she fixed up the room with wallpaper and a yellow 
taffeta bedspread that she made herself. And I kind of 
inherited a bad trait from my mother that took me a long 
time to get rid of, which was just this automatic contempt, 
you know, like, "Yellow taffeta? I'm sorry." But that was just-
-I didn't even know that I had it, it was so engrained. And 
she put black wallpaper with pink cabbage roses in the 
kitchen, so she had kind of a strange idea about how to live. 

Collings 
She sounds like in her own way she was somewhat artistic. 

See 
She was artistic, and she was very charismatic. I got a phone 
call just a couple of weeks ago from Chicago. There are 
groups, like sort of it's like in the Catholic church, you know, 
there's God but there are also saints, and there are little sub-
groups that venerate Wynn. 

Collings 
Oh, really? 

See 
Yes, and build their spiritual programs around what Wynn 
said. So she was a very, very influential lady. 

Collings 
So it's almost as if we have A.A. to thank for some of the 
later work that you went on to do. 

See 
Oh, sure. Definitely, yes. And for "Dreaming," Michiko 
Kakutani said, "It reads like an A.A. pitch." And it does, and 
a lot of the novels read the same way. "I had a terrible time 
and then this happened, and then it got nice. The end." 
That's the shape of a pitch. 

Collings 
So did you ever attend A.A. meetings along with them or 
something? 

See 
Several. Oh, yes, fairly often, maybe twenty times in a year. 
They were out every night, and they were very much in 
demand. My dad would be the funny one, and then Wynn 
would be the heavy-duty, beautiful, dramatic, serious one. 
Yes, I went to quite a few meetings. 



Collings 
It strikes me that there's a lot of storytelling at A.A. 
meetings, I would think. 

See 
Yes, that's exactly what they do. I mean, that is how they 
structure those meetings. And they're endlessly interesting, 
because everybody's story is different, and yet the same. 
But, you know, everybody's story is different. And they really 
play both ends against the middle. That is to say, "I was 
worse than you can ever imagine. On the other hand, I'm a 
lot better now than you can ever imagine." [laughter] So it 
kind of would drive me--Wynn would play a lot of mind 
games, but she was not guileful. She didn't do it on purpose. 
It's just where she was coming from. 

Collings 
Yes. That's very interesting that that was kind of going on in 
the later part of your teen years. 

See 
Oh, yes. I remember like one of the first A.A. meetings I 
went to. Afterwards they all went over to the Hollywood 
Roosevelt, and you know, there's just nothing more cheerful 
than a room full of ex-drunks. 

Collings 
Really. 

See 
They are so happy, have all this energy, because they're not 
sick anymore, and they've got all these stories. But mainly, 
the energy's just, they're just like, woo, vibrating with 
energy and happy. They just are giddy, and again, they're 
natural storytellers, and they're on this amazing spiritual 
journey. 

Collings 
Right. I would think they're probably very humble, because 
they've-- 

See 
Sort of. 

Collings 
No? Okay. 

See 



[laughs] 
Collings 

Well, I was just going to say because you've kind of been to 
hell and back and you don't have illusions about yourself. 

See 
No, you've been to hell and back and you're proud of it, you 
know, and your hell was worse than their hell, you know, 
and, "I've got the worst hell. I've got the really bad--oh, you 
think that's bad. Well, did you ever walk down stark naked in 
the middle of a great big party?" They love that stuff. "Did 
you ever," oh, I don't know, "drink kerosene?" They just love 
that stuff. So they're proud of their badness. And you know, 
they were just as bad as bad can be, and now they're as 
good as good can be. 

Collings 
Good as gold. 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
But you did move out of their house fairly soon. 

See 
I did. Things got--well, you know, I was very messed up by 
that time, which you can, I think, just tell from what I've 
been saying. I was just very messed up, and I was sassy to 
Wynn, and I thought she was kind of tasteless, and I thought 
she wasn't well educated, and I wanted to be educated, so I 
sort of gave her a hard time. And she was really very good to 
me, but it was time to get out. It was just time to get out. 
And my dad--you know, it was not under unfriendly terms, 
but my dad was so relieved. He just was like, "Thank you, 
God." [laughs] And then I went to live with Jackie for a few 
months, and then I got a place of my own, a little room. 

Collings 
You didn't consider going back to your mom's, I guess. 

See 
I would rather--no. I mean, no, never. It was a nightmare. 

Collings 
But you were planning to go to college in the fall? 

See 



Yes. And Jackie and I--again, Jackie lived in a one-bedroom 
place with her crazy mother, who was a terrible drunk and 
who owned a liquor store downtown, slept with everybody, 
so that back in World War II we would come over to her 
house after school, and the living room was on the second 
floor, and the bedrooms were on the first floor, and we'd 
open the front door, look in the bedroom, and there would be 
like four bare feet. And Jackie was a very prim little girl, 
would just shut the door, and we'd walk up the steps. And 
they were usually soldiers and sailors that Jackie's mother 
would have picked up. She was very patriotic. She did a lot 
of war work. 

Collings 
She did a lot of war work. [laughter] 

See 
So we worked that summer, that first summer, and then 
Jackie had been accepted at Occidental [College], and she 
took the bus over to Occidental and was amazed to find out 
that they wanted her to pay money to get in, and she just 
took the bus back and said, "They want me to pay money to 
go there. I can't." So then we went over to [L.A.] City 
College. We took the bus over to City College. 

Collings 
To L.A.C.C. on Vermont? 
Yes. Yes, and it cost two dollars and fifty cents to enroll, and 
we did. 

Collings 
Great. 

See 
It was great. We had so much fun. Maybe that's the-- 

Collings 
Okay, a good time to stop? All right. 

1.2. Session 2 (September 15, 2010) 

Collings 
Today is September 15, 2010, Jane Collings interviewing 
Carolyn See at her home. 
Carolyn, to start with, you had some thoughts that you 
wanted to share based on what you had said last time. 



See 
I wanted to say that when I talked about Mother's boyfriend 
Charlie whacking the man who would become my stepfather, 
I forgot to say that two days after that happened, Charlie 
killed himself, and my mother was tickled. So I'm going to 
stop ranting about my mother, but I felt like I should just say 
that it wasn't just--I mean, the significance of it wasn't just 
that Charlie hit Jim, but that he was so distraught by 
everything that had happened that he, as he said, swam to 
Catalina. He said that a couple of times over the couple of 
days, like, "I think I'm just going to have to swim to 
Catalina." And then he called me once in the afternoon and 
said something like, "You know, I always loved you, Penny," 
something like that, and that was the last I heard from him, 
and he drowned himself. 

Collings 
Wow. How did that impact you? 

See 
I was furious with my mother and furious with Jim, just 
furious. I kept saying last time that I felt a lot of contempt, 
and I don't think of myself now as going around being 
contemptuous of people. You know, that's kind of a--but 
when you're a teenage girl, that's about all you've got. You 
know, I've got my contempt around here somewhere, just let 
me pull it out. But that's all you've got. So I was enraged, 
but there was nothing I could do about it. 
The other thing I just wanted to say, which I'm not sure I 
mentioned, is that up until I went into high school, I was 
called Penny. 

Collings 
Yes, I was going to ask you about that, sort of at the right 
time. 

See 
For--my middle name is Penelope. 

Collings 
Oh, your middle name is Penelope. Okay. 

See 



Yes. The other thing I was going to say is that Maureen, my 
sister, who, of course, was born just fifteen minutes ago in 
this narrative, died when she was fifty-five. 

Collings 
Your sister Maureen, not Rose? 

See 
Well, that's her name in the book, but her real name was 
Maureen. 

Collings 
I see. 

See 
When Maureen was born, that's when my mother and Jim 
kicked me out, my mother kicked me out, and then Maureen 
had a very tough life that I'll talk about a little bit later, but 
just to say that she died quite early, at the age of fifty-five, 
after a tough life. 
So the day after I graduated, I moved out of my father's 
house, and again, it wasn't very acrimonious. It was just 
time to move, and I moved in with my friend Jackie, who 
was living with her crazy mother. But it seemed very nice to 
me, because her mother, although she ran a liquor store and 
was a big drunk and had all these boyfriends, she was very 
lively and perky and funny, and so unless she was in a 
drunken rage, she was a lot of fun. And Jackie is a lot of fun, 
and it was just a great relief. I think I said last time that 
when it came time to start school, Jackie had applied to Oxy 
[Occidental College], but was really surprised to see that it 
cost money. 
And then we took the bus over to City College and enrolled, 
and it was either two dollars and fifty cents or two dollars 
and thirty cents, just nothing. And, I mean, it was just 
wonderful. 

Collings 
Well, last time you said, "We had so much fun," which is just 
a great way to hear about somebody starting out their new 
life and college career. 

See 
Yes, it was wonderful. Yes, it was terrific. And I don't know, I 
mean I must have been in a tremendous stage of denial, 



because I was a drama major, I think I mentioned for--well, 
you know, with a birthmark, you don't around being a drama 
major unless you're a pretty bizarre person. But I went to 
school there for two years and took other courses, of course, 
but was a drama major, and Jackie was a drama major, and 
there were a bunch of other people. Bob Mackie who went 
on--I don't know if I mentioned this last time, but he became 
a hugely successful costume designer, and he designed the 
costumes for "Dynasty" and all those Cher specials. He's 
Cher's designer. 

Collings 
He was at school with you? 

See 
Yes. Oh, there were a whole bunch of--I mean, just that 
class was full of people who--oh, god, [James] Coburn, 
what's his first name, wonderful voice, very dramatic 
gorgeous voice, darling guy, leading man, I can't remember-
- 

Collings 
Right. Charles, was it? 

See 
Yes, I think that's his name, yes, just as cute as he could be. 
He was there. A guy, Ray Agayan, who's a famous designer; 
a bunch of people. I mean, it actually probably did better 
than certain years at UCLA or USC. I mean, they were just 
good, working--they were craftspeople and actors and 
actresses who did very--just went on and made good livings. 

Collings 
Now, this was 1952, approximately. 

See 
Yes, yes. 

Collings 
Was there anything special going on at the school that was 
attracting these people to come and be in the drama 
department? 

See 
No. I think they had no money. I mean, I went to--they had 
a wonderful fundraiser maybe about ten years ago, where 
they had a lot of these people, and they came and talked 



about what they had done and why they went there. And 
some people said, you know, "I didn't have a dime. I didn't 
know anything about life." And then other people said, "Well, 
I just hated to work. I couldn't get into UCLA." I mean, or 
they just sort of felt like it. I mean, it was very lively and 
easy going, and now, of course, it's just wonderful for 
immigrants. It's a terrific place for immigrants. But then it 
was mostly just kind of impecunious white folks, and again, I 
just can't stress enough how goofy it was and how much fun 
it was. And the drama department kept working all the time 
and did a lot of stuff, and they were great, and there were 
great drama parties, and you saw all these plays, so there 
was just a lot of social stuff going on. 

Collings 
Were there any particular teachers that you recall from that? 

See 
No. [laughs] I don't. 

Collings 
It was the student body. 

See 
Yes, it was just the kids that were just terrific. I got a job as 
a waitress at Van de Kamp's, over there on the Miracle Mile, 
and I loved that, which is surprising, but it was really a lot of 
fun. 

See 
So we were--oh, I was a waitress at Van de Kamp's, and a 
lot of people there went to City College, so there were a lot 
of young girls and then some old kind of women who'd been 
around the block a few times, and they were very sweet too. 
It was just a great place to go and plenty of drama, very 
exciting, a lot of fun. I guess that's all I can say about it. I 
met Harry Shearer, the comic, there, when he was-- 

Collings 
Did you really? 

See 
Yes, he was a little undernourished, pathetic little tiny Jewish 
person whose mother had escaped the Holocaust, and they 
would come in and have a waffle well done, and a mel-o-



malt. You know, they would just--and he was just this little 
tiny scrunge of a little boy. 

Collings 
Was it a particular community who tended to come into the 
restaurant? 

See 
Oh, lots of Jewish refugees came in, very interesting. But 
then also just a whole bunch of like large white Protestants 
right after church. I know I would work Sunday afternoons, 
and there would be, like, the minister and then his flock, and 
they'd all eat chicken pies. It was just a very American place. 
And I met a wonderful woman named Winona, who turned 
me on, as they say, to jazz, because she was, in fact, 
pregnant by the bass player of the Gerry Mulligan Quartet, 
and she told me about Lee Konitz and Lennie Tristano and 
Warne Marsh, these people who were really avant garde jazz 
musicians who she knew, and all this time we were going out 
and listening to jazz, which was, there was some wonderful 
stuff out there. 
I'm not saying like we did it all the time, but we did it when 
we had some money or when somebody would ask us--we 
were girls, you know, so we'd have to wait to be asked out, 
but we did a lot of that, and I got to know--I mean, I'd never 
met anybody like Winona in my life. 

Collings 
Had you been introduced to music and music appreciation of 
any kind before this? 

See 
No, no, no. It was just like, what is the best way to be cool? 
And especially in the fifties that would be, listen to jazz. And 
then you sort of do it because you want to be cool, and then 
you realize how wonderful it is, and then you learn stuff. 
And another person I met at City College was a little boy 
named La Monte Young, who is now like, I mean he bills 
himself as the father of American avant garde music, but by 
now he's the great-grandfather. He's just the world's oldest 
living avant-garde musician, and he has a whole building in 
New York, which is like a shrine to his work, and they have a 



light concert--he only does one note usually. He just plays 
one note [demonstrates], like that for five hours. 

Collings 
Really? 

See 
Yes. He's hard to listen to, but he's made a living, and he's 
really been able to do this. He married this wonderful woman 
who does these light concerts in conjunction with him so that 
it makes it bearable to listen to this terrible music. [laughs] 

Collings 
A very supportive spouse. 

See 
She is. She is just a very goodhearted woman. So I met La 
Monte, so people that were like they were going to be my 
friends for a long time, and, of course, Jackie was there, and 
she was very active in the drama department. So I'm 
probably making it sound better than it was, because-- 

Collings 
It sounds like an incubator. 

See 
--it was heaven. Yes, it was really great. But in terms of 
money, I worked like thirty hours a week and made seventy-
five cents an hour, and did get food from there, but you can 
hardly live on that. So I was living on these--because Jackie 
and I--there was a point when I didn't take Jackie's mother's 
boyfriend away, but I took Jackie's mother's boyfriend's 
younger brother away, and that enraged her. She just 
wanted them all. She wanted all these guys. And so I started 
going out with this man, Stan Guild-- 

See 
So I started going out with Stan Guild, and it was time to 
move out of the house, but it didn't last very long with Stan, 
because he was an idiot, which is nobody's fault, but I mean 
he just was. So I had a lot of trouble with money. I mean, I 
just had trouble with money and trying to find--I moved into 
different furnished rooms right around L.A. City College, but 
it's quite bleak, so it was partly that. 
I met a guy named Dick Jones, who I can't even remember 
how we met, which is too bad. But we had a romance, and 



he and I moved in together and lived together for fourteen 
months during this period when we were at City College, and 
we lived at the Brevoort Hotel, which is a darling place, a 
cute little room. It turns out it had a very bad reputation, but 
I think many hotels had a bad reputation. We just didn't 
know it, and we were a young couple who lived in Room 221, 
and they were all very sweet to us. But there was some, 
evidently, drugs--this was before drugs were stylish--and 
some women of ill repute and stuff like that, but we just 
never--we were just oblivious, you know, totally oblivious. 

Collings 
Were you planning to stay together as a couple? 

See 
Not really. [laughs] I don't think so. I mean, that was sort 
of--we kind of just--we were really too young to even--we 
were just dumb. But I chose to be extremely secretive about 
it, because my mother would have just pitched over and 
died, which is what she did when she found out finally. And 
they must have known that I was nowhere, because I just 
kept saying, "Don't call me, I'll call you," and nobody made a 
fuss about it. It was like, "Well, at least she's off our hands. 
We don't have to worry about it." And he and I--he was very 
interested in avant-garde music and avant-garde cinema, 
and we spent a lot of time--there was a theater, the Coronet 
Theatre, that had all these movies, "The Sex Life of the 
Rhesus Monkey," you know, that kind of I just can't even tell 
you. 

Collings 
Sort of an anthropological thing? 

See 
No. It was just under the loose heading of the avant garde. 
Kenneth Anger's or "Un Chien Andalou," we saw there many 
more times than you need to. 

Collings 
What was the name of the theater? 

See 
The Coronet, and it still is in business, because I just saw it 
the other day. I believe it's on, it could be La Cienega and 
Melrose. It's just up from either Melrose or Beverly. We 



would take the bus over on probably Melrose and walk up a 
couple of blocks or whatever it was. It was a pretty little 
theater. We just went there to the movies all-- 

Collings 
Did it have a regular program of stuff like Kenneth Anger and 
Bunuel? 

See 
Yes, yes. You'd get a schedule and you'd put it up, not on the 
refrigerator, because we didn't have one, but you'd put it up 
and look at it and see and go to whatever movie that was, 
and we did a lot of that. 

Collings 
Was this your first time of seeing a lot of different kinds of 
films, European films and the like? 

See 
Yes. Oh, yes, absolutely, absolutely. Yes, and we saw just a 
whole lot of French movies at that time. There were just a 
bunch of French movies that were coming over that were-- 

Collings 
The New Wave, the Godard. 

See 
Exactly, yes. And we saw all of that. And then he ran on the 
track team, and he had a job soldering aquariums, and we 
were actually able, the two of us, to put together a little 
lifestyle that was quite nice. 

Collings 
It sounds like it. 

See 
This was a pretty little room, sweet little room. We would eat 
at the college grill every day for lunch to have like a 
balanced meal so that--I mean, we were very conscious of 
trying to sort of live like grownups and not--well, that's it, 
trying to make a little life for ourselves, and trying to live like 
grownups, and taking all these classes, going to college. He 
never introduced me to his family, although they were a 
bunch of prison guards, I think is what they were. 

Collings 
How interesting. 

See 



He was very meticulous and neat, and he had all of his 
material goods in one trunk. So one day I was snooping 
through the trunk and noticed that, in fact, he'd been 
married, but there was no divorce paper in there. So I was 
like, "Hmm. How interesting is that, Mr. Jones?" And he sort 
of said weakly that when the divorce was final, we would get 
married, but we never--I mean, it was not about that. It was 
just about getting through school in a sensible way. And, 
again, we just had a lot of fun. He had a best friend named 
Gus, who for years was a bartender up at the Bel Air Hotel 
and still may come in on weekends or something like that, 
Gus Tassapolos. And then the running. I'd sit in the 
afternoons, if I weren't going to work, and watch him work 
out, very much a fifties thing to do. You know, the women 
would sit and watch the guys work out, like we didn't have 
anything better to do, but we didn't. 
So it was quite nice until I actually had my eye on a salad 
man named Bill. I don't remember his last name. 

Collings 
A salad man at the restaurant? 

See 
Yes. And my friend, a girl named Susie, wrote me a note in 
class, "You love Bill. Use your will." Who knows what. And 
Mr. Jones found it and became irate, so much so that he 
tried to--but again, I look back on it and I don't know how 
hard he was trying--he made a halfhearted attempt to kind 
of strangle me. 

Collings 
Oh, dear. 

See 
But I don't know how hard he was trying. I think if he was 
really trying, I would be dead. But by that time we'd moved 
to another place, and it was a place where you didn't have a 
phone, but if the phone rang down wherever, in the desk, 
they would sound the alarm and vice versa. So I leaned 
against a buzzer in the wall and sounded the alarm for them, 
and somebody, this crabby old landlady came up and said, 
"What's happening?" And I was like, "Oh, my goodness, 
something bad has happened." And I called my dad, and he 



came over and rescued me in the sweetest way, and just he 
came into this room and held out his hand and said, I think, 
"Howdy partner. Hello, partner. I'm sorry we have to meet 
under these circumstances." 

Collings 
How gallant. 

See 
Oh, he was just marvelous to this guy. And so he secreted 
me away, gave me a little talking to and said, "You can't be 
living in that--." I went back to the Brevoort Hotel. He was 
like, "That's a bad place." But, of course, he had nothing that 
he could offer, because I wasn't going to go back and live 
with Wynn. 
And right around this time, Richard See, who I had known in 
Marshall-- 

Collings 
Marshall High School? 

See 
Yes. I kind of thought about, hmm, Richard. He had joined 
the Army, and he came back, and we had a romance, and I 
know Lisa [See, daughter] in her book makes a bit of a, to 
me, an inappropriate fuss about--I said I might be pregnant, 
which, of course, was true at any moment before anybody 
had birth control. That was true of everybody all the time, 
and that was how you spent your time was waiting around 
for your period to come and just being a nervous wreck 
about the whole thing. And again, my friend Winona had had 
to go down to Tijuana and have this terrible abortion, and 
my friend Suzy, the one I had just talked about, got all the 
way up on the abortionist's table and looked around and 
said, "Nah, I don't think I can do it," got off the table and 
had a baby out of wedlock, gave it up, suffered greatly. You 
know, all this drama was not--I don't want to give it too 
much value or not enough value, but I mean, it was just part 
of the conversation. 
And Richard felt that--and the reason why he felt he didn't 
want to get married, and it was because he was in love with 
his aunt, which I just couldn't take seriously. She went to 
City College, and I would see her on campus, and you know, 



she's cute, the cutest damn thing, but you can't go around 
being in love with your aunt, so I just discounted it. I was 
just like, "Richard, you can't do that. She's your aunt. You 
can't do that." He would say, "Well, nevertheless, I love her." 
So then at the end of a furlough, we got married, and he 
was--oh, you know. He says now that he didn't mind so 
much, and, of course, if he didn't want to do it, he wouldn't 
have done it. But he chose to be like, "My heart is with 
another." And I was like, "Yeah, yeah, yeah, but you can't 
marry your aunt, so just shut up." I mean, that was my 
feeling. And I wasn't pregnant. 

Collings 
Oh, you weren't. 

See 
No, no. Three months later I was, again, because of this 
pesky lack of birth control. You couldn't--I got a diaphragm, 
but then often you're in a place where you don't carry your 
diaphragm with you at all times. So, again, this is not a 
problem that's exclusive to me. It was just what was going 
on at that time. So we got married, and we got married on 
February twenty-eighth, 1954, and his parents were most 
ungracious about it. And I see this having happened with my 
daughter Lisa, when her older son got married to an 
absolutely darling girl, but I think it's part of a Chinese 
tradition that you lay a lot of shit on your daughter-in-law. 
It's just the Chinese way. 

Collings 
Now, Richard See's parents, the mother was-- 

See 
The mother is Irish, well, or maybe not. Lisa tells me that 
she's more like Dutch or some other--she's white. 

Collings 
Richard See's mother, your mother-in-law. 

See 
Yes. Richard See's mother was Caucasian and came from, 
actually, a pioneer family up in Medford, Oregon. But they 
were desperately poor, and Stella, who was a very nice 
woman, was raised in a shack with a dirt floor. They worked 
on farms up in Oregon, and her father was an alcoholic, and 



the mother cooked for big ranching, like the harvest and 
stuff like that. And Stella was ravingly beautiful, a beautiful, 
beautiful girl, but she somehow found herself down here, and 
actually I kind of replicated what Stella had done. She 
eyeballed Richard's father and decided that she wanted to be 
part of this Chinese family and like that. 

Collings 
And Richard's father was, in fact, Chinese? 

See 
No, he's Eurasian, but just straight Eurasian. 

Collings 
His grandfather is Chinese? 

See 
Yes. The grandfather was Chinese. And Lisa, of course, has 
written "On Gold Mountain," which is about this Eurasian 
family. There are five of them, and they never had boys, so 
the line, the See family, that See family has ended, because 
the only boy they had was Richard See, and he had girls. 

Collings 
Daughters. 

See 
So Stella was very good to me, and Eddie was awful to me. 
But the thing is, I didn't ever feel victimized, because I had 
been through a lot. So I was just like, "Oh, you're trying to 
be disagreeable? How quaint." It was nothing to me. But 
they felt that--I've obviously been thinking about this a lot, 
because of this project, and I believe--this is just my feeling-
-I believe they had really mixed feelings about Richard. 
Richard had a terrible, terrible drinking problem, and they 
did nothing about it, and it was something I scarcely knew 
when I married him, and I don't think it would have changed. 
I think I would have married him anyway, but maybe not. 
But they just ignored it, and they helped us a little bit. They 
helped him go to college. 

Collings 
He was at LACC with you, right? 

See 
No. He went to UCLA. He was two years ahead of me at 
Marshall High School, and he went to UCLA, and then when 



he got out he was drafted, and then he went to be in the 
Korean--no, he wasn't in--he wishes--I mean, he's glad he's 
not in the Korean War. They put him up in Newfoundland, 
where they were working on--NORAD had a radar, a huge 
radar net to keep the bad Russians away. So that's where he 
was, and that's where we went after we got married. 
And when we were in Newfoundland, we lived in a little 
furnished room with these really subliterate but very sweet 
people. They were--the women, by the time they were 
twenty-five, they didn't have any teeth, and scurvy and TB 
were endemic. Everybody died of TB. That was what you 
died of, and everybody had scurvy. The first day I went up 
there, a girl sat, you know, one of the girls of the family 
where I was staying in this little farmhouse, started saying, 
"Ah, me scurvy's acting up," and scratching her scurvy. 

Collings 
And this was up into the mid-fifties by now. 

See 
Yes. It was 1954. The base was there, but these Newfies, 
they were direct descendents of convicts, Irish convicts. They 
were like--people like them had been sent to Australia, so 
they were the same set of folks who'd been sent to Australia, 
and they were very primitive Catholics, but they really 
believed in ghosts, and they were fishermen. They used to 
drive me so crazy, because they were so, in my mind, dumb, 
but as kind as they could possibly be. And they had this little 
waif, this little weird chick who they just didn't know what to 
do with, but they were so kind. And they would say, "Ah, 
we're going to fish for capelin. Do you want to go along?" 
And I'd say, "Sure." Capelin are little fish like sardines, and 
they would fish for them using pitchforks. 

Collings 
Really. 

See 
Yes. [laughs] So they were dumb. I mean they were really 
dumb, and they would just slave away with their pitchforks 
and pitching these fish into a wagon with a horse, but, of 
course, after about three hours hard labor, they'd have four 
fish in the cart, because the space between tines on a 



pitchfork is like seven, eight inches, and these fish were like 
four inches, so they just couldn't get any traction. 
Another time they invited me to go on a--"So, would ja like 
to bury a baby, then?" And I was like, "Sure." I mean, there 
was nothing to do over there. So we went up--it was 
snowing, went up to a cliff, and there was a little baby in a 
shoebox, and the farm wife that I lived with was furious with 
her older son for digging the grave--all the graves went this-
a-way, and he dug the grave that-a-way. We're sitting and 
the sleet is coming down, and she's like, "Well, all right, we'll 
just put it in. There's nothing we can do about it now," 
because it took so long to dig into the icy dirt. 
So they were--at the time we just thought--I don't know 
what he thought. I don't know what Richard thought. I 
mean, we just thought we were at the end of the earth, and 
we were. And, oh, we had to pee in a bucket, that kind of 
thing, empty the bucket out the front door the next morning. 
And he got spinal meningitis. 

Collings 
So there was no base up there? 

See 
Yes, there's this huge base. That's why he was there. It was 
a great big base. 

Collings 
But you didn't live on it, I guess. 

See 
No, I couldn't live on it, because it was too primitive for 
dependents. They wouldn't let dependents come up. But, of 
course, I came up. And then every once in a while they'd 
haul me out. I'd dress up like a Newfoundlander and go onto 
the base in the morning. 

Collings 
How would you dress then? 

See 
Oh, they'd have a sweater and big boots and then they had a 
scarf tied under their chin, which kind of sort of hides your 
face, and they all had their little scarves, and there'd be like 
six or eight of them in a van. And so I'd sneak on the base 
and then Richard and I would find someplace to have sex, 



you know, and then somebody would notice me on the base 
and send me in to the commanding officer, and he would 
say, "Carolyn, you know, you've got to go home, because 
otherwise we're going to send him north," which meant to 
Thule, Greenland. 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
But we sort of knew he wasn't going to do that, because it 
was too much effort to actually transfer somebody. It was 
just such an inert place. I mean, like one of the things that 
happened was that a $250,000 orange bulldozer got lost, 
which, that's very hard to lose this large orange bulldozer. 
But they were like, "I don't know where it is. We can't find it. 
We just can't find it. That's the way it is." And everyone got 
kind of worried, but nobody did anything, because they just 
didn't do anything, because they were just, they were very 
depressed. They shouldn't have been in Newfoundland in the 
first place. 
We would go to movies and stuff like that, and people drank 
horribly up there, because there was nothing else to do. And 
then Bride was the name of the woman of the house, and 
she would talk to me, and I'd go sit in her kitchen rather 
than just sulk in our bedroom. I was just like, "I cannot 
believe that people live like this. I just can't believe they 
don't--." They'd never seen a vegetable. They just had never 
seen one. And I would be like, god. They never saw a 
vitamin, of course. How could they? 
One day--they're always, like they were very spontaneous, 
and she would say one day, "So would you like to shear a 
sheep, then?" And I was like, "Sure." Then she went out. 
There were sheep wandering around. She just grabbed one. 
It could have belonged to anybody. I kind of sat on the 
sheep, and she sheared it. 

Collings 
Oh, interesting. 

See 



And they're filthy, you know? I mean, I was like, god, I didn't 
know--I mean, so you learned stuff, like a sheep is really a 
filthy, dirty, creepy, nasty little animal. 
And, oh, I mean, the food. You'd go up to the store and 
order meat, and they'd give you a waxed-paper thing with 
some meat in it, god knows what. You'd have no idea what 
kind of meat it was. Or they made a thing called "bang 
belly," which--they had a wooden stove. I mean, we all had 
wooden stoves. There was no gas or anything. You cook up a 
bunch of salt pork and then throw in flour and baking powder 
and ginger, stir it, slam it into the stove, and it comes out 
and bangs your belly. Just horrible stuff. And then salt cod, 
we'd try some salt cod. 
The thing is, if we'd had more imagination, we could have 
had a much more--all we had to do was get on a train to go 
to St. John's to look around, but we never did. I did, I spent 
one night there, I think. There were plenty of lobsters, fresh 
lobsters, and we only had lobsters a couple of nights, 
because it was kind of hard to do, so we just didn't do it. But 
we'd end up with a piece of salt cod, and we just would be 
like, "I don't know what we're supposed to do." I mean, it 
was just mysterious. The whole place was mysterious. 

Collings 
It sounds like such a contrast to what you were describing 
when you were at LACC, with the foreign films and the jazz-- 

See 
Oh, yes. Oh, yes. 

Collings 
--and drama. How did you cope with that stark contrast? 

See 
I thought my life was over, and then I got pregnant. And I 
just thought, well, I'm screwed. I married this horrible drunk. 
I never thought there would be a worse drunk than my 
stepfather, but I believe that Richard is a worse drunk than 
my stepfather. He appears to have no ambition whatsoever. 
Just a terrible, terrible drunk, no offense to the guy, because 
he was quite nice, but that was his cross at that time. That 
was what he had. And I was pregnant. I just thought, 
"There, my life is done. I haven't even started to live, and 



I'm already screwed," and very much like my mother with 
Maureen. You know, she managed to get pregnant again by 
this awful man. 
And yet, the fact that the birth control was so incredibly iffy 
at that time, it was pretty much everybody was kind of in 
that same boat. And there were other--the girls up in 
Newfoundland, when they got pregnant, the priest just tore 
into them. But there was a thing, they called it "grassing," 
because you would lie out on the grass, and your clothes 
would be stained green. So if you were grassing, the next 
thing is that you'd be having this baby, and then you'd be 
losing your teeth, and you'd be an old woman, and that was 
the end. So it was very tough. 

Collings 
Well, you had managed so well earlier on, growing up with 
your mother and-- 

See 
Yes. Yes. And I had really thought--I was foolish enough to 
think, "I can do this." But what happened is I really suffered 
a--after Mr. Jones and I broke up, I was just--I think I wrote 
this in "Dreaming." I was so tired, and I was barely twenty. 
But I was just exhausted from just trying to maintain, just 
trying to maintain. And I just didn't think I could do it 
anymore is really--and then these things are always kind of 
hard to figure out, because Richard was also very, very 
darling, very, very funny. There wasn't a damn thing wrong 
with him that I could really see at the first glance. I didn't 
know about the drinking, actually, until our wedding night, 
when he just got so terribly drunk. 

Collings 
Wow. Oh, god, what a shock. 

See 
It was bad. And he had to be driven home by his Chinese 
pals, and I just thought, "Oh, this is not good." But again, I 
had done it to myself, and I was stuck. I mean, I had literally 
done it to myself, but there I was. And he felt much the 
same way, I'm sure, but he couldn't--we both had sort of 
good manners, and we wouldn't say that. But he must have 
just felt like, you know, "I'm screwed. I'm having this kid. 



I'm in the Army. I don't know what I'm going to do with my 
life." He was, you know, troubled. [laughs] 
So then back here in the United States, my friend Joan and 
my friend Marliss, who were waitress--Joan I had known all 
the way through high school. She was one of the two rich 
girls. My friends Joan and Marliss had decided they were 
going to go to Europe, and so Richard and I decided that we 
would meet up with them. When he got out of the Army, 
instead of going home, we'd go over to Paris, and we did, 
and it was certainly wonderful compared to Newfoundland. It 
was terrific. Although, in a way, I'm very glad I went to 
Newfoundland, because I never would have seen anything 
quite like it if I hadn't. 

Collings 
It sounds like a really unique experience. 

See 
Yes. And I went back. John Espey and I went back fairly 
recently, I would say thirteen years ago, something like that. 
And as we were coming in to the island, I said to John, "You 
know, I know this is wrong, but I feel that they must be 
landing on the wrong island, because look at all these cars." 
When I was there, they only had ninety miles of paved road 
in the whole province, so, obviously, they had pulled 
themselves together in the last fifty years. But there was just 
nothing. And then we went to look at the base, and they'd 
taken the base away. There was nothing there. It was all 
gone. It's just amazing. Every last little piece of it they had 
taken away. And they still spoke with an accent, but they 
had--and we took a little tour where we went out to an 
outport. An outport is where you go--you can't get to it by 
road. You have to come to it by a little boat. And they talked 
about starvation jam, which was, the ice would jam at the 
end of the winter, and you couldn't get in or out of the port, 
and everyone was starving to death. And that was not 
unusual, because people, they were very malnourished when 
we were there, just really, again, with scurvy and other, and 
with TB, just so sick, and the climate was so terrible that 
they just died a lot. They were very sick, and they died a lot. 

Collings 



It strikes me that this is the physical embodiment of the 
emotional landscape you lived in as a girl. 

See 
Yes. Yes. Yes, a nightmare. And then you also think, well--I 
mean, part of it is, "Well, I can take it. I can take it. I have 
taken it. I will be able to take it." But also it was just this 
feeling of, like, "This is so incredibly fucked. It's so awful, 
just like awful." You can't even say how awful. 
So anyway, then we went to France, and things were better, 
but we didn't have any-- 

Collings 
Must have been wonderful. 

See 
Well, it wasn't wonderful, because Richard was roaring, 
raving drunk every night-- 

Collings 
Every night. 

See 
--and often the days, and it's hard to even remember how I 
felt, I mean because I don't have these feelings anymore, 
but I would have these feelings of rage and impotent rage, 
like, "Can't you do something?" But, of course, he couldn't do 
anything, and that's Richard. He doesn't do anything. That's 
not his style. He won't. He's inert. And he was really inert in 
those days. 
And just to skip forward, when I had the baby, he and Joan 
went out shopping, and his French was fine, but he was like, 
"I'm not going into the store," and because they were going 
to buy grapefruit, he said, "I would never say 
'pamplemousse' to anyone. I'm not doing it." And Joan was 
like, "Yes, you're doing it. You have to do it. I'm not doing it. 
You're going to do it." And he was like, "No, I'm not doing 
it." And that was his position. He was never going to do 
anything, and he pretty much held to that through his life. 
[laughter] 

Collings 
Well, at least he was consistent. 

See 



Oh, yes. But I mean, he's capable of hard work, hard 
academic work, and he's capable of like making furniture of 
something when he wants to, but he's not going to do what 
somebody tells him. He's just not. And especially if it's some 
woman, he just is not, absolutely not. So a lot of the time in 
Paris I would just be spending my times--whatever it would 
be, I don't know. "We have to go to the opera. We really 
need to go to the opera. We can't not go to the opera. Here 
we are in Paris, for god's sake. We've got to go to the opera. 
Why can't we go to the opera?" And he would just be like, 
you know, on his twenty-sixth glass of bad red wine and just 
drunk. And he was like--I mean, he wouldn't even talk. He 
was just a zombie. 

Collings 
Would you have considered going out on your own at that 
time? 

See 
No. It was the fifties. Who do you take me for? In fact, later 
on when we were in the Sentous Apartments, which I'll get 
to, but there was a lady who tried to kill herself. Marklenne 
Englefried was her name, and she turned on the gas on the 
third floor. The tenants came down and they were like, "Oh, 
you know, Marklenne's trying to kill herself. We could all 
blow up here. You have to do something. You're the 
manager." 

Collings 
Oh, my god. 

See 
So I kind of roused Richard and we went up there and then 
he stood in front of the door and then he said, "I don't know. 
I'm just not sure. Marklenne wants to take her life, and isn't 
that the unalienable right of anyone? How should I presume 
to--?" And I was like, "Get the door open!" [laughs] And then 
later somebody said, "Why didn't you just grab the key?" 
And I was like, "No. Are you kidding? I would never do that." 
I mean, he was supposed to do that. 

Collings 
He was the manager of this building. 

See 



He was the man of the house. Well, he was the manager, I 
did the work. 

Collings 
Oh, this was back in L.A. 

See 
In the Sentous, yes, once we got home. But the idea of me 
opening the door and saying, "Marklenne, cut the crap," and 
turning off the--never. 

Collings 
Oh, boy, interesting. 

See 
It had to be him. It never occurred to me that I could do 
that. No. I mean, my role was to scream at him and then 
while he decided. Oh, god. [laughs] We were young, you 
know, and in the fifties, you didn't do anything. You weren't 
supposed to do anything. That doesn't justify me not doing 
anything, but at least it's the reason. 

Collings 
That's a terrific example. 

See 
Oh, god. I just--and I was always like, "You've got--." Well, 
I'm getting ahead. 
So back in Paris, Joan and Marliss had--we all four of us lived 
in one room, and we had a wonderful time really, basically, 
but except that they would go out all the time, and I was 
pregnant and throwing up, and Richard was drunk. So it was 
not--it was Paris, but it was not the Paris I really dreamed of. 
It wasn't an American in Paris. It was different, and it was 
quite tough, and we didn't have any money. We just didn't 
have enough money, and his folks--my folks wouldn't, and 
his folks wouldn't either. They just didn't--they weren't going 
to give us any money. 

Collings 
They didn't approve of this idea of going off to see art in 
Paris? 

See 
I don't know if it was that. Yes, they didn't approve of it, I 
think. I don't know about them. I mean, I do know that all 
they ever gave us were cans of peaches. When we got home, 



they'd bring over some canned peaches for us to live on, and 
I was pretty bitter about it. I was like, "Your family--aren't 
you supposed--from what I hear, isn't your family supposed 
to help you? You're the son going through school." And he 
could have said, "Well, isn't your family supposed to help?", 
but we never even got that far. 
So I would say that in Paris, in spite of all that we had a lot 
of fun, but truthfully, we spent most of our time playing 
cards in the room, and the snow would be coming down, and 
I was pregnant, so you'd just feel kind of sick. 

Collings 
How long did you stay in Paris after the baby was born? 

See 
About four more months, four more months. It was great 
having the baby in the American Hospital. I got to stay ten 
days and got wonderful food, and you know, you get 
obsessed. They complimented me on my accent, that kind of 
stuff. 

Collings 
Oh, that's great. Yes. 

See 
Yes, yes, because we were all worried sick about our accents 
and how you're speaking French. And then some friends of 
ours brought us home, and we put the baby in a drawer, and 
then all four of us would take turns getting up with her and 
feeding her-- 

Collings 
Oh, that's lovely. 

See 
--and it was perfectly okay, except that the bottom line of it 
was that I don't think Richard or I were--it wouldn't have 
been our first choice. But that happens a lot to people, I 
know, and I'm not blaming him in the slightest. And he has 
said later that it's just a way to live. We were trying to 
advance in our lives, and that was like the only door that 
seemed to be open, the door that said marriage, Paris, you 
know, marriage, Newfoundland, Paris, and it seemed--it was 
all right. It was fine. 

Collings 



Well, for someone inert, it seems like those are rather 
dramatic steps in a way. 

See 
Exactly. And every once in a while, you know, it depends on 
how he feels, but whenever we see each other at a family 
gathering, we almost always sit together, and he'll get all 
like, "My life was--I could have done so many things." And I 
will just say, "You know, you couldn't even get out of 
Chinatown. You were lucky. I'm the best thing that ever 
happened to you. You'd still be in Chinatown with your 
friends," who lived and died in Chinatown. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
And his friends--our best man is dead. He lived in a place 
above his dad's Chinese art store, and a lot of those people 
just never got out, because they were a bridge generation, 
and they were afraid. Eddie was afraid of life, and Stella was 
afraid of Eddie, so they didn't--they were afraid. 

Collings 
Were his friends Eurasian as well, or no? 

See 
They were mostly Chinese, full-blooded Chinese. There 
weren't too many Eurasians around. His friends were 
Chinese, and again, they're all dead, I think. 

Collings 
Well, one thing I wanted to ask you was, you had had this 
relationship with your mother, who had so many mood 
swings, and yet you-- 

See 
No, no. [laughs] No, she didn't swing very much. She was 
just down. 

Collings 
Perhaps that's putting it delicately. 

See 
Yes, yes. 

Collings 
And yet you describe this rich history of you always had a 
boyfriend, and you had girlfriends. I was just wondering how 



you managed to sort of negotiate those kinds of relationships 
in the context of-- 

See 
Oh, because you had to. But there's some kind of--there's a 
strength there that I don't know where it comes from, 
because Maureen didn't have it. She was just beaten down. 
And I ascribe it--that's a fancy word--to my dad, that I had 
my dad giving me positive input and telling me I was a good 
person and coming around every week. And he knew how to 
have fun. He dealt with depression, but he always knew how 
to have fun, and so he was a role model for me. I think 
that's probably it. And Maureen, she didn't have that. She 
just had poor Jim, who was beaten down by my mother and 
died early, and she rebelled the best way she could, with 
drugs, but she didn't have the strength. I think I do have a 
lot of strength. But Maureen and I would say, you know, it's 
like the opposite of, "What would Jesus do?" You think, 
"What would Mother do?" and then you do the opposite. 

Collings 
Oh, interesting. 

See 
And you know, whatever it is that she would do, you'd do 
something else, and that works pretty well, actually. I mean, 
there's a big range of stuff she wouldn't do, but still, if you 
keep away from the stuff that she'd--and that's probably not 
fair in some ways, because she was a human being, and she 
was good to her friends, and she had her own hard time, 
etc., etc. But in general, if you just didn't do what she did, 
you were in pretty good shape. 

Collings 
Yes, you were carving out some good territory there. 

See 
Yes, yes. 

Collings 
When you were growing up, you talked about how important 
it was to go to public school, and I was just wondering as 
well, did you use the local public library? 

See 



Oh, yes. And my mother, before my dad left, she would take 
me to the library every week. We would check out books. 
She loved to read. We would both read. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
After my dad left, we still went to the library all the time. 
She always had books around. He took the books that we 
had in the house. He took the records, the books, and the 
pictures. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
He was not a saint. [laughs] You know, he took all the stuff 
that was nice and left her, as I've said, left her the house 
and me, so no wonder she was in a bad mood. But she read 
all the time, and she loved it. But she would never think of 
going to school, never, would never, and I don't know why, 
but she just would never. 

Collings 
So you did a lot of reading as a child, then. 

See 
Yes, oh, yes, yes, all the time. 

Collings 
Were you writing any stories? 

See 
Not until I was a senior in high school. I wrote one story, a 
very self-hating story about--there was somebody--we would 
go to these dances, and somebody came up and asked me if 
I wouldn't like to dance with a blind guy, and I just said no. 
[laughter] 

Collings 
As a matter of fact, sorry. 

See 
Last thing I'd like is dancing with a blind guy. And then I felt 
so terrible about it. 

Collings 
Of course. 

See 



So I wrote a story about it, sent it to "Seventeen" 
[magazine]. 

Collings 
Oh, really? You thought of doing that? 

See 
Yes. Yes, yes. Because my dad always wanted to write, and 
he had sold these pulp stories before he left, so I knew the 
process. You write the story, you send it off, you hope for 
the best. I knew that process. 

Collings 
Oh, so your dad had been writing fiction even before he left 
the family. 

See 
Yes. 

See 
He wrote six--he published six western stories in pulp 
magazines, and then he got excited, and he thought he could 
have a life as a writer without my mother and me, and he 
left. And she, I think, put a hex on him, or he felt so guilty or 
whatever, he never wrote anything again for years, until he 
was sixty-nine years old, when he started writing 
pornography. But he always wanted to write. That was his 
ambition. That was what he wanted more than anything. 

Collings 
Right. So he instilled that idea in you. 

See 
Yes. And once he was on the streetcar going from Eagle Rock 
down to L.A., and the conductor was reading his story-- 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
--and he was so thrilled. And he said-- 

Collings 
He was reading it in a magazine? 

See 
Yes, like in one of the pulp western magazines. There was a 
fifteen-minute break when you get to the end of the line, 
which is where we got on the streetcar, and so my dad got 
on the car and he was waiting for the car to start, and the 



conductor was reading his story. And my dad said, "How'd 
you like the story?" And the conductor said, "It's pretty 
rough. There's somebody pours whiskey into another guy's 
eyes." And my dad was so--he was so happy. 

Collings 
Oh, really? 
He was just so happy, because he was a very mild-mannered 
guy, and that would be the day, that he would ever do a 
thing like that. But he was just thrilled. So he always wanted 
to write, so that's probably why I always wanted to write, I 
guess. 

Collings 
So you did send that story off to "Seventeen," but then when 
you were doing the drama at LACC, were you doing any-- 

See 
No writing. No writing. 

Collings 
--little skits about Van De Kamp's? 

See 
No. I did a miracle play about St. Matthew, I think. Isn't he 
the one that cuts his cloak in half? Anyway, it was very cute, 
and I got an A, and the lady said it was delightful, which it 
was. [laughter] But that's about all I wrote in college. 

Collings 
Okay. And in Newfoundland? 

See 
No, no, no. But I did read. We had very few books, and I 
guess either my mother or Stella and Eddie, or maybe we 
became members of the Book of the Month Club, and we got 
Churchill's six-volume history of World War II-- 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
--and I read that thing, oh, backwards and forwards, over 
and over. There was nothing else to read, very, very few 
things to read up there. I read it and read it and read it, and 
I think that was probably a very good influence on me. I 
mean, those are some beautiful sentences. He's stately but 
also funny. He's a very funny writer. 



Collings 
Oh, that's very interesting. 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
Do you think there were any other kinds of influences from 
six volumes like that? 

See 
I remember that he would just talk about the war in very 
personal terms. Like the island of Malta, people had 900-
calorie-a-day diets, because they couldn't get any food into 
Malta, and they knew that anything less than 900 you'd die. 
So they were all on a starvation diet, or just barely getting 
along in Malta, and he would say just, "I'm worried about 
that, but we can't get any more planes over. They're just 
going to get skinnier and skinnier in Malta." You know, I 
mean it was just one of many things that he would hit upon. 
I don't remember too much about them, but I just remember 
reading them over and over and over and over again. 

Collings 
Wow, that's really interesting. 

See 
Yes. And I saw--for my grandson's wedding, we were walking 
in Napa Valley, and there was a bookstore, and I sighted 
them. They were in the window. 

Collings 
Really? 

See 
And I can't see anymore, but I was like, "Oh, there they are, 
the six-volume set of Churchill, his memoirs of World War 
II." 

Collings 
Yes, memoirs of a war. 

See 
Interesting, yes, and fascinating, really good, interesting 
books. So anyway-- 

Collings 
So you came back from Paris to Los Angeles, and were you 
planning to attend UCLA at that time? 



See 
No. I was planning to. Richard was planning for me not to. 

Collings 
Oh, I see. 

See 
And Richard said a couple--well, the first night when we got 
home, we went over to Richard's house, and Richard said, 
"Oh, I just can't say how good it is to be home." And I was 
just like, "I can't even believe I'm in this place." 

Collings 
Back at his parents' house. 

See 
Yes, which was this shack, AKA a shepherd's cottage, and 
little Lisa wrapped up in a bundle, and they truly felt that I 
was going to stay home, or even better go back to work and 
support Richard while he--because that was very much what 
you did in the fifties. But I wasn't going to do that. I worked 
a little bit at Van de Kamp's, but mainly what I did was I 
went to school. And I remember some rip-roaring--usually 
Richard and I didn't have fights. Tom Sturak and I had 
fights, but Richard and I didn't. But I remember just setting 
up hell's own fuss that he was going to go to school Monday, 
Wednesday, and Friday, and I was going to go to school 
Tuesday and Thursday, because I hadn't finished. I was only 
a junior in college. 

Collings 
Right, right. 

See 
So they didn't like it. The Sees didn't like it, and Richard 
didn't like it, but I liked it, so I did it. So I graduated, and 
again, state college was a lot of fun. I worked on the literary 
magazine, that kind of stuff, wrote my first story for them, 
"Nice Town, Paris." But Richard--and I just can hardly help it, 
but I am kind of hampered by my own point of view, and I 
know that at one point he said he didn't want to go back to 
school. He wanted to become a gardener in a convent. And I 
remember I was driving, we were driving around, and I just 
thought, I cannot believe that I'm going to be married to a 



gardener in a convent. I just was like, I can't believe it. I was 
just so upset. 

Collings 
Why a convent? 

See 
Oh, he wants the least stress ever. That's what he wants, 
and he still wants that. He just wants--and he would have 
been a great gardener in a convent, and actually, there's 
probably nothing wrong with being a gardener in a convent. 
And he worked with a Japanese fine artist, Benji Okubo, who 
has become, thanks to Lisa, quite famous in a somewhat 
limited way. But Benji was a Japanese landscape architect, 
and there's something to be--kind of the line between fine 
art and beautiful landscaping, there's not that much of a line 
between them. Richard just didn't want to do anything. He 
just wanted to be left alone. He was a very troubled person. 

Collings 
There was no pressure on him to study engineering or any of 
these kinds of professions? 

See 
No, and that's what I don't understand, because you think of 
the Chinese as being very ambitious in that way, and if 
anything, they were just as unencouraging to Richard as my 
family was to me. It was just like, "We don't know why 
you're doing this." And they truly didn't. I mean, Stella--they 
had their own--again, Lisa would tell a very different story. 
She thinks of them both as icons of learning, because they 
do know, they did know about porcelain and silks and various 
dynasties, and Stella, she was an auto didact. She taught 
herself a lot of stuff in the Chinese art store, so she knew a 
lot about Chinese art. But they had a real fear of Western 
civilization. 

Collings 
Oh, I see. 

See 
I think that that's it. And Eddie was--again, I'm trying to kind 
of triangulate what Lisa was told about Eddie and what I 
know about Eddie, because they're different things. But there 
were five offspring, five See offspring, and some of them got 



together and stole Eddie's part of the money, or made it so 
that he was just working repairing jewelry at the store. He 
had no money. 

Collings 
What kind of store was this? 

See 
Oh, I'm so glad you asked. It's F. See On, it's initial F and S-
e-e On, and the other store, that the Fongs had, was over in 
Chinatown, and it was Fong F. Suei One. Wait a minute. If I 
get this wrong, Lisa will be upset. One of them belonged to 
the Eurasians, the other one belonged to the Chinese. They 
were extremely successful oriental art stores, Chinese art 
stores, and they made a living for the siblings. 
So they were very isolated in their store, which was a 
beautiful store and which Lisa writes about as being a kind of 
a heaven. She would go in there. It was exquisite. It had 
beautiful stuff, and they would dress her up in silk, gorgeous 
brocades, and beautiful stuff, and so she thought of it as just 
kind of heaven. But Stella was terrified of everything, and 
Eddie was very like, "You do as I say, and we're not leaving 
Chinatown." They just never went away from those confines. 
And Eddie was the one who got the short end of the stick, in 
financial terms, so maybe they didn't help Richard because 
they just plain didn't have the money. I don't know. They 
also had no sense. Of course, they also knew that Richard 
was a five-star drunk, and you don't go to medical school if 
you're a five-star drunk-- 

Collings 
Oh, yes, of course, yes. 

See 
But to flash forward, at this last wedding of my grandson to 
his wife, Richard said he hadn't realized until a few years ago 
that he was an alcoholic. 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
And I just laughed. I mean, I was like, "Richard, where--?" I 
mean, again, just a replay of like, "Wake up. Where are you? 
What did you think you were? If you go over to a faculty 



house and throw up on a rug, this generally is a bad idea." 
Or he worked for Elizabeth Taylor, threw up on her rug. I 
mean, that would be his calling card. He just was sick. He 
was a horrible drunk. And he wanted to be an anthropologist, 
and they didn't know what an anthropologist--they just didn't 
have a clue of what that was. 
So where was I? We're back. Just one second while I look at 
my notes. 

Collings 
Okay, sure. I know that you had said in your last interview 
that you wanted to be educated. You were saying that Wynn 
was not educated, and you wanted to be educated. But for 
you, being educated always seems to have meant something 
to do with the arts. Is that right? 

See 
Yes. Because you only know what you know. I mean, I really 
hate Secretary [Donald] Rumsfeld, but I think that one of the 
really smart things he ever said were the three kinds of 
things you don't know, and the scariest category is the 
things you don't know you don't know, because they haven't 
appeared on your screen yet, and you don't know they're out 
there. You don't know anything about them, so of course you 
don't know anything about them. If somebody had said, "You 
know, you could go into business," it would be like saying, 
"You could wash ostriches for a living." I mean, it was so 
unheard of, because my family, my dad had dreams about 
novels and journalism. My mother didn't have any dreams, 
to my knowledge. Richard's folks had the store and a 
knowledge of art, oriental art. 

Collings 
You had these teachers at high school, drama. 

See 
Yes, so drama, film. I was a drama major. I thought that 
would be--I mean, my mother and her friends had these 
terrible jobs at insurance companies, and they'd come home 
and they'd tell these terrible stories about--and I would just 
think, "This is so pathetic and so awful, and they're so 
wretched." And again it's like, I don't want to be that. So I 



never learned to type. My mother, I think I told you, had a 
whole--she didn't want me to take an academic course-- 

Collings 
Right, right. 

See 
--and I did, actually, learn to type, but then I wouldn't type 
for many years. I just wouldn't, because it meant servitude. 
To me it just meant you're typing somebody else's stuff, so I 
wouldn't do it. So there wasn't anything. And also I was 
terribly shy, so I would have thought of maybe working at a 
newspaper, but I would have been way too scared. I couldn't 
have done it, you know, just way too scared. 

Collings 
Right. And you certainly didn't have images of women as 
lawyers or something like that at the time. 

See 
No, no, or doctors. I mean, no, it would just be utterly 
unthinkable. I never thought of it. I wanted to be an English 
major, because I wanted to be a better person, a classier 
person. I have finer--I don't know, whatever the hell--I 
wanted to have the finer things in life and be acquainted with 
the finer things in life and be a person of culture, which I 
didn't even know what that was, but you'd just kind of play 
around with it. And my mother would do things. I told you 
that she would take me to these theater productions, but I 
also had ballet lessons, and I'm desperately clumsy, but it 
meant the world to me. And then we would go to the ballet, 
and I would think lofty thoughts about the ballet every other 
little girl--which you should see "Mao's Last Dancer" while it's 
here. 

Collings 
Oh, really? 

See 
Oh, it's wonderful. It's wonderful, just great. So I just 
wanted to be an English major. I could never have thought 
of-- 

Collings 
And were you thinking of teaching? 

See 



No. 
Collings 

Or not a thought of-- 
See 

I wasn't thinking. [laughter] I was thinking of getting out of 
the house. I was thinking of not staying home. I was thinking 
of--that's it--just getting out of the house and not staying 
home. So then we went to--I just want to get to where I 
marry or get involved with Tom. 
Richard and I lived for a while in this kind of cute little, very 
dilapidated but charming place over on Hyperion Boulevard, 
where you walked up to it, and it just had a bedroom and a 
living room and a little balcony, and we could put Lisa out on 
the balcony. It was a very pretty place for her, and Richard 
made some furniture, and it looked good. And at that point, I 
think it's true we really loved each other, we really liked each 
other, but we were really the wrong people for each other, 
and we didn't know what to do about that. 
And the Sees, we would go out to dinner with them once a 
week on a Friday, and then Lisa would stay over there on the 
weekends, and if I had anything to do different, I would--I 
didn't know that they were, oh, from my point of view and 
I'm just saying it now, and it's probably good to have it down 
somewhere, they were brainwashing her and telling her that 
she was an empress and that she was part of a royal family, 
their family, and they really screwed me and Richard in this. 
And they probably had their motives. They probably felt that 
Richard and I were working very hard as graduate students, 
and we worked like dogs, so they may have thought that we 
were neglecting her and not doing the best we could by her. 
I don't know. It's one of those things. They're dead now. I 
can't ask them. But I do know that she was led to believe 
that her true place was over there as a kind of a Chinese 
princess. And also it goes to Richard and me. It's on our 
heads that we let it happen, that we were dumb enough to 
not see it as it was happening. But we were just trying so 
hard to get through school. We just slaved. We were galley 
slaves. 



So then I got out of state college and went over to UCLA and 
was very happy. 

Collings 
So you were over at LACC-- 

See 
L.A. State, no, L.A. State. 

Collings 
What is called Cal State L.A. at this time. 

See 
Cal State L.A., yes, and got my degree there, my B.A., and 
then went over to UCLA and was incredibly happy. I 
remember that when I got accepted, I would just go around 
the house and say, "I'm a graduate student at UCLA." 

Collings 
Oh, that's wonderful. How exciting. 

See 
"I'm a graduate student at UCLA." I was so happy. I just 
loved it. And then somewhere along the line, one of Richard's 
Chinese friends, who was a land owner, said, "You'll be able 
to go to school. You can live here at Sentous Apartments 
rent free." 

Collings 
Gosh, that's great. 

See 
It was wonderful except it was thirty-six units of the most 
abominable scum. 

Collings 
That's a lot of work, actually. 

See 
It was a lot of work. It was terrible, and we found out that 
neither one of us were very good at like putting in light bulbs 
or cleaning up vomit or blood. There was just blood. People 
were-- 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
One of the nice ones, I was reading "Dr. Faustus" one night, 
studying for an exam, and somebody banged on the door, 
and I opened the door--it was a Dutch door--and there was a 



woman who had been bashed in the head with a crutch down 
at the Rodeo Bar, and her forehead had flapped down over 
her face so that you just saw a bloody thing. 

Collings 
Oh, my god. 

See 
I was just like, oh, you know. [laughs] 

Collings 
Were you really that cool? 

See 
Well, no, just fed up. You know, I mean it's like, not again. 
Well, I mean like Marklenne Englefried, these were things 
that happened all the time. Some guy got very upset, 
because we weren't defrosting. They had these little tiny 
refrigerators in each apartment, and you had to defrost it by 
turning off a lever in the basement. Well, there were rats in 
the basement. Richard didn't want to go down there. I didn't 
want to go down there. I would yell at Richard, and he 
wouldn't go down there. That was sort of our standard 
procedure. So one Saturday morning this guy came and 
pounded on the door, and he was like, "You've got to 
defrost!" I don't blame him, but I was like, "Yeah, well, I'm 
not going down in the basement. You have to wait for my 
husband." So he went up and took an ice pick and went like 
this, and Freon started escaping-- 

Collings 
Oh, my god. 

See 
--and we evicted--I had to evict him, because Richard wasn't 
there. He was somewhere else. And I was like, "You're 
evicted, sir. You're just evicted." And two days later he shot 
somebody and killed him in the bar down the block. So it was 
always like that. And people were like setting themselves on 
fire. 

Collings 
My gosh. 

See 
One guy smoked in bed, and the firemen just kept coming. 
They would come like every week, and they had like big 



barbecue forks, and they would stick the forks in the 
mattress and run the mattress out. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
Oh, and Indians. We had some Native Americans who sold all 
of their furniture, so they were living in a bare apartment, 
and one of them came and gave Richard the rent. It was ten 
dollars and fifty cents for a week, and she didn't have the 
fifty cents, but she gave him a ten-dollar bill that was 
drenched in blood, and he was like, "Well, thanks." We let it 
dry and then stuck it in the drawer. It was hard. It was hard. 

Collings 
It sounds like it. 

See 
When we first went down there-- 

Collings 
Did you worry about your daughter? 

See 
She was little, and we put her in the Salvation Army Nursery 
School, which turns out to be one of the best nursery schools 
in town, and I've always been grateful to the Salvation Army. 

Collings 
Oh, yes. You're always grateful to the nursery schools. 

See 
Oh, yes. She was still little. You know, she was three years 
old, and she was a very sunny-tempered little girl. But her 
first memory, unfortunately--she had her crib in a closet, and 
her first memory is of a roach about three inches long 
crawling across the top of her crib, because it was a hell hole 
in there. It was terrible, and Albert Fong knew it. He just 
conned us into doing it. 

Collings 
Oh, he did. It wasn't a favor. 

See 
No. No. It was terrible. It was terrible, and these people 
were so--we didn't have any compassion. I mean, we only 
felt sorry for ourselves. We didn't have any compassion for 
these people, but we were just disgusted and repelled and 



irritated and blown away, and, oh, you know, the sewage 
was always backing up in the basement, and there were 
weird generators down in the basement so that there'd be 
three or four inches of sewage. But you couldn't--there were 
large electric machines in the basement that you had to turn 
off, which you risked electrocuting yourself. It was just 
terrible, and we were so incompetent. Both of us were so 
incompetent. 

Collings 
Were you able to share these stories with graduate students 
at UCLA? 

See 
Oh, sure. 

Collings 
You didn't have to cover it up or anything? 

See 
No, no. And we had people down to the house. We had a 
wonderful English--I had a professor from L.A. State who 
came over to the house. He was appalled, appalled. Our little 
apartment was not that bad, but there was an iron bed in 
what should have been the dining room. It was squalid. And 
Richard was drunk, and he spilled a glass of red wine on the 
rug, and I was like, "God, Richard, this is my professor. How 
could you do this?" And my professor just said, "What a 
quaint custom," and poured his red wine on the rug. 

Collings 
How graceful. 

See 
Yes, it was, and it was our rug, but it was like, "Oh, no 
worries, right. Don't even put your mind to it." So then I was 
at UCLA, and Lisa went to the Salvation Army Nursery 
School, and she spent a lot of time down at the art store. 
Then I had a class in seventeenth-century poetry and sat 
right behind Tom Sturak, who was just extremely beautiful, 
and I would sit and look at his neck a lot. He just was so 
pretty. And we would study with other people. By that time 
I'd gotten to know the people in graduate school at UCLA, 
and I just loved it so--I was just-- 

Collings 



That's wonderful. 
See 

I still think it's probably the second-best time in my life I 
ever had. It was just wonderful, and we had so much fun. 
We made movies and-- 

Collings 
Oh, you did? 

See 
Yes, and had these elaborate parties and charades. It was 
just fun, and I think that almost everybody in graduate 
school that we knew at that time, they all had come from 
unsatisfactory families, and they were looking for a family. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
And I think we're still--some of us are very close. 

Collings 
Oh, that's wonderful. 

See 
It's great. So Tom was just darling, and also he was very 
clean. And Richard was--he had a kind of a high-handed 
aversion to soap. [laughs] He just did, because he was just 
drinking all the time, so he reeked. And he was studying. I 
don't know, I mean, you just saw him, he was studying, 
miserable, he was always miserable, and here was Tom, who 
was this kind of bright, brash, perky, darling guy who'd been 
in the Navy, and he had I think a dozen suits from Hong 
Kong, and they were all tailored, and he would wear his suits 
to class. He just looked--actually I guess now he looked kind 
of silly, but he looked so beautiful and darling. 

Collings 
Yes, dapper it sounds like. 

See 
Yes. And his best friend was--there used to be a movie star, 
Dana Andrews. His best friend was Dana's nephew, so there 
was some party out at Dana's house. Tom and his friend 
were staying at Dana's house, and Tom was taking a shower 
one time, and Dana just walked in, because, I mean, it was 



his house. He'd come back from a trip, and Tom was like, 
"Good morning, sir," full of manners and clean at least. 
So Tom and I developed a romance, but he wouldn't go to 
bed with me while I was still married, which was--then later 
on in our marriage, he didn't hold to that. 

Collings 
Oh, dear. [laughter] 

See 
The sixties came and he-- 

Collings 
I was just going to say, times had changed. 

See 
Yes, exactly. With the advent of the sixties, things changed. 
But at that time, that seemed very gallant. You know, "I 
would never do that to another man." So, anyway, then I 
had been daydreaming about leaving since almost the 
minute I got married. So I was very--and Richard, I have to 
say that is not as heartless as it sounds, because Richard 
was very adamant, even when we were having fun, he was 
very adamant about how much he didn't love me and how 
much he didn't care about me and how much I'd pretty much 
ruined his life and how much he could have been a happy 
person if he hadn't been with me. And after a while I just--
first I would argue with him, and then I sort of would say--I 
was building a case against him, and I would sort of in my 
mind say, "Keep talking. Just keep talking. We'll see how it 
pans out. When events do pan out, we'll see how it pans 
out." 
And, of course, he was quite hurt when I left, because he 
didn't expect it I don't think, and he was actually quite fond 
of me, although he doesn't believe in romantic love, because 
he's an anthropologist. 

Collings 
Interesting. 

See 
But then also, that thing that I disregarded all those years, 
him being in love with Sumoy was, in fact, true, and they 
were crazy about each other, but there was nothing they 
could do about it. And other Chinese relatives have said over 



the years that like you'd be in the same room with them, and 
the chemistry would just be like, oh, they were crazy about 
each other, but there was nothing to do. 

Collings 
Right. And she was older than him, or not really? 

See 
No, about the same age, about the same age, because the 
grandfather, old Mr. Fong, had the Caucasian wife, but then 
he had also a third or fourth wife who had a whole bunch of 
full-blooded Chinese kids, and she was one of those. So she 
might have been younger than Richard, about my age. And 
when her husband died fairly recently, we were at a Chinese 
funeral, and she came over. Sumoy came over and sat in 
Richard's lap and said, "Well, my mother says it's finally 
okay. We can be married." She was joking, of course. 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
And I said, "Oh, Sumoy, that's fine with me." And Richard's 
current wife, who's African American, was sitting there 
looking peeved, peeved. And I said, "Well, it's fine with me, 
and I'm the number-one wife, so Ann [See], what do you 
think about it? It's about time for him to get married again, 
isn't it?" And Sumoy was like, "Oh, it'll be so much fun," and 
she started kissing him, and he looked--you know, he's and 
old guy now. He looked like, "I'm going to just perish right 
here in this Chinese restaurant." He was appalled, but she 
was so funny, because she was just saying what everybody 
knew. 

Collings 
Right, right. Boy, after all that time. 

See 
Yes, yes. But they had never talked about it. The two of 
them never talked about it. Everybody just knew it. It was 
just one of those things. 
So then I left Richard, and Tom and I--and I felt I would say 
about 87 percent ecstatic and about 13 percent horrible, 
because I felt very guilty about leaving him, because he was 



in a lot of trouble. He was so sad. His parents made a huge 
fuss. 

Collings 
I was just going to say, what did they have to say about it? 
Ooh. 

See 
Oh, boy. Oh, I was just Miss Adulteress. They carried on and 
they made some kind of attempt to get custody of Lisa, but, 
of course, they didn't have a leg to stand on. 

Collings 
No, there's no rights for grandparents. 

See 
No, no, of course not. And plus, I hadn't--I mean, if it had 
come down to it, Richard had this terrible problem, which on 
the other side of it, I never said, "By the way, one of the 
main reasons I'm leaving you is because you're this hopeless 
drunk." I never said it. He never said it. His folks never 
mentioned it, but I can't overstate it enough. I mean, it's 
sort of like my mother's bad moods. He was really a terrible, 
terrible drunk. When he wasn't drinking, he was fine, but he 
had a terrible problem. So he burned down a house within a 
month after I'd left. He was house-sitting and managed to 
burn it down. He was just in bad shape. 
I think that's pretty much it. I started with it. We went to 
Reno for a divorce, and Tom was also just very culturally 
hungry, culturally ambitious, and he really wanted--he had a 
very, very, very primitive family like I did, and we tried as 
hard as we could to, oh, you know, break the DNA or 
something, but it's very hard to do. He was also an athlete 
and was a runner, and he loved Mexican music. He and Jim 
Andrews, Dana Andrews' newphew, went down to Tijuana all 
the time to listen to music, and he left a Latvian girlfriend for 
me, and that's all I'm going to say for today. 

Collings 
Okay. All right. 

1.3. Session 3 (September 21, 2010) 

Collings 



September 21, 2010, Jane Collings interviewing Carolyn See 
in her apartment. 

See 
Buddy Colette you just told me died today, and that reminds 
me that when I was still married to Richard--and it's 
interesting how your musical tastes are dictated, if you're a 
woman, by the people you're married to--often Richard, he 
was too timid to go anywhere a lot of the time, but he had a 
friend who lived with us at the Sentous Apartments for quite 
a while, and he and I, Mr. Jones and I--it's a different Mr. 
Jones--would go out to the Haig, H-a-i-g, and also a place 
called Whistlin's Hawaii, W-h-i-s-t-l-i-n's, and it was actually 
a bar for Samoans, but a couple of nights a week jazz 
musicians would come in. Hampton Hawes would play there, 
and Warne March would play there. Many times we went to 
see Warne Marsh, and he's a tenor player. He was a tenor 
player who was just incredible. He used to play with Lee 
Konitz, who I only saw once in real life, but that's when I 
went by myself to New York. 
I had been visiting my dad in South Carolina when I just 
couldn't take it anymore being married to Richard. It was not 
like I was leaving, but I was just like, "I've got to get out of 
here." So I went to visit my dad. But on the way back, I 
stopped off in New York just to hear Lee Konitz-- 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
--and he was amazing. He's an alto player, and he and 
Warne Marsh would play together and just play beautifully. 
And Lee Konitz is still alive. He's in his late eighties, and I 
just adored him, and a couple of years ago I reviewed a book 
called "The" something "Ordeal of Sonia Reich," which was a 
Holocaust story written about Sonia Reich by her son, Mr. 
Reich, who is the jazz critic for the "Chicago Tribune." But I 
didn't really know that. I just gave the book a rave review 
and then he wrote me and thanked me and then said he 
was--he wrote me a note and said he was the jazz critic now, 
or something, and I said, "Gee, that's great. Do you 
remember Lee Konitz and Warne Marsh?" And he said, "I'm a 



friend of Lee." And I was like, "Oh, my god, a friend of Lee." 
That's like saying you're a friend of Snow White, you know. 
And then at that time I was writing a novel "There Will Never 
Be Another You," which one of their albums, on one side it 
starts out with "Topsy" and then it goes into "There Will 
Never Be Another You." It's just beautiful. So I wrote Lee 
Konitz to tell him that, and then he wrote me back, and I 
have a few letters from him, which I just cherish. And then 
he just quite recently played a club in New York and got a 
rave review, and it's this picture of this, you know--he's, I 
think, eighty-seven, just playing, beautiful, intricate, 
gorgeous work, and it's marvelous to think that they're still--
Warne died. He was playing "Out of Nowhere," and he was 
sitting on a stool in a little, tiny place on Ventura Boulevard, 
and just slid off the stool and died, very nice way of dying. 
So that's just by way of-- 

Collings 
Yes, you were quite a jazz aficionado. 

See 
I guess I was. I didn't really think of it that much. And then, 
of course, when I took up with Tom, he could have cared 
less. But he loved Mexican music, which I'll talk about a little 
bit, and just this last weekend Lisa and I went to hear an all-
woman mariachi over here at the Braude Theater and then 
saw, because it's independence day, saw a bunch of little 
kids doing all the folklorico dances, and the two of us were 
just weeping. We were just like, "Oh, god," because Lisa 
used to do the folklorico dancing herself, and she was like, 
"They don't even change a step." Some of these dances are 
so engraved in the cultural life that nothing changes. 

Collings 
In culture, yes, absolutely. 

See 
So anyway, when I was married to Richard, it really just 
wasn't a happy time, and I was thinking that-- 

See 
Okay, so I was going to say that once my dad was applying 
for a fellowship, and his opening sentence was "I've been in 
bondage all my life." [laughs] 



Collings 
He was applying for a fellowship, and this was his-- 

See 
That was his idea of why they should give him a fellowship. 
But I was thinking that for a lot of time in the first part of my 
life, I really did feel trapped. I just felt trapped, and that's 
because I was trapped. And so when I was with Richard, I 
would think of, "How am I going to extricate myself from 
this?" So one of the things I did was write this novel about 
the Sentous Apartments, and the idea was I would enter a 
contest and get some money and pay for the divorce, and it 
actually worked out that way. 

Collings 
Wonderful. Amazing. 

See 
Yes, yes. But the novel was set in the Sentous Apartments 
with some of our tenants, and I can't remember too much of 
what happened in it, but I do remember the last part is 
they're exterminating the apartment and he, the hero, who 
was based on a friend of mine and Mr. Jones' called Gus 
Tassapolos, who I think I mentioned last time is a bartender 
at the Bel Air Hotel. He was a very intense, beautiful Greek 
guy. The hero is based on Gus, and he is trying to persuade 
some of the last tenants to get out of the apartment, and the 
idea is that they can't get out because they're vermin. I was 
sort of a fascist at the time, I guess. And this lady--do you 
remember the old-fashioned permanents, where you had big 
things, metal things, and then cords went up? 

Collings 
Well, I have seen it in pictures, yes. 

See 
You've seen it, but you've never--I had one when I was five, 
I remember. It's kind of an alarming-- 

Collings 
I was going to say. 

See 
It was an alarming--I mean, when you went in for a 
permanent, you really went in for a permanent. And this 
woman was giving herself--this is from real life--giving 



herself a permanent and had plugged herself into the dining-
room chandelier. There was no dining room, but there was a 
chandelier. She was standing there, and I was saying, 
"You've got to get out." She was like, "I can't. You see 
perfectly well I can't get out," because she was in the middle 
of this process. 

Collings 
Okay, here we go. 

See 
So I was very excited by it. I just loved it. I mean, I thought 
it was--I could see there were all kinds of trouble with it, and 
I didn't know what I was doing, obviously, with the novel, 
but it got second prize in the Samuel Goldwyn creative 
writing contest, and that was enough to give me the money 
to literally pay for the divorce. That's what it was for. 
And then there was a little bit of fuss about--because the 
agents come around. I just thought, of course this is 
happening, because I've always known I was a woman of 
destiny, I mean where you just think, "Naturally they would 
call me up from CAA and want to see me." And I went into 
CAA and said, "I'm not interested. I want you to know I'm 
not interested in making money." [laughter] Oh, god. And 
they were like, "Oh, okay. Thank you," and that was the end 
of that. But there were quite a few agents who called, and it 
was very exciting. 
Also it did this other thing where my M.A. exams were 
coming up, and there was a real question about any of us 
going on to the next step, or whether or not I'd get a 
terminal M.A. And I know that having done the novel and 
having won that prize was the tipping point for me, because 
they didn't take me all that seriously as a scholar, and they 
were right not to, because-- 

Collings 
And the M.A. was at UCLA? 

See 
At UCLA, yes. So I did get to go on and get the Ph.D., but it 
was really the novel rather than--I mean, my exams weren't 
bad, but they weren't great, and I just didn't have a 



reputation as a very smart person. That's so sad. [laughs] 
There it is on paper. All right. 

Collings 
One place you write "Critical theory means nothing to me, 
less than nothing." 

See 
That's right. 

Collings 
So were you having problems in that area when you were 
doing your graduate degree? 

See 
Oh, I just thought I couldn't get behind it. It's like teaching 
an atheist about religion. I just couldn't see the point. I 
mean, I never saw the point. I was crazy about the 
literature, but the theory was just stupid to me. I mean, I 
never--and I still feel exactly the same way, that it's just, oh, 
it's a crock. It's what certain people of limited imagination--
and I'll except Dame Helen Gardner, because she was really 
a critic with some--she really added something to the 
arguments. She added something to literary argument. But 
for most of these people, it's just they're mostly guys who 
don't have any talent, who don't know how to write a novel, 
and they want to go on and teach literature, and the only 
way they can do it is to engage in the practice of literary 
theory. And some of them obviously set great store by it, but 
I just think it's the--I wouldn't even want to say the product 
of second-rate mind. I just think it's not even a product. It's 
just blabbing. 

Collings 
Yes. So when you were describing this wonderful period-- 

See 
Where did I say that? [laughs] 

Collings 
I think it's on your website. 

See 
Oh, well. Oh, well. 

Collings 
Do you want to take it down? I don't know. 

See 



No, no. I stand by it. 
Collings 

Because when you were describing this wonderful period at 
UCLA with the interactions with other students, were there a 
lot of people who felt as you did? I mean, were you sort of in 
struggle with faculty, with the curriculum, holding these 
views? Or was it not such a problem at that time? 

See 
I think that there were some literature wars, some criticism 
wars going on, and there was a guy, Leon Howard, who was 
kind of a historical-criticism person, and he had the "coat 
hanger" theory of literature that he used to talk about, 
which, frankly, whenever he would talk about it, I would just 
turn off, so I don't remember what it was about. But he was 
Tom Sturak's advisor. I'm trying to think. John Espy every 
once in a while would give a lecture about the differences 
between the new criticism and historical criticism, but he just 
took it as--I mean, he was just amused by it, I think. 
And then I certainly wasn't in struggle with the faculty, 
because they didn't even notice me. You know, again, at that 
time, the early sixties, they didn't think of women one way 
or the other. I mean, they weren't angry about them. It 
hadn't even gotten to that point. They just didn't even think 
about them. It was just like, ha, ha, ha, ha. They really were 
just, "Oh, you cute little thing." That's sort of where they 
were. 

Collings 
Were there many women in the graduate program? 

See 
No, no. There was a woman named Judy Albaum, who I still 
am in touch with. We write long e-mails, who will come up 
later in these stories. [Coughs] Well, it's a tip-off, right, 
when I cease to be able to talk. We had a big fight over 
some guy, but we were very, very close. And then there 
were like two other women and that was it, and one of them 
I know very slightly, who did some interesting work and 
teaches at USC. But mainly it was in that group of graduate 
students--oh, there's another one I just thought of. But there 
were like eight guys, for instance, and three women, and one 



of them went on and got her Ph.D. in psychology or is a 
psychologist now. I don't know if she has her Ph.D.; I think 
she does. And then my friend Judy did not get her Ph.D., 
partly because I went to Mexico. She said, "There's no point 
in coming to school if I don't have anyone to have coffee 
with." So that's kind of how we felt about it. We weren't 
dedicated scholars. 
There was one in the group, Bob Newman, who is still--he's 
retired from Buffalo. He spent his whole teaching life at 
Buffalo, and he was terribly interested in concepts of the 
sublime. His mentor was a guy named Cohen, who was a 
jerk as far as I was concerned, and we all kind of thought, 
"Oh, Bob has to do that. But let's be planning our next 
picnic, or let's write this new stupid movie, or let's put on 
some charades," and that's where we were. Some of them 
were scholarly, but they had no thoughts of criticism. It just 
wasn't where their minds were. 

Collings 
When you were at LACC, did you feel that you were treated 
in this sexist way? 

See 
No. That was just-- 

Collings 
Unlike at UCLA? 

See 
I didn't even--even then I never--it's not until I read Betty 
Freidan, which is-- 

Collings 
That's what I was going to ask you about. 

See 
And that was in 1965. I came home from the hospital and 
read "The Feminine Mystique," and then it kind of all went 
click, click, click, click, click. But up until then, we didn't have 
those ideas. I mean, they were not there. We had--and 
again, these kind of weird emotions come up--we had a kind 
of contempt for these guys. They would strut around and 
they would carry on and they obviously thought they were 
hot in every possible way, and they weren't, most of them, 
and so we had just a lot of like, "Tsk," contempt. 



I would say the exception was I had huge admiration for Mr. 
Espey, but he was not--he didn't touch that stuff. His whole 
mode was to be smarter than everyone in the room, but that 
you would never in a million years know it. And if you ever 
had a question, you would ask him, because he would know 
the answer, but he would never give you the slightest 
impression that he thought he was smart. That just was not-
-oh, I think only one time he said something like, "Oh, I 
really can't have--sometimes in Chinese, I just carry on a 
conversation." Did I write this somewhere else? 

Collings 
No, no. 

See 
"I carry on a conversation, and I really just say nothing for 
minutes on end. I say nothing but ai ya." And I was like, "No. 
Really? You mean you don't--you can't speak Chinese?" And 
then he got kind of miffed, of course, because he knew 
Chinese like the back of his hand, so then he kind of gave 
me a few phrases of careless chat in the Wu dialect, and I 
was like, "Okay." But he hadn't meant for me to take him 
seriously. He was just making small talk. And he would often 
pass himself off as a little bit dumber than he was, when he 
was brilliant. But a lot of these guys, it was the other way 
around. They were kind of bone dumb and would pass 
themselves off as as brilliant as they could. 

Collings 
So you weren't really--just in the way that when you 
submitted the essay, you had your own reasons for doing 
that. You weren't trying to get noticed by the Creative Artists 
Agency. You wanted the money for the divorce. You'd come 
to UCLA. Were you after the Ph.D., or was this part of what 
you were saying earlier, you wanted to become an educated, 
cultured person? 

See 
I wanted to become a better person. And actually, a Ph.D. 
just seemed far, far beyond anything that I could ever do. 
But even just to be a graduate student was like a wonderful 
thing, because it took me out of that ordinary place. And I 
realize a lot of this stuff is actually kind of fascistic. I mean, 



it assumes that there are better people, which is, I think, 
very naive. Besides not being politically correct, it's naive. 
It's a naive position. 

Collings 
This is how you felt, that there were-- 

See 
Yes, that there were better people and I could be one, if I 
killed myself and read enough books and listened to enough 
music and saw enough theater and became a better person. 
I don't even know what that means, but I believed it very 
strongly at that time. And I never--I mean, if anybody had 
come up and said, "Do you prefer new criticism to historical 
criticism?" I just would have laughed, because I didn't prefer 
either one. But I did feel extremely strongly about certain 
novels, and I really did feel that novelists can change--the 
other day I got up really early in the morning, about six-
thirty in the morning, and pulled out "A Room With a View," 
because I was trying to remember something about it, and 
like the last paragraph of that book just reduces you to tears 
if you're paying attention, because he absolutely--E.M. 
Forster--absolutely believed in his life that literature would 
make you a better person and that there was such a thing as 
a better person, and he didn't just mean a cultured person, 
he meant a morally better person, and that it was worthwhile 
to try and live your life as a better person. 
I guess there's a new biography of him out that I haven't 
gotten yet, it's on order, but he was in love with a married 
man for a long time, a policeman. But he maintained a 
relationship with the wife. He was extremely fair and open 
and honest with the wife, and as he was dying it was the 
wife who held his hand for hours on end, and if she let go of 
his hand, he opened his eyes and was like, "Hold my hand, 
please, if you don't mind." He was just known for his 
incredible kindness to the people around him, and fairness, 
and he had a thing where it was really important for him to 
be as honest as possible but also as kind as possible. So, I 
mean, I really subscribed to all that stuff. 

Collings 



Yes. Isn't there an element of "Howard's End" where one of 
the sisters is teaching the bank teller about-- 

See 
Oh, yes, about life. I thought if I could just tell him about 
this and this and this, and he says at one point, "I was up all 
night, because I wanted to see the sun come up." And the 
sisters ask him, I think both of them together say, "How was 
it?" And he said, "You know, it wasn't as great as you might 
think." He wanted to be inspired and changed by the dawn, 
but it was just kind of, eh, drab, not what it should have 
been. So, yes, the Schlegel sisters, they really believe in that 
stuff. So there are characters all through his books that just 
believe you need flowers on the table, pictures on the wall, 
books, then you will--and I will just say that the end of "The 
Handyman" is all about that, where the handyman has one 
last episode in the book where yet one more woman is falling 
apart, three kids, a hateful, hateful ex-husband, utter 
squalor, and he comes in and just starts painting, painting 
the walls, paintings pictures for I think it's two little girls, 
persuading her to go to city college, getting her a little 
schedule of classes, and he says at one point, "Is it possible 
to paint over a whole life," of heartbreak, or a whole life of 
chaos, or whatever, "in seven days? Well, I thought I'd give 
it a shot." And, in fact, he does it, and then he brings in--I 
mean, his roommate comes in and guess what? They're 
going to get married, and that life is just pulled out of--it's 
just cleaned up and then she's in a position where she can 
become not just a happy member of society but a 
contributing member of society, so a philanthropist. 
So, you know, I still believe it in some primitive part of me, 
that you can do that, that there are things you can do that 
will make you, quote, "a better person." And of course it 
follows there are things you could do that would make you 
worse. 

Collings 
So there's a flipside. 

See 
Yes. So anyway. 

Collings 



So let's go back to our chronology then. 
See 

Yes. So I ran away with Tom, and I had passed--all three of 
us got our M.A.s at the same time, and they all were the kind 
of M.A.s that went on toward the Ph.D., and then Tom and I 
went to Reno and got this six-week divorce. And I have to 
say that almost right away, I mean the thing that appalls me 
now, looking back at it, but I still think things haven't 
changed that much, is I had a kid, a three-year-old, and I 
wanted to get through school more than anything, and I had 
this burning ambition, but I didn't have much of a spine. I 
couldn't figure out how to--it never literally crossed my mind, 
you could do this on your own. 

Collings 
That you could be, in fact, not married-- 

See 
That's right-- 

Collings 
--or not in a relationship. 

See 
--and I could move away from Richard and live alone and 
raise Lisa. It was just like, no way, that's never going to 
happen. 

Collings 
Did you consider it and reject it? Or you never even 
considered it? 

See 
I don't think I actually even thought of it until much later. I'd 
be talking about it and people would say, "Why didn't you 
just move out?" It's a perfectly reasonable remark. 

Collings 
Could you have supported yourself? 

See 
Well, I could have. I don't know how. I mean, I knew how to 
be a waitress, and I could barely type. 

Collings 
But could you support yourself and stay in school? 

See 



Not really. I mean, maybe. I don't know. We used to have 
these fantasies that we would all be women of ill repute. I 
mean, we did. We had elaborate fantasies that we would set 
up a house, and we would all go to college, and we would, 
you know. But I mean-- 

Collings 
Oh, really? 

See 
Oh, yes. But I mean, again we were being naive. I don't 
think anybody would have touched us with a ten-foot pole. 
We were just little college students, just little squirts. 

Collings 
Well, what were the backgrounds of these other women that 
you had these plans with? 

See 
Oh, Marliss Angel, who I went to Paris with, and she and I 
lived in a boarding house before I married Richard. We had--
I mean, we actually would walk by houses and think, "We 
could rent this house." We'd be in walking distance of the 
university. "We could do it." But when the time came, we 
couldn't. 

Collings 
Rent the house and-- 

See 
And it would become a house of ill repute, and five or six of 
us would live there. It just seemed like a good idea at the 
time. And Joan, my friend Joan Weber, who had, actually, 
money, but she, of course, got very enthusiastic about the 
idea, because she was doing it for free anyway, with every 
passing stranger. So it just seemed like it would be fun. It's 
like, "It's something that we're doing anyway. Why not get 
paid for it?" But we didn't have a clue. We were just so 
young. 

Collings 
It seems like if you were thinking about a business, that 
seemed like it was really the only business. 

See 
That was it. I mean, and again, the only other business-
business I knew was my mother working in the lowest rungs 



of these horrible insurance companies, or my dad being an 
ad man, which that was so mysterious. And Joan's father 
was a fabric, a textile--say I don't even know, a textile what. 
He went down to the garment district in the daytime and he 
came home with money. I don't know what he did, but I 
know it was textiles. But he was an Albanian Jew. I think he 
had probably no clue himself. He was just Albanian and came 
over and got involved in business. But really, we didn't--
women--maybe if you had gone to college, if your mother 
had gone to college, but I didn't know any mothers who had 
done such a thing, or who worked. I mean, Jackie's mother 
worked as a receptionist in Denell's Record Store, or then 
she did have her own liquor business for a while downtown. I 
don't know how she managed to do that, because her brain 
was impaired in many ways, but she did hold together a 
business that did make enough money for her to live, but at 
a very poor level. 
We just didn't know. We had no idea how to make money or 
that you were supposed to. I mean, we didn't even--well, I 
think when I went into CAA [Creative Artists Agency] and 
said, "I don't want to make money," somewhere along the 
line I had really picked up the idea that money was low and 
that the better people didn't have it, and they didn't push for 
it, and that it was kind of low to--I don't know where these 
ideas come from, but that was sort of, I think, what was in 
my mind. 

Collings 
Did they actually offer to buy your story and you declined? 

See 
No. They were more--at that time they were like, "Do you 
have any ideas for a television show?" or, "Do you have any 
other ideas for a feature film? Do you have any other ideas 
for a--?" And there were a couple of times the novel came 
kind of close to being published. Houghton Mifflin had a--and 
I just again was so obviously naive. The year I thought I 
might get it, Philip Roth got it. We were both the same age, 
twenty-six, and I was just like, "Who is this guy? Why would 
he get it, not me?" I just had no idea that there was 
something called the East. I mean, I knew it, but I didn't 



know what it meant. I just didn't know anything. And I 
thought my book was pretty good, but right now I can't 
remember a thing about it. 

Collings 
And you did choose to have a male protagonist in that book. 

See 
Oh, sure, because, again, like Virginia Woolf wrote her first 
novel "Jacob's Room." You didn't write about women. They 
had no importance. And I think I mentioned that in "Golden 
Days," in the first part of "Golden Days," where I say, "Any 
story that anybody's going to tell with a woman in it has to 
have two." Like back in the day when blacks, it took three 
blacks to make up one vote, that one woman couldn't carry a 
whole novel. To me it's very interesting that actually women 
didn't start to write, they didn't really start to write on a 
regular basis until 1926. And I have said that sometimes. 
I've said it like on a dais-- 

Collings 
A panel of some sort. 

See 
Yes. And I know there's a woman, Carol Muske Dukes, and 
Carol, if you ever read this, you were wrong. She was, "Oh, 
I'm sure you're wrong, Carolyn." And I said, "Okay. You start 
counting. You just count the women that wrote before 1926 
and see if you can get up to ten. I'm waiting." And she, of 
course, couldn't, because there aren't any. [laughs] I mean, 
it was only in 1926 actually Virginia Woolf, who kind of--and, 
of course, people like Agatha Christie, who made it 
respectable for women to write. She did a huge amount for 
women, just making it so people would read a book by a 
woman, (a), and about a woman. Why would a guy ever 
read that? They wouldn't. They still don't. They hate to. They 
hate them. So you have to build up a female readership, and 
then you have to have followers, and by now, yes, there are 
all kinds of women writers, but in like say the fifties, there 
just really weren't. There weren't that many and very, very, 
very few. Mary McCarthy, Elizabeth Hardwick, nasty woman, 
Cynthia Ozick, see? I mean, it's like you just can't--you have 



to scramble to think of them, because they were scarce, 
scarce. 

Collings 
Doris Lessing? 

See 
Doris Lessing, yes, yes. And she, I mean "The Golden 
Notebook," she was like a heroine. When I was in graduate 
school, I was there with Alison Lurie and Diane Johnson, 
"Dinny" Johnson, and they just had--the whole concept of 
the shit hitting the fan, they were right in front of the fan. 
People were just, you know, "How dare you? This is 
laughable. Are you kidding me? This is ridiculous." And her 
husband--I mean, it took a long time. The bright side of that 
is that both Alison and Dinny could insult their husbands left, 
right, and center, and their husbands didn't even notice. 

Collings 
You mean in the writing? 

See 
In the writing. They just said horrible things. And I know this 
is digressing, but not really, it's interesting. 

Collings 
No, this is about your graduate work. 

See 
Yes, the stuff. At one point, Dinny came in to see John 
Espey. She was a faculty wife, and she looked like she was 
about twelve, and she had a little tiny high voice, and she 
said to John, "I've written a novel, and I wonder if you could 
help me publish it," because he was the only writer in the 
English department at that time. And he looked at the 
manuscript, and he was just blown away by it and talked to 
his publisher and got Dinny published and was very 
protective of her. He just admired her so much. And he said 
he was at a faculty party later--this was way before we got 
together. He was at a faculty party, and Dinny's husband, 
who was a doctor at that time, or her husband at that time 
who was a doctor, came up and said, "I want to thank you so 
much for helping Dinny with her little project." [laughs] 

Collings 
Oh, oh, ow. 



See 
And John said he thought, "Oh, you poor fool," because he 
was just castrated repeatedly in the first two or three, four 
books, until he finally kind of went, "Oh, wait a minute." 

Collings 
Maybe he finally read them. 

See 
Yes, he might have finally read them, and oh, my god. And 
Alison, again, just murdered her husband, who was a pretty 
nice guy but quite--he was a pretty nice guy. He was actually 
my supervisor when I was a T.A., and he was grandson of 
John Peale Bishop, the poet, who was best friends with F. 
Scott Fitzgerald, and so Jonathan thought if there was any 
literary heritage to be had, it would be his. He was fond of 
Alison. He loved her dearly, but she was just his wife. And he 
was--I don't know. She published her first book was privately 
printed, very beautiful, terrific book. It was like a eulogy of 
one of their friends who had died early, and he was like the 
same thing. "Alison, it's so nice that she does this." And then 
she started writing a book about Los Angeles when she was 
here, and he was like, "It's nice that she's doing that." It 
wasn't that he was unsupportive. He just didn't even get it, 
what she was doing. And it took two or three more books, 
then finally she left him, because he was just so, I have to 
say, dim is the word. He was just dim about her work. He 
just couldn't see it, couldn't see it. Like cats, some cats are 
raised without seeing vertical lines, and then they just don't 
know there are any vertical lines, and so that's the way guys 
were. 
It wasn't until quite a bit later, when women started coming 
in and I mean by coming in, like coming into the department 
or getting hired, then they became very hostile. But there 
was a period where they weren't. They were supremely 
ignorant of what they didn't even know would be called the 
Feminist Movement, and we didn't either. 

Collings 
It would be interesting to hear how you first came across 
books like you mentioned "The Feminine Mystique." 

See 



I think somebody just gave that to me when I was in the 
hospital with Clara. Somebody just handed it to me. 

Collings 
Oh, that's funny. 

See 
Yes. You can say that again. Yes, it really was funny. 

Collings 
I mean somebody visiting you? 

See 
Yes, it must have been, and I know obviously it wasn't Tom, 
but I don't remember who it was. But I remember the look of 
the book. It was a thick paperback, and I was up in Topanga 
like lying in bed, because it was right after the baby was 
born, and I was just like, "Oh, my god. I can't believe it." 
And literally, I mean, they talk about the scales fall. I was 
blown away by it. But I also thought, "I know all this is true, 
but looking at it, I can't think of a way that it will apply to 
me." At that time I just didn't. Even though I had had those 
fights with Richard to go to graduate school, but I hadn't 
hooked it on to, "we deserve equality." I don't think so. 
Although, actually way back in high school I'd read 
something called "Modern Woman: The Lost Sex," written by 
some guy who took the position that modern women had 
painted themselves into a corner, because they'd lost their 
femininity, but they didn't have anything else, and they were 
really stupid coming out the starting gate, and there was 
nothing they could do about it, and so they were lost. It 
irritated me greatly, and it was a book that my stepfather 
had brought with him, but I don't think he ever sort of read 
it. It was just something he had in a box that he brought. 
Interesting. 

Collings 
So had you been prepared by any discussions with your 
friends for what you might find in "The Feminine Mystique"? 

See 
No, not that I remember at all, at all. No, it really came as a 
tremendous shock. I mean, just the whole thing of I do 
remember my dad very early on, when I was first married to 
Richard, he was still in the ad business and he came around 



one day--he was just visiting--and he said that the word in 
the advertising field was that now that the war was over, 
that domestic goods were the biggest market for anything. I 
just listened to it. I mean, I didn't think about what that 
meant. I mean it was like years later when I read Betty 
Friedan talking about floor wax and that kind of stuff that we 
all just bought into it, and by we all, I just mean the people 
that I knew. Certainly my mother spent most of her time 
cleaning house. I mean, it just had this huge, huge 
importance, and the sense that everything was closed to us. 
But we didn't--I don't think that we worried about it unduly. 
It was like, it's closed so then you have to think of something 
else. 

Collings 
Well, it's almost like this sort of finer person, educated 
person that you strove to be is, I mean, that is something 
that's open to women. 

See 
Yes. Yes, and, in fact, that's one of the scams they pull on 
you, which I didn't even know it was a scam, you know, "the 
angel in the house," and you'll just influence everybody for 
the better, and that should be enough for you. Which it's not, 
but that was another story. 

Collings 
Yes. Well, we got onto this because you were getting married 
to Tom Sturak, and you were saying that it had never even 
occurred to you that you might do otherwise. 

See 
Do something else. So we went up to Reno and almost 
immediately, I would say within the first week, we were 
having dinner and he started making fun of me by doing this 
[puffs out the side of one cheek] for my birthmark. 

Collings 
Oh, my god. 

See 
He was a mean little bastard. And, oh, boy, I pitched a fit. I 
pitched a fit, because I thought, trapped again. You know, 
I've jumped from one trap into another. This guy is a mean 
little sadist, and I was right. 



Collings 
Wow. Wow. 

See 
Yes. He was just--he was a sadist, the little sweet thing. I 
hate to say it about him when he's in such terrible shape. 
And I don't know what he was thinking. He probably might 
have thought, "I'm just teasing her, and this is all in good 
fun." I doubt that. I think it's more like, "Now I've got you, I 
can do anything I want." And I think that's true with Richard. 
It was like, "Now that I've got you, I can do anything I want. 
Get out of bed and make me breakfast, lard ass." That's 
what Richard said the very first day of our married life, and I 
couldn't say, "Get out," because I didn't have a way, and 
especially after the kids, I didn't have a way of making a 
living. I was stuck in it. And I will say both of them sort of 
suffered from the same thing. They had short-term--they 
couldn't see that the short-term fun of saying something 
awful would have these really bad repercussions, that you 
would have some glowering woman who wished you ill living 
under your roof. 
There's a place, again, E.M. Forster in "Where Angels Fear to 
Tread," where this woman marries a darling Italian man, and 
she goes to Italy with him, not having thought it through. 
And he starts ordering her around, and then he goes out 
every night with his friends, and she has to stay home, and 
he insists that he has dinner with his friends. He's not a 
mean man at all, but he has dinner with his friends, and she 
has to serve them like a maid. And Forster says, "It didn't 
bother him that there was a woman in the corner shaking 
her fist at him." [laughter] Because, you know, he knew 
everything was fine. Everything was fine with him. 
So Tom did that and there was like, oh, you know, I pitched 
a fit, sobbed and cried, and he was like, "Oh, I'll never--oh, 
what was I thinking? I'll never do that again. Oh, never, 
never, never." But, in fact, even on the honeymoon he would 
show that he had a very, very hot temper, and I see now 
that his wiring was a little faulty, that what he has now as 
what manifests as Alzheimer's with great violence, is what he 
had all along but just in a minor--he also had many other 



nice things about him, decent things, and he definitely 
wanted to be a good person, but I would say that in general, 
he came up short. He had a terrible childhood and had been 
beaten a lot, but also he just couldn't resist the temptation. 
He would pinch you or he would hit you or he would say the 
cutting, terrible thing. But I mean, verbally he wasn't as 
mean as some people I've known, but he just couldn't resist. 
He was a tough little kid, and somebody else, I mean later 
on--I mean, actually, by telling it this way I'm leaving myself 
out of it. He was, in a sense, picking on the wrong person. 
And I will say that his diaries show that he was in love with 
me. I mean, I just have to say that he was crazy about me. 
And when I read the diaries much later, I mean just in the 
past few months, Clara and her half-sister went up to the old 
house and snagged the diaries, got them out of the house. 
They read them and they were like, "Man," especially my 
stepdaughter. She was like, "Carolyn, I never knew, and 
there was nothing like that about my mother in these 
diaries." And they were teasing me, and I was like, "Oh, 
please. You guys are crazy." But then I read the diaries, and 
I was just like, "If you had said one-fifth of what you wrote, 
we would have had a different marriage." But for reasons of 
his own, he couldn't. 
But anyway, what we had was we laughed a lot. He was a 
very funny person. And then also he would give you these 
sermons, you know, existential sermons on the meaning of 
life. Or he had variations of a sermon on mariachi music 
where he would say, the great thing about that form of art is 
you don't need anything. I mean, you need maybe a musical 
instrument. Oh, he loved when the Mexicans cut paper 
patterns and then string them across--you know, you've 
seen them, the squares of paper? 

Collings 
Yes, yes, sure. 

See 
That's like the most inexpensive art form. All you need is a 
pair of scissors and some paper, and you can create very 
beautiful stuff. And he would go on and on about how these 
songs--like there's a song "From Lerdo to Torreon," and if 



you've ever been on that road, it's a two-lane road from 
nowhere to nowhere. It's like a road that goes across the 
desert. Nothing happens on that road, but one of the most 
wonderful songs you'll ever hear in your life is that song. Or 
in Veracruz they write about shellfish, and I mean, it brings 
tears to your eyes, and they're just singing about shellfish, 
how incredibly marvelous, the shellfish. Wonderful songs 
about horses, their favorite horses, their best horses. But 
these songs are about nothing--birds--just whatever, but full 
of this incredible soul. So he would talk about that. I mean, 
he would talk your ear off for three hours about that, and it 
was wonderful. He couldn't talk to people. He was very shy, 
put his head down, or say horrible, mean things. He was 
mean as a snake. But if he was inspired, he would give you 
one of these sermons. 

Collings 
And he was an English student like you? 

See 
He was. Yes, he was in English. And he was kind of loathed 
by a lot of people on the faculty, who thought he was really 
stupid. And he never read any of the books, and he would 
write these incredible exams. I know I studied all the time. 
He never opened a book. He ran. He was a runner, and he 
was a skin diver, and that's pretty much what he did, how he 
spent his time. He would read, but very little. He'd never 
read a novel. Even though he was an English major, he just 
never did that. He only read the works of Horace McCoy, 
because that's what he did his dissertation on. But Horace 
only wrote five novels, so he didn't love literature. 
I have to look at my notes, because I can't see them. 

Collings 
Shall I turn back on? 

See 
Yes, because men would rather die than read a book by a 
woman. And when I was teaching, say, literature of the 
West, literature of California and the West, I would have a 
reading list, five men and five women on the list, and I would 
say to the guys, you know, "It's going to be a real strain for 
you. These may be the only five books by women you ever 



read. But--," and then I would give them a talk and say--and 
actually, I got in trouble with my T.A.s one year for this. I 
said, "If you would only ever just condescend to read a book 
by a woman, you would get laid a lot more, because you 
would know where we're coming from. You would get it, 
what we're about. And your willful ignorance of what we're 
about, again, it serves you in the short run, but not in the 
long run, because you don't know anything about us. And 
every time you whine and say you don't know anything 
about women, all you have to do is open up a book by a 
woman and you'll find out. And it's not so scary a lot of the 
time." But men will do anything not to read a book by a 
woman, and even now that's quite true. 
I was reading some argument on Slate the other day, and 
this guy was like, "Men never read books by women, because 
the plots are so dull." Well, yes, or there are so many dumb 
husbands in these books. [laughs] Yes, or the men are not 
the center of attention, god forbid. So they just don't read 
them. They don't read them, and they feel that it's an affront 
to their manhood. It is a threat to their manhood, actually, 
because suppose their point of view is not the point of view. 
Suppose there's another point of view out there. 
So anyway, there was something. I did want to mention that 
when we were up in Reno, there was some thought, since 
Tom was such a runner, there was some thought that I 
might take up running, and I ran around the track at UNLV 
[University of Nevada, Las Vegas], and Tom laughed so hard 
his knees buckled. He just fell over clutching his ribs, he was 
just laughing so hard. And I was like, "Well, okay. Fuck you. 
I don't care." 

Collings 
Your technique was wrong, or what? 

See 
Well, it took me fifteen minutes to get around the lap. I 
mean, that's kind of funny right there. I just am not an 
athletic person and never was. But I thought, for a minute I 
entertained the thought that that might happen. 
So one of the things that we started doing right away--and 
we would take Lisa with us almost always--we'd go down and 



spend the weekend in Tijuana, because he had been married 
to this woman, his first wife, for five years, and it's still a 
little hazy what happened in that marriage. It was just a first 
marriage and it didn't work out. And he and his best friend, 
kind of a tiresome guy named Jim, met. They were down in 
the Foreign Club, and I don't know how they first got their 
taste for Mexican music, but they did, the two of them. And 
they were down in the Foreign Club, which is this old-timey 
nightclub in Tijuana, and met two Latvian girls, because 
there were a lot of, or some, Latvian refugees that were 
down in Tijuana waiting for their American papers so they 
could come across and be American. 
And so Jim was in love with--he was married to a very nice 
woman named Dot, but he was in love with this Latvian 
tragic heroine, who really was a tragic heroine. She'd been 
through World War II and seen a lot of air raids and terrible 
killings, and so she had been through an awful lot. And then 
there was kind of a chubby little blonde girl named Sylvia 
that Tom had been going with until he took up with me, and 
he just kind of dumped Sylvia. But then we would go down 
to Tijuana, and then in those days it was really just a little 
town still, and we'd be walking along a dirt road, and there'd 
be a photography studio, and there very highly painted up 
would be--with these blonde ringlets--would be Sylvia, 
because she was blonde, and they were crazy about her 
down there. She was the belle of Tijuana because she was 
just this simpering blonde. And I can speak ill of her. She is 
dead, but there are no living relatives. But he, because of 
being down there with Sylvia and Solveig, they learned a lot 
about the music, and they just loved the music. But they 
also loved the bullfights, and so right away I started going to 
bullfights, and I must have seen many of them, hundreds of 
them--would that be--probably hundreds of them in my life. 

Collings 
Wow. That's a lot. 

See 
Yes, it is. Fifty-two weeks a year, we were married ten years, 
you'd see maybe two on a weekend when you'd go down 
there. And the thing about Tom was that he had this terrible 



temper, but he was also extremely beautiful, and he had a 
gift for enjoyment. He would love to get in the car, drive 
down to Tijuana. We'd check into the Hotel Lee's, two dollars 
and fifty cents a night, stay, take Lisa to the Foreign Club, 
listen to all this music. It cost a dollar a song in those days, 
no money at all. Get up in the morning, go to the bullfight, 
oh, go to the grocery store, because they had all these great 
groceries, and then come home. And it wasn't like--you 
didn't get stuck in the traffic the same way as you do now, 
and we would do that very often. 

Collings 
Yes, the gift of enjoyment is worth a lot. 

See 
It really is. And he would just say, "Let's drive to San 
Francisco." And Richard, even though we'd gone to Europe, 
he was just sad all the time. He was quite melancholy, and 
he was very, very timid, and to really get him in the car to 
go anywhere was a huge deal, and he wouldn't do it most of 
the time. He just wouldn't do it. But Tom was like, "Let's go." 
We never had any money, and in his diaries, one of the 
things he did was like at the end of every week he would 
say, "I filled the car with gas, and we stopped at Fedco, and 
we have $3.57." And that was it. But he was actually proud 
that we had the $3.57. And he also shoplifted a lot. 

Collings 
Did he? 

See 
Oh, my god. We lived on a diet of steak for a couple of 
years, because they're the easiest thing to put in your 
crotch. And then he lifted a few things from the student 
store, but mainly it was food, and his idea was, well, we're 
poor, they're rich. They're the corporate bad guys, and we're 
the starving students, and so we need the food. It didn't 
bother me. I had no trouble with that. 

Collings 
So you married him--I'm sorry, I asked you before--in what 
year? 

See 
I believe it was '60. 



Collings 
1960. And then you got divorced in 1970, and you were 
going down to Mexico during that time. 

See 
Yes. In 1962 I became obsessed with the idea that they were 
going to blow up the world. I think in all this so far, I've just 
been kind of like painting myself as sort of a nice person or a 
normal person, and I wasn't. 

Collings 
Well, you've painted yourself as a durable person. 

See 
Well, that's true. I mean, that--but also, I wasn't all that 
nice, and I wasn't all that calm and reasonable. I mean like 
when Tom was making fun of my birthmark, I yelled at him 
for seven hours, I think. [laughter] It just was like, I mean I 
didn't let him off easy. I was quite the drama queen. When 
they talk about a drama queen, I was. But then I just 
became obsessed with the idea that they were going to blow 
up the world. 

Collings 
Who's they? 

See 
Oh, the Russians, I believe, and us, because all that rhetoric 
of mutual-- 

Collings 
With the Cuban missile crisis. 

See 
Yes. Well, that didn't happen till we got back from Mazatlan. 
That happened the first weekend we were back from 
Mazatlan. But I just drove the poor man crazy. "We've got to 
get out of here." 

Collings 
Get out of the United States. 

See 
Get out of the United States. "We're going to be killed. We're 
going to be killed." And he would say, "Oh, god." I mean, he 
just would say, "Look. If we're going to be killed, everybody 
else will be killed at the same time. It's moot. It really 
doesn't matter. We're all going to be killed. What's your 



problem? And besides, we're probably not going to be--
chances are we won't be killed." "No." 

Collings 
So you had this sense of impending doom. 

See 
I was convinced that any second they were going to kill us. 
And, in fact, there was one wonderful summer when we first 
moved in--well, there it was. I mean, it was a wonderful 
summer, but I was convinced it was our last summer. We 
had moved into this cute little cottage in Manhattan Beach, 
and we had a party every night during that summer. There 
was a party every night. 

Collings 
Did the people at the parties share this sense of impending 
doom? 

See 
I don't know. They may have, or they may have just thought 
that it was something that I had, that I was just cracked and 
that they--they never made fun of me about it. They were 
pretty kind, and they may have had the same feeling, but 
they weren't so verbal. 

Collings 
Were you starting to get involved--I mean, sometimes you 
hear about people from that period, especially who lived in 
California, like moving down to Mexico as sort of a part of 
counterculture movement. 

See 
To me it wasn't the counterculture. It was getting out from 
under where they were going to drop the bomb and that it's 
right by the Tropic of Capricorn or Cancer; I think it's 
Capricorn. And I looked at wind patterns. 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
Yes, kind of crazy. I was crazy. I was crazy. And later on my 
therapist, you know, way further on down the line when I 
was going to a therapist, she said, "You thought the world 
was going to explode because you felt like you were going to 
explode." And that's a nice explanation, but it was more that 



I just thought, no, they're really going to do this. And 
actually, when I saw "The Fog [of War]"--did you see it? 

Collings 
Based on the Stephen King book? 

See 
No. It's the long interview. It's a documentary with-- 

Collings 
Sorry. Oh, "The Fog of War." 

See 
Is that what it's called, "The Fog of War"? 

Collings 
Yes. 

See 
Okay, and who is it? It's Caspar Weinberg--no, it's not. 

Collings 
It's sitting on our shelf at home. 

See 
[Robert] McNamara, it's Mr. McNamara. I was in the movie 
watching that, and Tom was already in the nursing home, 
and I don't have a cell phone, but if I'd had a cell phone, I 
would have been like, "Okay, I was right." I mean, still 
there's a place in me that I really think we were that close, 
and McNamara in that says we were that close. Who knows 
what those guys were actually thinking? But I really felt like 
we were just going to all blow up. And I don't know why I 
thought that the people in Mazatlan would welcome us with 
open arms. There was another aspect of my real craziness. 
But I finally persuaded Tom that we had to get out, and he 
was just like, "You are crazy." 

Collings 
So you didn't trust the people in charge? 

See 
Oh, no. [laughter] No, sir, not at all. I mean, if anything, I 
trusted them to blow up the world. They seemed to be so 
enthusiastic about it. They seemed to look at it with--oh, in 
fact, that's a story I tell about how I came to write "Golden 
Days." I know the exact minute that I had the idea for 
"Golden Days," and it was when the Russians invaded 
Afghanistan. I was cleaning the living room in Topanga and 



watching television just with a sense of despair, of course, 
and doom, and it was so early. It was like the trucks were 
just coming in on the mountain passes in Afghanistan, and 
Marvin Kalb was going around asking everybody he could 
find, "Could I have your thoughts on this?" And they pulled 
out a guy in some obscure Middle Eastern city, it would be 
like a Turkish city, but it wouldn't be the capital, and they 
just pulled him out, and I swear he was like he hadn't seen 
the light of day in years, he'd just been in a back room. And 
Marvin Kalb said, "Well, what do you think this means?" And 
he said, "This means war," and just gave this incredible grin, 
and I thought, "You assholes. That's all you wanted all along, 
and you will not be happy until you blow the whole world to 
bits." So then I thought, "Well, I'm just going to write a story 
that tops your story, because all you're doing, whether you 
do it or not, you will have scared everybody into such a 
state." 
Like I went at another time to interview Joan Didion. 

Collings 
Oh, really. Oh, we'll have to hear about this. 

See 
Well, just the one part of it. She was talking about--I know 
what it was, Linda Kasabian. I was going to write the life 
story of Linda Kasabian of the Manson gang, and Joan had 
signed up to do it and then she had said, "No thank you. I 
don't want to do it." And so I had the chance to do it. In fact, 
they wanted me to do it, and that was a very good idea at 
the time, because I didn't have any money. This is further 
down the line when I was raising the kids and everything. So 
I'd had this talk with these people in New York, and so I 
drove up to New Hampshire someplace where Linda Kasabian 
was, and we spent the evening, Lisa and Clara and I spent 
the afternoon and evening, and she just told these harrowing 
stories, of course, of what it was like to kill people. And then 
she said, "You know, you and the girls can just take your 
sleeping bags and stay out in the backyard tonight if you 
like." And we were like, "No. We think we'll be getting along 
now." And we drove for miles to a motel and then put like 
chairs under the door, all that stuff. We were terrified. 



Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
But she said, Linda said, "You know, I was talking about 
these things to Joan, and she said, 'Well, they're nothing but 
fairy tales. They're just another kind of fairy tales.' But I told 
her, 'No, Joan. It was real. The blood was real, and when we 
killed the people, it was real.' But she said, 'No, it was just 
fairy tales, a way of making people afraid.'" And that really 
stuck in my mind, and then I thought, for "Golden Days" I 
thought, yes, they're telling these stories to render us 
immobile with fear, just because they can, just because they 
would like to. 
So it occurs to me I want to say also that when I was 
married to Richard I had a boyfriend, and that was LaMonte 
Young, the avant-garde musician, and later on, way later on 
at a dinner party in London, when John [Espey] and I were in 
London, we were talking about LaMonte, and some guy--did 
I tell you this last time? 

Collings 
No, I don't think so. 

See 
This British person said, "I think you'll find it's pronounced 
La-Mon-tey." And both John and I just laughed and said, 
"No, it's LaMonte." [laughter] He was just this little tiny, 
raised a Mormon. He never wore socks because he couldn't 
afford socks, and he was just raised--you know, he was 
white trash. He was just raised in this totally white-trash 
environment, and they were the kind of people who had 
those names, those far-out names-- 

Collings 
Yes, exactly. 

See 
--because they were white trash. But anyway, he was very 
sweet, and I do want it written down somewhere that he was 
very fond of me, and when I broke up with him, there used 
to be a kind of paper called [Eaton's] Corrasable bond. You 
could erase stuff on it. You didn't have to have Wite-Out. 



And he sent me a piece of Corrasable bond paper drenched 
in his blood-- 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
--and then he'd hung it out to dry so that it was all dry and 
crackly, but it was his blood. And then he had a little 
heartbroken note, "This is what you've done to me." And I 
just threw it out, because I was hardhearted. [laughs] I just 
was like, "Eeh." But I should have kept it, you know, for the 
archives or whatever. 

Collings 
Now, you've talked about how concerned you were with 
world affairs to the point that it invaded your own spirit. 

See 
Oh, boy. 

Collings 
Had you always followed the news, current events, coverage 
of the Vietnam War, perhaps? 

See 
No, not really. No. I mean, actually the Vietnam War hadn't 
quite happened yet. No, and it was when we were in 
Manhattan Beach and there was a noise that kept going 
[demonstrates]. We were only five blocks from the beach, 
and Tom and I were reading in bed, and I said, "That noise 
of the waves is so pretty." And he said, "No, it's not waves. 
They're testing rockets over at Rocketdyne," or something, 
and I was like-- 

Collings 
Oh, thank you for telling me. 

See 
--testing rockets? And I was horrified, horrified, and that's 
what kicked me over into--and then, of course, he must have 
given me one of those talks about, "Don't you understand 
we're on the brink of war?" It was one of those--I'm sure he 
regretted giving me that particular talk. 

Collings 
Oh, this is one of his didactic talks that you were referring to. 

See 



Yes. He would always--and so, "Don't you understand that 
only a breath separates us from death? Don't you 
understand the existential predicament?" And I did after that 
night. I really, really did. 

Collings 
So this was very close to home. 

See 
Yes, yes. It was the sound of them testing rockets at 
Rocketdyne, which I'm sure I would have noticed at some 
other level, in some other way, but that was how I became 
aware of it, and then I was just terrified. 

Collings 
Did he get his Ph.D.? 

See 
He did. 

Collings 
And you also? 

See 
Yes, yes. He got his about three years after mine. 

Collings 
So during this time, how were you and he supporting 
yourselves? 

See 
Ah. The way we supported ourselves was, when we were 
going down to Mazatlan, we each got $2,000 grants. Mine 
was a Woodrow Wilson fellowship, and his was some other 
$2,000 fellowship, and for $4,000 you could live quite nicely 
in Mexico. So we just drove down to Mazatlan and lived. 

Collings 
That's nice. 

See 
It would have been nice if I hadn't been so crazy. And 
actually, he had a lovely time. Lisa had a terrible time, 
because it was her first year--she was in the first grade, and 
she had to learn Spanish. 

Collings 
Oh, god, that must have been horrible for her. 

See 



It was horrible. It was horrible for her. Yes, it was horrible 
for her. On the other hand, we lived-- 

Collings 
You were talking about where you were living. 

See 
In Mazatlan on top of a cliff. Have you ever been to that city? 

Collings 
To Mazatlan, no. 

See 
It's a beautiful little, tiny, tiny city. I mean it's bigger now, 
but it was a small city, and to the south of it there is a little 
cluster of hills. Then it goes down into like the harbor, and 
then over here is like another little crazy little island coming 
out, with a brewery on the island where you get Pacifico 
beer. It's from this little goofy island which is right very close 
to the shoreline of the mainland. And in those little hills at 
the top of the cliff were a line of three darling little 
bungalows and then some bigger houses. It was the best 
neighborhood in Mazatlan, and one of those houses was free 
to be rented. It was a cliff with the ocean and then lots of 
pine trees growing out of the cliff, so that it was like a little 
lattice of pine trees, and it was really a beautiful little house 
and a beautiful location. 

Collings 
And you were living in the best neighborhood in town. 

See 
Yes, and it really was. It was one of the--I would say my 
relationship with my mother and also my time in Mazatlan 
were just times that I kind of failed. I didn't rise to the 
occasion, because I was so scared and quite antisocial. And 
so I would find myself in these--I'd be like playing canasta 
with these Mexican matrons, and I'd think, I've tried so hard 
all my life to get away from a configuration where I have to 
play canasta with anybody, and here I am, only they're 
speaking Spanish. But how have I--you know, again that 
feeling of being trapped. And Tom would get very angry with 
me, and I don't blame he. He'd say, "Look. We've moved 
down here." He didn't even make it that personal. But he 



would say, "We've moved down here. Now you have to do 
something. You have to do something." 

Collings 
What were you supposed to do for the fellowship money? 

See 
Oh, I did. I actually worked pretty hard. I read a book a day, 
because I read over five hundred books for the dissertation, 
so I would just drink a six pack and read a novel every day. 
And Tom didn't do anything. I mean, he went skin diving. 
Our next-door neighbors were skin divers, so he didn't do 
anything, but he didn't have to, because he just knew it. He 
didn't have to. I don't know how he knew it, but he knew it. 
So I worked very-- 

Collings 
So you were working on your dissertation. 

See 
Yes. Yes, I was. And it was very lonely down there, very, 
very hot, of course, just as hot as anybody could ever 
imagine. But mainly I was just so lonely, and I was sort of 
between--it was of my own making, I know, but I was 
between a rock and a hard place, as in, if I go home, they're 
going to blow me up, and if I stay here, I'm going to die of 
loneliness. 

Collings 
Well, did you feel safer down there? 

See 
Well, Tom would give me some talks on that, and he would 
say, "Do you think, actually, can you entertain the thought 
that we're safer down here?" [imitates crying] "No, I can't." 

Collings 
You didn't feel safer. 

See 
No. No. I mean, yes, I felt like we wouldn't be blown up, but 
I felt like we would die of loneliness. And Tom was very 
happy, because he got into a sporting club, and we went to 
the Mexican Nationals. He ran in the Mexican Nationals. He 
actually was the best athlete in Mazatlan, and there would be 
these headlines in the paper, you know, "The godchild of 



Uncle Sam does it again," and Tom would be running across 
the finish line. 

Collings 
He sounds like he was having the time of his life. 

See 
He had a marvelous time. He just loved it. And, of course, he 
loved, again, the music. We'd hear a lot of music. He had a 
daughter from a previous marriage, and that wife and that 
daughter lived in Monterrey, Mexico, so we would drive 
across to Monterrey to see Katharine, and then we would 
drive down to Veracruz to listen to the Veracruz music, and 
we drove all over Mexico and listened to some wonderful 
music. It was great. 
Oh, they have a marvelous carnaval there. It's probably as 
good as what they have in Rio, more authentic, really 
amazing, so we were there for three different carnavals, on 
occasion. We only lived there a year, but we went down for 
other carnavals. So it was really, looking back on it, you 
know, I really value it. I'm really happy that we did it. But at 
the time, I was just the bad sport and just the weepy wife. 
And during all this time, I wasn't writing, because he would 
say, "I really want you to write. I really want you to write. 
Now why don't you write?" Actually, I did write some stuff, 
but it was no good. 

Collings 
When had you first started thinking that you would be doing-
- 

See 
Oh, the feeling after "A Waiting Game," after this first 
unpublished novel, the feeling was that I would write, which 
didn't really pan out for quite a while, quite a while, until, oh, 
I got my Ph.D., and we had come back from Mazatlan, and 
we were living in Marina del Rey, and my twenty-ninth 
birthday happened, and I pitched a fit. I just cried and cried, 
because I thought my life was over. I just thought, this is it. 
I can't think of any way to--what I wanted for my life is not 
what I got. 

Collings 



What did you want from your life? You wanted to be 
educated. 

See 
Yes, and I wanted to be Virginia Woolf. And I wanted to-- 

Collings 
So you had already set a goal of being a famous writer? 

See 
Yes, yes, or just a writer. 

Collings 
So this was on top of being cultured and educated. 

See 
Yes, and let's see. Before my thirtieth birthday I wanted to 
have had a baby, go to Europe, get my Ph.D., and write a 
novel. 

Collings 
Boy, this is ambitious. 

See 
Well, it was, and I did it. 

Collings 
Sounds like, yes. 

See 
I mean, well, no, I did do it. I lived-- 

Collings 
Yes, yes. You went to Paris, you did the novel. 

See 
And I had Lisa, and I got my Ph.D. 

Collings 
Right. 

See 
But then I had this feeling of like, well, now what? Because it 
was very stormy with Tom. It wasn't that it was bad enough 
for a divorce, but it was very stormy. And I had tried--I had 
written some stories and sent them off, but they just got 
sent back immediately. 

Collings 
What were you doing with those stories? 

See 
They were just sort of full of self-loathing as I remember. 
They were just--and I don't know how to write a short story, 



and so they would be bad, and then I would--Saul Bellow I 
remember had a periodical, and I sent stuff to him, but I 
only wrote my initials instead of my first name, because I 
knew they wouldn't publish anything by a woman. And Alison 
by this time had published, so I knew that it could be done. 
But she had also pointed out to me that she had gone to 
Radcliffe, her husband had gone to Harvard, that there was 
this whole thing that I didn't know anything about-- 

Collings 
This power establishment? 

See 
Yes, and that actually that's how you got published was to 
know those people, and I just didn't see how I could ever 
know those people. So I felt very hopeless, because a lot of 
the time Tom and I had a very good time, but then a lot of 
the time he'd be screaming and I'd be crying, and that was 
often. It was kind of tiresome. But I mean, I don't want to 
say it was his fault. It was the two of us together didn't make 
up a good combination. 

Collings 
So what were you thinking of as a couple and as a family and 
as professionals at the time that you went out to Topanga? 

See 
We were in Marina del Rey, and he was working at the Rand 
Corporation, and I was finishing doing my last--no, I had 
actually gotten my Ph.D. and was teaching. I had two years 
of teaching as a full-time instructor. 

Collings 
At UCLA? 

See 
Yes, that John Espey had gotten for me, that was highly 
irregular and didn't lead to anything, and I found it very 
stressful, because they were these very big classes, these 
classes of two hundred people, and they're hard. I was good 
in a smaller class, because we'd been teaching all along, 
Freshman Comp and those small classes. But those great big 
classes were very--they're hard if you don't have a lot of 
confidence. So anyway, we were again reading in bed, and 
he said, "A friend of mine at the Rand Corporation saw a 



house the other day, and he said only a crazy person would 
buy it." And this is exactly what happened. And then we just 
kind of smiled at each other and he said, "Do you want to 
take a look at it?" And I said, "Sure." 
And then that weekend we went out and we turned into 
Topanga, and he was sure that he'd been given the wrong 
directions. He couldn't believe anybody lived in such a place, 
and we went up about a half a mile and turned around and 
came back. And then it turned out that it was up in Topanga, 
and we saw the place and we just fell madly in love with it 
immediately. It was twenty-three feet by twenty-three feet, 
and it had holes in the walls. I think if we hadn't lived in 
Mexico, we just would have been horrified. But we'd stayed 
in Mexico in places where you could see the sun coming 
through the walls, and we had stayed in some primitive 
places that didn't bother us. In fact, we kind of liked it. 
So we bought the place, and we just loved it. It was also 
pretty much the beginning of the sixties, the sixties as they--
which didn't start in 1960. It was about 1965, something like 
that. Well, we moved up in '64, and the Beatles movie came 
out, and we saw the Beatles movie like twenty-one times or 
something-- 

Collings 
Really? 

See 
Yes, in the first summer. We just saw it night after night 
after night, and we weren't the only ones. There was an 
article in "The Atlantic" that was bemoaning the state of 
American civilization, and some guy said, "We can't just be 
going out to see 'A Hard Day's Night' every night. We have to 
do something." So we weren't the only ones. 

Collings 
Why did you see it twenty times? 

See 
Have you seen it? 

Collings 
Not recently. 

See 



Oh, honey. It was a life changer. It was one of those things 
that changes your life, that first chord [demonstrates] and 
then them running, and you know like the first three minutes 
you're in the movie, you're just in another world, and it's a 
better world. It's just one of those things where they're 
having a wonderful time, the music is amazing, the goofiness 
of it is amazing, the beauty of it is amazing, the lines in it, 
they reverberate still through the civilization. You still hear 
them. George going past that modern art thing with a lot of--
and he goes, "Ding. You don't see too many of these around 
nowadays." I don't know. Just like I mean every, every word 
in that movie was just perfection to us, so we just--it would 
be like the sun would set and we would just look at each 
other and say, "Well, I guess we get in the car." We'd go 
back down and see it, and we'd take Lisa along all these 
places. We always took Lisa everywhere. We just loved it. 
And then living in Topanga, you either love it or you don't. 
There was a point in time where African Americans were 
having trouble getting into apartments-- 

Collings 
In Topanga? 

See 
No, all over the city, and there was a thing that you did that 
you could sign up--it's some registry--and you would give 
your house to an African American couple for a week, 
allegedly so the neighborhood could get used to them. I 
mean, they were your guests for a week. Well, we had an 
African American couple. They almost stepped on a snake on 
the path coming up. And then the second day, they were 
taking a nap and they woke up and there was a brushfire, 
and they were just like, "We're out of here." [laughs] They 
just were appalled that anybody would live like that, and we 
took a lot of pride in that. I mean, it's very tough, especially 
that old house. It was so hard to live there, and we loved it. 
And there's a little sampler over there by the door that's a 
copy of a little postcard that says "Work hard and don't be 
depressed" in German, and that was what you had to do is 
work hard and never get depressed, because you just had to 
slave, clearing brush, and the car didn't go up to the top of 



the hill. You had to climb up the switchback path, and we 
had a tramline, and the tram was forever breaking. 

Collings 
What about water and electricity up there? 

See 
We had water. We had electricity, but it always was going 
out. We didn't have gas for like the first five years, 
something like that. We had an electric hotplate. We cooked 
on a hotplate, and we had a wood stove for heat. We had a 
kerosene water heater that was probably the most scary 
thing in the house, because it was in kind of a little 
cupboardy thing, and you would put in a lighted piece of 
newspaper, and if the newspaper went out, it would have 
already created so many fumes that if you put in another 
flame, it would blow up. And you never had any hot water, 
except if you lit the hot-water heater, which was a terrible 
drag to do, and I never really--one of the worst things when 
Tom--well, actually, one of the worst things about him 
leaving was I had to light the thing myself. I was just 
terrified. But it was very scary, and often--we had an 
outdoor shower, so the sun would heat up the tank there so 
you could go outside, but it was snake infested and just a 
little goofy place. 

Collings 
So how did leaving there fit in with your ideas about 
achieving a certain level of culture and education? 

See 
Oh, because we didn't want to live in a tract house. We didn't 
want to be like everybody else. We didn't want to be part of 
the great American consumer ethic. 

Collings 
So this was part of the counterculture by this time. 

See 
By this time it was, and the counterculture was just starting, 
from our point of view. I mean, like going to listen to all that 
jazz, everybody dressed in black and never spoke, and that 
was being a beatnik, I guess. But it wasn't really. It was just-
-I mean, I really do think the Beat Generation was just a few 
guys, a few gay guys, no offense. But the sixties really were 



the sixties, and we were really in the place where it was 
happening. It was astonishing. It was just amazing. Tom 
came home from work one day, and he said he called 
someone and said to them on the phone, "How are ya?" And 
the guy said, "Ecstatic." [laughs] Because that was where 
you came from. I mean, that was what was possible, that 
you were ecstatic. Things were just wonderful. 
And then the Beatles music was so amazing, when you first 
hear it. Like there's no way anybody could hear it for the first 
time anymore, and the [Rolling] Stones the same way, and 
in this little tiny house, we were at the rim of a bowl, a 
natural bowl, and music would just reverberate, and then 
you'd hear music from all over, all over Topanga, and it 
would just come up from the brush. It was just amazing and 
so beautiful, and it was just crazily pretty. But then there 
were parts of it that were pretty ugly, too, like the dry weeds 
and the snakes. There were days where you would sweat to 
death. You would just be so hot that it wasn't even funny. I 
mean, it's like hot beyond any--as hot as Mazatlan, just like, 
oh, man. But it was great. 
And then it was a period when we were having--and 
everybody else was having--these astonishing parties. They 
were just everywhere, and there was all this dope. There 
were people who would say, "This is going to lead to heroin," 
all that stuff, and, you know, I haven't talked very much 
about my sister. But right around that time she ran away 
and-- 

Collings 
From your mom's house. 

See 
Yes. And I helped her. She actually phoned and said, "I can't 
take it. I can't stand it here anymore." And I said, "Well, 
we'll come up and get you," because I knew. I mean, she 
was in Victorville. And she came down and lived with my 
friend Judy, who then got her a place as an au pair girl just a 
couple of houses down the street, and Maureen was 
eighteen--she might have been younger, seventeen--but she 
was already--she was injecting acid between her toes. So 
she was, I mean, her drug use was extreme and extended. 



And she said, and I think I wrote in in "Dreaming," but she 
said, "I'm not what I was," and to even have that kind of 
insight, to know what she used to be and to know that at age 
seventeen or eighteen she's never going to be that again, 
her brain has changed enough that she's not going to be that 
again. I mean, I detest the anti-drug rhetoric on television, 
you know, "This is your brain on drugs," all that stuff, but I 
have to at the same time admit that Maureen, she died of--
drugs killed her. They just killed her. 
And LaMonte had some friends who were just ludicrous. I 
mean, they were musicians, and they'd go in the bathroom, 
and you'd never get to go in the bathroom again. Terry Riley 
would be in there like contemplating his syringe for just 
hours, and you couldn't get him out, because he couldn't pull 
himself together enough to actually inject himself, because 
he was just too wasted. 
So Maureen was down, and I remember a couple of those 
parties. There's one she was with one of our friends that was 
an anthropologist. These are like huge parties, a couple of 
hundred people all over the--it was a cliff with this 
switchback path, so there would be people all over the cliff 
and down on the other side of the cliff and drinking and 
smoking and laughing, and the music would just be pounding 
out. And Maureen came up and met a guy named Fast Eddy, 
and Tom's mother was visiting us for that party. I believe it 
was Tom's mother; could have been mine, but I doubt it. It 
was Tom's mother. And anyway, Maureen came in from the 
bushes the next morning. She was just covered with burrs. 
And she was all young and cute and perky, and she sat on 
this table and was swinging her legs and talking, and little 
bits of fur coming off of her. And Tom's mother was just 
looking at her like, "I can't believe it. I just can't believe 
what's going on." 
And Tom used to torment his mother with drugs. We all did 
acid at that time, and I just have to say it was grand in every 
way. And I know that it had all the seeds of destruction in it, 
and I know that probably the marriage was destroyed in 
large part by drugs, but it was probably something that 
should have been destroyed. And because it gave us also--



we had gotten a little discouraged about what it was we 
really wanted in life, and it just reminded everybody that it 
was a beautiful world, and you were allowed to have more of 
it, that you could have a lot more of it, whatever it is, but 
you could have more love, you could have more fun, you 
could have more intense experiences, you could have 
ecstasy, in the old-fashioned sense. You just could have all 
this stuff. 

Collings 
Did you feel that you were a part of a large movement? 

See 
Yes. And we actually thought that the world would change 
because of the sixties' mindset. I mean, we were total 
believers. We absolutely believed that we were--we would go 
to a love in, for instance, and Tom would deliver a talk on 
what this meant, that as far as the eye could see, here were 
people with good intentions, listening to wonderful music, 
etc. 

Collings 
And how did this fit in with your fears about nuclear 
annihilation? 

See 
[laughs] I don't know. I mean, I think I just kind--oh, well, I 
can say that when we came back from Mazatlan, the first 
thing we did was go up to visit my mother to check in, and, 
of course, my mother was so fed up with me she just was 
like, "I can't even believe--." And she hated Tom, but she 
and Tom were talking to each other and sort of he was 
saying like, "I can't do anything with her." And she was like, 
"She's crazy." I mean, they were talking back and forth, and 
I was like, "No, I am sure this is going to happen, and you 
will be proved wrong." What I had decided is it's better to be 
back and die with your friends than to survive and be all 
alone. I just stood up for myself, and that weekend was the 
start of the Cuban crisis. 
So as we drove back, we were driving along the Palmdale 
Road, which is not the Cajon Pass. It is the two-lane road 
that goes on the other side of the mountains in the desert, 
and there are all those air bases up there, and it was just 



one long convoy. And I was very morose, but I was right. 
And Tom used to say, "I'd rather be right than president," 
and it's true, I would rather be right. So I was just like, 
"Well, I rest my case." 

Collings 
I told you. 

See 
And then we drove all the way back, and the camshaft on the 
car broke the minute--we just got home, and the camshaft 
broke, and he was like, "Okay." I don't know how I got into 
this. I mean, he must have felt as trapped as I ever did. But 
at the end of that, when they didn't blow up the world, that's 
when I stopped worrying about it. 

Collings 
When the Cuban crisis gave you a kind of a endpoint. 

See 
There was a moment in time, yes. Chet Huntley and David 
Brinkley were on, and they were co-anchors, and I was 
terrified. I lost five pounds in a week-- 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
--during the Cuban crisis, which even during my thinking 
we're going to be dead, I was thinking, well, at least I'm 
losing all this weight, because I couldn't eat. And then I 
watched David Brinkley--oh, and in the middle of that, John 
Steinbeck got the Nobel Prize. That was on a Sunday 
morning, I believe. I don't remember the dates exactly. But 
we were listening to the radio and an interviewer said to 
John Steinbeck, "Well, how does it feel to win the Nobel 
Prize?" and he said, "Well, how do you think it feels when 
we're going to be dead in forty-eight hours? How would you 
feel?" So, I mean, I wasn't the only one who took this 
position. And he was quite annoyed that he'd just got the 
Nobel Prize two days before the end of the world. But then 
David Brinkley said, "Those ships," you know, that were 
going across the Atlantic, he said something like, "they seem 
to have slowed down and perhaps even stopped." And I 
thought, well--. 



That was when I remember that we had a dinner party on 
that weekend and had Mexican food, carnitas. I remember it 
was really a wonderful meal. But we really did think it was 
our last dinner, and I mean I think even Tom, he was like, 
"Okay, you win. I mean, this is it. You're right. Okay. Shut 
up." But anyway, then it wasn't, so then I stopped worrying 
about it. 

Collings 
I like that you remembered what David Brinkley said, "The 
ships have slowed down and perhaps even stopped." 

See 
That's it, and he had this kind of cynical, sideways look as he 
was looking into the camera, because the news hadn't come 
down that anything had happened. But they had slowed 
down and were waiting for news. So then I stopped 
worrying. 

1.4. Session 4 (October 12, 2010) 

Collings 
October 12, 2010, Jane Collings interviewing Carolyn See in 
her home. 
We left off in Topanga. 

See 
Yes, where the sixties were just kind of coming into bloom. I 
think I mentioned that Tom called somebody on the phone 
and said, "How are you?" and the guy answered back, 
"Ecstatic." 

Collings 
That is such a great picture. 

See 
Yes, and that was kind of how people really did feel. Or at 
least, I mean I suppose there were people who didn't feel 
that way, but we did, and we were just in it, and we thought 
that we were--we really thought that the world was changing 
and that we were part of that. Of course, that makes you 
very sanctimonious at some level, but we really had a good 
time. And I realize I didn't even write down on my little cheat 
sheet, acid, which is going to come in here somewhere. 

Collings 



Right. Shall I pause? 
See 

No. 
Collings 

Okay. 
See 

I just wanted to say we had a bunch of rattlesnakes always, 
and so there was always a certain amount of rattlesnake 
killing, and in the little place where we are at this time still, 
the place with the switchback path, you'd go up at night, and 
you'd stamp as hard as you could while saying, "Out of the 
way, snakes. Out of the way, snakes." But then every once 
in a while there would be a snake on the path, and later, 
after Tom and I had separated, there was--oh, god. I went 
outside to hang up some laundry, and luckily, I mean just 
pure luck, I thought I would take the flashlight, and there 
was a rattlesnake right between me and the clothesline, and 
the clothesline was maybe eight feet away from the back 
door. 
So then the thing is, you know, men have to kill 
rattlesnakes, but the women, that's not part of women's 
genetic endowment. At least that's how I feel. So that night 
we called up a next-door neighbor who lived at the bottom of 
the hill way far down, and he was a Marine, and he came up 
with his gun and shot it. But, I mean, that-- 

Collings 
It was still there? 

See 
Yes. They tend to like hang around in one place. They're sort 
of like your [whispers] youngest son. Unless they're highly 
motivated, they don't move. They just look at you for a long 
time. 
So that reminds me, actually, of another time when Tom and 
I were still married. Oh, god, it was so hot. It was just like 
114 degrees, and this little place had no air conditioning, of 
course, and it was a tiny little twenty-three feet by twenty-
three feet cabin. And my stepdaughter [Katharine Sturak] 
was up from Australia. She was about seven or eight, or she 
had to be older, maybe twelve. And my mother-in-law, who 



really was a perfectly sweet woman--but I loathed her, I just 
loathed her. It wasn't her fault. She just was caught in--and 
she was crazy about her step-grandchild, and she was crazy 
about her son, and her husband treated her horribly. So she 
would come up, and she was a very sissy drinker, so she 
would have like three glasses of wine and fall on her head, 
begin to bleed in the kitchen sink, and Tom would have to 
take her to the E.R. 
Well, one time, actually, after another separate whole time, 
Lisa and Katharine had to take her to the E.R. I don't know, I 
was out. That was later. That was a different time. 
But anyway, this is one time where it was just so damned 
hot you couldn't see straight, and they were outside on the 
patio, and Katharine came in, this little tiny squirt of a girl, 
my stepdaughter, and she was screaming, "A snake! A 
snake! A snake!" And I looked outside of the bathroom 
window, you know, again, a tiny, tiny little oven of a house, 
and out on the patio is a snake. So I called Tom at the Rand 
Corporation and said, "Okay, Tom. You have to come home 
and kill the snake." And he said, "Put my mother on the 
phone." And I did, and then she was saying, "All right. Okay. 
I guess I can. Oh, all right, dear. Tell me again where it is." 
And then I sort of grabbed the phone or something. I said, 
"What does he want you to do?" And she said, "He wants me 
to shoot the snake with a shotgun." 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
"It's in the closet. Isn't that right?" And I got on the phone 
and gave him a piece of my mind and said, "Look. I clean, I 
iron, I take care of the kids. I have your mother here. But 
I'm not going to kill a snake, and neither is she." And he was 
like, "Okay, I'm coming home, but there's going to be hell to 
pay." So then he came home, and he'd come up the 
switchback path, and he had like a giant eucalyptus branch. I 
mean, it was like sort of five-feet long. And he stood outside 
the bathroom window and he said, "Okay, I'm going to kill 
the snake, but not before I tell you a few things about the 



nature of life." And he began to rant and rave and rant and 
rave about the human condition. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
And it was great, because the snake was about no more than 
two feet away from his ankle, and it was on a step, a cement 
step, and the snake was just listening. Snake was like, "My, I 
never--why, this is amazing material." [laughter] And then 
Tom kind of segued into one of his favorite-- 

Collings 
All right, we're back on. 

See 
So anyway, he said, "A man's got to do what a man's got to 
do, and we've all got to step forward and take care of the 
deeds that are in front of us, for instance, as I kill the 
snake." And then, wham, he killed the snake. You know, he 
didn't even look. He just-- 

Collings 
Killed it with a shotgun? 

See 
No, with his left hand, the eucalyptus branch. And then he 
just went on talking for about another forty minutes. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
I mean, he loved--he was the master of the rant. He loved to 
rant and rave. But then, finally, he kind of calmed down. I 
mean, he ran out of steam and then he realized he'd killed 
this snake, and then he was very happy. Then he skinned 
the snake and then he hung up the skin and the rattles on 
the clothesline, and then we had rattlesnake for dinner. 
Tastes like chicken. 

Collings 
Was that the first time? 

See 
No. [laughter] Nor the last. Just one of those things. Every 
time you'd kill a snake, you'd have to eat it, and they're all 
right. Again, it's just some-- 



Collings 
And why would you eat it? Was it-- 

See 
Part of that "get back to the land." We lived off--keep 
hunting, gathering, just a lot of, I'm sure, insane bullshit, but 
that was sort of what we did. So there were a bunch of 
rattlesnake killings and then a lot of brush clearing. I would 
clear brush for two hours a day. 

Collings 
Gosh. Because of the fire hazard. 

See 
Yes. And for the first year we didn't really do it. We did get 
it. We were young and we didn't understand what it meant to 
live in Topanga. And then there was a guy--as we were going 
down the path, he was clearing the weeds on his side of the 
tram line, an old guy, and I said, "Oh, it's wonderful to see 
you clearing weeds." And he said, "Well, that's what you 
have to do, an hour a day, three times a day for the rest of 
your life." 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
And I was like, "Oh, how interesting." We had never realized 
that. But then we had a fire the first year, and the fire 
department came and dumped red stuff all over the house 
and all over me, and I was pregnant at that time. You know, 
I was out on the roof with a hose like the way you're 
supposed to be, but then I was all dyed red, and Tom came 
home from work and laughed that day, got in a lot of trouble 
with me. But in order to just keep steady with the weeds and 
the growth, you had to just be clearing brush or pulling 
weeds all the time, and it was great. So for a while, when I 
lived in Topanga, I was actually quite fit and strong. But then 
again, you'd come upon a snake and have to kill it or 
whatever the hell, but that was just a huge part of our lives. 

Collings 
Did you move away from there when you felt that the 
cultural period had ended? Or was it more-- 

See 



No. No, we stayed a lot longer. We didn't move until, well, 
Tom and I had separated, and I lived there a long time with 
John [Espey], and we were both--my eyes went bad, and he 
got too old to drive, and that's why we moved. And it's too 
bad. I mean, we loved it. We were just too old. The thing is, 
if there's a fire, you immediately have to climb up to the 
roof, and after a while, you know, you can't climb up to the 
roof. You can't get back down all that easily. It was a very 
hard way to live, but it was really fun, and we really loved it. 
And by the time we moved, John was very sick, close enough 
to die, which I'm getting forward. But we'd still be there if it 
hadn't been for that kind of stuff, because we-- 

Collings 
The health stuff? 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
Well, where were you with your professional career at this 
point? 

See 
Actually, with Tom, it was just about this time that it was the 
first time we'd ever really had a traditional family and that he 
went to work and I stayed home, because I was pregnant. I 
taught right up until--I missed two days of class when I was-
- 

Collings 
You were teaching at UCLA? 

See 
Yes. And as an instructor. I'd already gotten my Ph.D., and 
he was still working, and I was teaching Tuesday-Thursday 
classes, and I missed a Thursday and a Tuesday, but that 
was all, and I was very proud of that. But actually, it was a 
combination of the sixties and the fact that neither Tom nor I 
were at all good with a traditional family setup. Both of us 
had way too much resentment, and we had been able to kind 
of control our behavior until this traditional family setup, and 
then it got an awful lot like my parents or his parents, and it 
just didn't go very well. 



I was just horribly depressed after I had Clara. In fact, I was 
depressed after both of the kids. But I did think, "Okay, now 
I'm home alone for the first time ever in my life, so now if I 
do want to be a writer, the way my dad always said he 
wanted to be a writer and never got around to it and made a 
profession out of being a failed writer, unless you want to do 
that, you'd better start to write." So I started to write, and I 
wrote these terrible short stories, unbelievably bad short 
stories. I mean, you laugh, but they were bad. 
One day I got two rejections on the same day, and I just was 
weeping and carrying on, and Tom came home early. No, I 
guess it wasn't the day--it was some other day I was playing 
around. It was another one of those hot days, and I had 
paper all over, and he came home and said in the most nasty 
way, he said, "Well, I suppose this is good therapy for you." 
And I thought, "Fuck you, Jack." I was just so upset. We had 
a very stormy marriage even at its best, I mean, but the 
thing is, often, I mean, when it was just being stormy it 
would be fun in between, so we would have these rip-roaring 
fights and then it would be fun, and then it would be a rip-
roaring fight again. 
And when Clara was born, it just put another lid on it, and I 
was very upset. And then I can say that right around the 
time--and, of course, I know now that this is very 
commonplace, but right around the time I had Clara, within 
two or three weeks Tom had his first affair. That little devil. 
[laughter] Such a little prick. Thing is, if he'd been nicer 
about it, but he was such a mean little dude that he just 
couldn't help but be mean. And I didn't allow myself to, 
quote, "know" this for about two and a half years, until I sold 
my first piece, actually. But there was like about two and a 
half years where I was writing, he was screwing around with 
a lady named Linda, and we were all clearing brush. 
[laughter] And there it was, you know. 
And then, of course, we'd give these great big parties, and 
then this is about the time we took acid. Everybody we knew 
too acid, and that was really fun and wonderful and beautiful 
and all that stuff. It was amazing. So then right around that 
time, I developed a big crush on another person who lived, 



quote, "next door," but he was in a different house, and it 
was a tiny, beautiful, picturesque house, and his name was 
Mr. Lopez. Oh, he was beautiful. He was just a beautiful 
sight. I must say that his personality was not 100 percent, 
but if he were in a beauty contest, he would win. He's just a 
gorgeous, gorgeous person. So within all these--I mean, 
when I say parties, I really mean two or three hundred 
people all over the cliff, up and down the cliff and around, 
and music pounding out all over the canyon, and, of course, 
it was the time of the wonderful music of the Beatles and the 
Stones and just incredibly grand, just very, very intense and 
very beautiful. 
So where was I? 

Collings 
Well, you were saying that you had developed this crush-- 

See 
Oh, the writing. Isn't it funny? So anyway, I'm writing these 
things, writing these things, and then there was just a kind 
of an interesting place in that, where I had this crush on Mr. 
Lopez, but Tom took me down to see Ravi Shankar, and Mr. 
Lopez was there with a tall, willowy lady, dressed all in black. 
And I was so pissed off and sad I just was like, "How could 
he have done this?" And Tom and I went out to dinner, and 
afterwards--and he said some stuff. He was like very kind. 
This was within the context of him having this secret affair, 
and he always swore he never knew about Mr. Lopez until 
much later. But he was exceedingly kind that night, and he 
was saying things like, "We need to get you some new 
clothes, and we need to--." There were other things. He was 
like very encouraging, and in my mind I put that together 
with the fact that a friend of mine told me that the "L.A. 
Times" was going to put together a Sunday supplement and 
that they were going to be looking for stuff, and so within 
that kind of context, I told Tom that I was going to do a 
nonfiction piece. I was going to write about Carnaval in 
Mazatlan, and he again was extremely--and you know, he 
was not always understanding, but he was extremely 
understanding and very supportive. 



And so I wrote this piece, and I didn't know what I was 
doing, and I wrote about twenty-five pages, because that 
was how--I mean, I just truly didn't know what I was doing. 
And I got--you know, if you get a small envelope back, that's 
an acceptance, and if you get a large envelope, that's a 
rejection. So here was this large envelope from the "Times," 
and I was like, "Oh, well. Oh, well, it's not the first time." 
And I opened it, and it was an acceptance, and it said "You 
just need to cut it down to twelve pages, but then we love it 
and we're running it." And I truly thought I was going to die. 
I mean, even now as I say this, I can feel in my chest my 
heart doing something. I mean, it was just unbelievable. And 
I got in the car and drove home and walked up the cliff and 
called Tom at the Rand Corporation and said, "Hello, Tom?" 
But there was something in my voice that he knew 
something was up, and he said, "What is it?" with visions of-- 

Collings 
Linda? 

See 
--that I'd found the underwear or the love letter or whatever. 
And I said, "I sold that piece to the 'Times.'" And he said, 
"Oh, thank god." [laughter] And then it ran and then my life 
just changed and changed very, very rapidly and pretty 
much all for the better. I don't remember the month that 
happened or even the year, but right after that, just within a 
couple of months after that, Tom's best friend, who had been 
threatening to leave his wife forever, blah, blah, blah, had 
left his wife and was finally going to marry--I think I had 
mentioned last time there were these two ladies from 
Tijuana, these Latvian ladies. 

Collings 
Yes. 

See 
Well, he was finally going to marry his Latvian girlfriend. So 
we had a huge party, and I remember just being obsessed 
with this, with the wedding. It was a wedding at our house. 
By this time I had started wearing Joanne Lopez dresses, 
and you don't see them anymore, but they're patchwork, but 
more than patchwork. I mean, they really were objects of 



art, and some sort of movie-star ladies were--I know, Roman 
Polanski's wife-- 

Collings 
Sharon Tate. 

See 
Sharon Tate had a lot of these dresses. And, of course, I had 
them because Joanne Lopez was married to Mr. Lopez. They 
were separated, but he adored her, and we became friends, 
and I just loved these dresses. I had a gorgeous butterfly 
dress that was just exquisite, that Sharon Tate had one of 
those as well. But so anyway, here was this big, giant 
wedding, and I was in my Joanne Lopez dress. It was pink. 
And Tom had a Joanne Lopez shirt that was green with 
streamers on it. I mean, we really did look the part, and 
Joanne was like, "Well, you are the bloom and he is the 
stem." Then we had this party, and it was a great party, but 
I did notice that in the middle of it, as night fell, Tom was 
looking out of the window being melancholy, which was just 
par. That was just what he did. But, you know, I mean it was 
not the happiest party, but it was great as far as you could 
tell from the outside look. 
But so then I was on this little, tiny back porch, again, this 
rickety little, tiny, tiny house with yellow light bulbs and just 
little barn-like house, and Tom was cleaning up in the patio 
and somebody said, "Has Linda taken her exams yet?" Finals 
or whatever they were, master's exam, something. And he 
said, "Oh, not until Friday," and it just went click. And he 
came in the back porch, and I said, "Are you having an affair 
with Linda?" and he went, "Yes." 

Collings 
Ouch. 

See 
And I pitched a fit. But it's funny. Other people don't--they're 
very kind and they don't remember it. My dad was there for 
the party and his wife, and I went out--you know, this is just 
dirt out there and fields and wilderness kind of stuff, and I 
went out and rolled around in the dirt and opined at the top 
of my voice that Tom was a fool and that he'd destroyed our 
beautiful life. And I saw later, I mean like quite soon, I 



mean, I sort of saw right away that I was yelling at my dad 
as much as at Tom and just saying, "How can you guys do 
this? How can you be so incredibly--?" I don't know the 
word. It's more than blasé, just reckless. 

Collings 
Careless. 

See 
Yes, careless and reckless. So that was pretty much--then 
there were about three months of going back and forth, 
which was terrible. But by this time I had a therapist, a 
wonderful woman named Dorothy Anderson, a great lady, 
and she would say, "You can't go on like this." And during 
that last six weeks that we were together, it was the only 
period of time in my life that I was involved in a violent 
marriage. But I lifted my hand first. I hit him first, which was 
irresponsible of me, but he just was grinning and I couldn't 
take it. You know? I just had to give him a smack. Then we 
knew we couldn't go on, because we were obviously very, 
very angry at each other, so within six weeks he was out. 
But it was terrible, because I really--both of us, and I believe 
that after reading his diaries as well--I think both of us really 
felt we were in it for the long haul, and I think we were both 
appalled at what happened. And again, we were right in the 
middle of this kind of really just a very pretty life, a very 
lovely life, and Linda aside, if you just put her aside, it was 
still a very nice life, except he had this violent, violent 
temper, and so did I. Please, let me be clear. I had a very 
violent temper, and I probably held grudges much longer. I 
was furious that this had happened. 
So then there was like a divorce that was going on for 
several years, and Clara was still a baby. She was about two 
and a half, three, when this stuff began to come down. So 
the marriage was breaking, and the writing was starting, all 
exactly at the same time. 

Collings 
And the writing being "The Rest is Done With Mirrors" at that 
time? 

See 



That didn't start--yes, I did about six or eight magazine 
pieces that were very well received, very well received, and I 
didn't know how lucky I was. I had no idea, because I'd had 
no concept of reality, no reality check. So I couldn't tell if--on 
the one hand, I thought I was like the empress of China, and 
on the other hand, I thought I was a failure and nobody 
cared about me, and on the other hand, I thought I was 
being overpaid, and on the other hand, I thought I was being 
underpaid, and on the other hand, I was sure that these 
editors were trying to drive me crazy, and on the other hand, 
I knew that I didn't know anything about magazine work. I 
had never done it, and I was just totally in the dark, and 
there were very, very, very few women doing any of that 
kind of work at that time. 

Collings 
Exactly. What kind of topics were you addressing in these 
articles? And looking back, do you have a sense of why you 
were so successful with them? 

See 
I was a brilliant writer. 

Collings 
Of course. [laughter] 

See 
I was very good, and the language that I was using was very 
fresh, and then I was lucky with some of my topics. Then I 
started working with "TV Guide," but even then I was very 
lucky. Those profiles were--they gave me some really 
interesting people. So right after the Mazatlan one, I did 
something called "Three Women." The Watts riots happened, 
and I had a girlfriend who was a social worker down in 
Watts, and so I volunteered to go down there. It was six 
weeks after the riots, and I was down there and I parked, 
and some little boy about ten years old came up to the car. I 
was outside the car, and he was like as far as like where you 
are, and he just looked at me and threw a rock at my car. I 
mean, it was so sad. But I did a profile of these three 
women-- 

Collings 
The social worker and who were the other two? 



See 
Well, it wasn't the social worker. It was three ladies in Watts. 

Collings 
Oh, in the area, okay. 

See 
Yes. They were her clients. She was good enough to bring 
me in. 

Collings 
That sounds really interesting. 

See 
Well, it was, and it was just at the right time. I was just so 
lucky, and that piece was anthologized up one side and down 
the other, because it was just the perfect piece from the 
right place. And that's the first time I had a fight with an 
editor. This editor called up and said, "You know, we like it." 
No, he didn't even say that. He said, "You have to change it. 
You have to rewrite it. You have to put in some positive 
stuff." And I said, "There isn't any positive stuff." But I was 
so paranoid, because I was going through all this stuff with 
Tom, that I just thought, here's another guy, not just 
screwing me over, but trying to get me to like it. That was it, 
you know, giving me the sermon about why I had to do this 
and why I should be so happy to do it. And I said something 
like, "You can't make me." I mean, it was something really 
mature. [laughter] But I just was like, "You can't make me. 
There is no bright side down there. I would be lying. You 
can't make me do that." And he said something like, "Oh, 
okay, and we're giving you five hundred dollars," which again 
for that time was very good money. 
And it was also time that Tom was moving out, and he was 
never a person to bother with child support or alimony or 
any of that, so just the time he left is the time I started 
making some money. 

Collings 
Do you remember the magazine that you wrote this article 
for? 

See 
Sure, "West" magazine, which is the Sunday supplement for 
the "L.A. Times," back in the first go round of the Sunday 



supplement down there. Of course I'm sure the people who 
write for it now think it's wonderful, but back in those days it 
was new, and we thought it was wonderful. We thought it 
was just exquisite. 

Collings 
That's interesting. 

See 
And there was nothing else around in L.A. that was remotely 
like it. It was news features, I guess, feature pieces. Nobody 
else was doing it. 

Collings 
Almost like a "New Yorker" type of thing, in the sense of the 
longer-- 

See 
Yes, yes, longer. 

Collings 
--and kind of investigative journalism? 

See 
Yes. And some of them were--well, I know the editor got 
fired after a couple of years because all of his writers were so 
melancholy and so literary, and, of course, what they wanted 
was pieces to sell the magazine. They needed to sell ads, 
and so typically, one of the issues was the Las Vegas issue, 
and, god, the people at the "Times" were so happy. They just 
thought, "Finally this stupid rag is going to make some 
money." And they did sell a bunch of ads, but every single 
piece in there about Las Vegas was like there were rats in 
the palm trees-- 

Collings 
Oh, god. 

See 
--you know, just there wasn't a single decent word about--
and then, of course, the people who ran the ads were just 
insane with rage and withdrew their ads for a while and all 
that stuff. 
And I did another piece about SHARE ladies. Do you know? 
SHARE is a fancy, very frivolous charity wherein the wives of 
movie actors and movie producers and whatever, a lot of 
those wives are ex-showgirls, and so they put on--they may 



still do it--they put on a one-night musical extravaganza. But 
the women were morons, to put it charitably. They were just 
nitwits, and so they really put the wrong person on that 
piece. [laughs] 

Collings 
Oh, no. 

See 
And I had learned by that time that all you do, you don't ask 
any questions, you just stand there and write down what you 
hear, and then it's devastating, because people are stupid as 
a general rule. You know, they're dumb, and especially when 
they're not paying attention. So, god, I wrote this piece. It 
was a gorgeous piece, and the May Company withdrew their 
ads. 

Collings 
The May Company? 

See 
Oh, Mr. May went out of his mind, because I slandered Mrs. 
May. So anytime that stuff would happed, I'd get in a lot of 
trouble. Then I'd cry bales of tears. I wouldn't know what to 
do. I'd think the world was out to get me. Tom would call up. 
We'd yell at each other. It was just that kind of-- 

Collings 
Now, you never felt financial pressure to write in a different 
tone? 

See 
Oh, write from-- 

Collings 
I'm just asking. 

See 
No. Once I had to do a piece about how making love will 
keep you fit, and I didn't like doing that piece, because I 
didn't think it was worth it. I mean, the exercise, I mean, it 
just wasn't worth it. But no, I would never--no, god, I was so 
prissy. I just wouldn't even dream of it. And then with the 
"TV Guide" people, I always felt like--they'd send me out, 
and many of those people I don't remember, but like the first 
one was Walter Huston. He was on some television series, 
and that's where I met my friend Harvard [Gordan], so he 



became a boyfriend later on, Harvard. But Walter Huston 
said, "Well, sister, if you put all the Jews, commies, and 
niggers in one boat and sank it, the world would be a better 
place." 

Collings 
Oh, no. 

See 
He did. And I'm just writing it down. Then later on as I left 
he said, "Oh, there's one thing. I need to tell you not to say 
that I--." And I said, "Yes, sir?" And he said, "Don't say I 
have emphysema." [laughs] 

Collings 
Oh, that's interesting. 

See 
So it was back in the day. So it made the cover, and it was 
"Walter Huston, an Anti-Semite," something like that, and he 
was like so hurt, because he hadn't even--he just thought, 
"Well, if you put all the Jews, commies, and niggers in a boat 
and sank it, it would be a better place." I mean, he just was 
like--and then his makeup man--I heard from other people 
that his makeup man was Jewish. Did I say Jews, niggers, 
and commies? 

Collings 
Yes, yes, yes. 

See 
His makeup man was Jewish and wouldn't speak to him for a 
couple of weeks. 

Collings 
He'd never heard that before, I guess, from Walter Huston? 

See 
No, no. I mean, there was just something--journalists, if you 
just stand there, well, you know because of what you do. 
You just stand here long enough and people will say stuff 
they wish they hadn't. And they'll also be like, "Oh, as a 
matter of fact, here's another damning phrase I might want 
to tell you." So all that was quite early. 
I went out to Palm Springs and also said that it was just a 
terrible place, but Tom and I were in the middle of the 
divorce, but he went out there with me for that, and it was--



Martin Luther King died that weekend. Anyway, "Holiday" 
magazine was supposed to buy it, but they were appalled. 
But I sold it someplace. You know, I learned that if a 
magazine turns it down, you just find another place to put it. 
So I was really learning about magazine work and then 
having this stormy, stormy divorce with Tom, and the kids 
were just trying to get by, keeping their heads down. And I 
don't know, I don't know any more than that. 

Collings 
So I'm seeing kind of a contrast between you going out and 
doing a lot of journalism and then turning to the more 
introspective and solitary work of fiction writing. Is there a 
contradiction there? Or is it more of a continuation? 

See 
I think it's pretty much the same. It was to me not that 
much of a conflict or a contrast. But it was true that the 
journalism was really wonderful for me, because I got to go 
out to places that I would never have been otherwise and 
that women, again in those days, didn't get out much. They 
just didn't. If you were a housewife, you didn't get out much. 
And I had just learned to drive. I only learned to drive when 
I was thirty, so there was that, that I would drive out to 
these places. 
There was another magazine which really kept us alive, 
called "Today's Health," which was not for the general public. 
It was a magazine for doctors' offices, and the idea of it was 
to scare the socks off everybody who went to the doctor. So 
it was just piece after piece of these horrible diseases-- 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
--and got paid a lot of money for those. That was a huge--
that was a wonderful assignment, to get a "Today's Health" 
assignment. I did the first piece in this country on anorexia. 

Collings 
Oh, really? 

See 
Yes. And then the next month I did a piece on the Prader-
Willi Syndrome, which is eating yourself to death. And I did a 



wonderful piece on people who had to survive on breast milk 
or die. That was another-- 

Collings 
You mean for immunological reasons? 

See 
Yes. They would just die if they didn't get it. They would 
have a failure to thrive and plain old up and die. So I went 
out to Phoenix to a trailer, one of these trailer trash--again, 
it was just a wonderful time, because you're out in, I don't 
know, some wonderful hotel, and going out over bumpy 
roads and meeting these crazy people and then writing about 
these diseases. So it was just really a lot of fun. But we were 
very ghoulish. We didn't have much compassion. And by we I 
mean I got to meet and still know a bunch of freelance 
magazine writers who were just young journalists and just 
making a living writing, and at least as I see it now, having a 
wonderful time. 

Collings 
Was this a kind of journalism that was new? 

See 
We were all influenced by Tom Wolfe and the new 
journalism. It was right around the same time as the new 
journalism. And, in fact, Nora Ephron is in "Esquire" a lot, 
but I was in "Esquire" two different times, very unheard of 
for a woman writer to be in "Esquire," so that was a huge 
deal for me. That was in 1970, I think. It was just a huge 
deal. 

Collings 
Joan Didion was writing some of these kinds of journalistic 
pieces. 

See 
She was. Yes, exactly. 

Collings 
She's your same age. 

See 
Yes, she is. Now, there's just a paragraph of silent, dark 
thoughts are being thought. [laughter] But my first editor, 
my first book editor told me I wrote like a bitchy angel, 
which I was like, "Of course I do." And then he said, "And 



your only competition is Joan Didion," and I was like, "Who's 
that?" I had never heard of her. So that's how utterly un-
clued in I was. And mainly it was I didn't know anything 
about New York, I didn't know anything about journalism. I 
did know a little bit about the English Department at UCLA, 
but that doesn't help anything. So meanwhile, Joan Didion is 
back in New York flouncing around at cocktail parties and 
making sure that her pieces are running in "Life" magazine 
with her husband-- 

Collings 
Exactly. 

See 
--and making--I mean, we're all getting divorced at the same 
time. She was getting a divorce. Then she didn't get 
divorced. Then she was getting a divorce, and they were 
writing it. I mean, that was the thing. I remember being so 
irritated that she was writing all this stuff, and thinking, "My 
divorce is so much better than yours." But it took me a long 
time before I got back East, before I went into these offices, 
before I met the people that you're supposed to know, and it 
was a huge deal for me when I did, and I was very 
defensive, very prickly, very paranoid, and it's a miracle I 
got anywhere, just because of that, because I was hard to 
work with. In "TV Guide," the then-editor, Dwight Whitney, 
would literally lock me into an office. "You're not coming out 
until you get this right." 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
Of course. It was wonderful for me. I'd [demonstrates] cry, 
cry, cry, sob, sob, sob. So, I mean, all of us loved the 
drama. But he did really teach me how to write, Dwight 
Whitney, and the guy, Marshall Lumsden, at the "L.A. 
Times." They were wonderful and very, very, very patient. 
And so, again, all this was happening just at the time I was 
getting the divorce, so that at one point, you know, again, 
it's just like so hot in Topanga, and I was making some 
horrible dinner for the kids. It was like 110 degrees again at 
four in the afternoon or five and just sweltering, and the 



phone rang, and it was a guy whose name I can't remember, 
who had a piece that week published in "West" magazine, 
and he called up and said, "Addis Ababa." That's when I was 
like, "What?" And he said, "Addis Ababa. That's where you 
need to go. Just take the children and go to Addis Ababa. 
The air is marvelous there, and you'll be able to make a 
wonderful living." And I actually thought for a little while, 
"Well, Addis Ababa, why not?" 

Collings 
And why in particular? Was there some writers' colony? 

See 
Do I know? I don't think so. I think he had just spent a 
weekend in Addis Ababa. He just seemed to feel that was the 
place or that that would--because, you know, when you're in 
such distress, people feel like they can tell you anything. 
They just give you any little advice, and you think, oh, okay, 
all right, whatever. 
The sister-in-law of my mother-in-law called up and said, "I 
just want to tell you, I know you got a divorce because you 
never got your figure back after you had Clara." 

Collings 
Oh, my god. 

See 
"I just want you to know that." But I mean, people just feel 
that they can just tell you stuff for your own good, because 
you're obviously in such a terrible state. 

Collings 
Well, it sounds like, you know, you were talking about this 
cultural scene, the cultural shift where your generation is 
going to change the world, and it almost sounds like you 
were able to get in on a wave of journalism. People were 
hungry for stories about what's going on in the world and 
what kinds of changes are taking place, and here you were 
the right age and had really the right attitude and point of 
view to be reporting on this scene. 

See 
That's exactly it. And I went around thinking that my stuff 
was absolutely original and completely exquisite. I just never 
had a worry about my writing. 



Collings 
That must have been wonderful. 

See 
Yes, it was. I mean, that doesn't mean that you're not 
putting it together and you can't make the middle tie up to 
the end, you know, and you're crying bitter tears, but once it 
got done I was always sure that it was fine. It satisfied me. 

Collings 
Was this leading you to fiction writing? 

See 
No. No, it wasn't. In fact, if anything, because of those early 
short stories I kind of thought, well, I can't do fiction. But 
then this guy came out, from Little, Brown, and they don't do 
this anymore. He was on a buying trip. He was just out-- 

Collings 
Boy. It sounds inconceivable. 

See 
I know. He was exploring, and again, I just--you know, I had 
this huge crush on Mr. Lopez, but it was basically unrequited. 
He liked having me around, but he wished I would go away. 
It was too confusing. But Tom was gone. He was going to go 
up--there was some demonstration in San Francisco, and he 
was going to go up there, and he was going with Linda, and I 
knew that. And I made him some sandwiches, I mean 
enough for Linda. 

Collings 
That was very charitable. 

See 
Oh, people are weird. People are weird during a divorce. So 
then I was going to go out that Saturday night with Mr. 
Lopez, or perhaps I was going to spend the night with him. 
That was a Friday. So that Friday afternoon or that Friday for 
lunch, I met the Little, Brown editor, whose name was Harry 
Sions, in the Polo Lounge, and he was cute and funny. But by 
that time, I mean, I had met some editors. And he said, "You 
need to write a novel." And I said, "Oh, I don't think so. I'm 
doing perfectly well with the journalism. I like it a lot. I don't 
think so." And he said, "Oh, honey." And I just burst into 
tears. 



Collings 
Really? 

See 
Yes. But I mean, you can hear that I burst into tears a lot in 
those days. But I did just burst into tears, and he said, "Well, 
I'll give you a contract, and you write something, and we'll 
buy it." 

Collings 
Jeez. 

See 
Unheard of, unheard of. Then he said, "I'll find you an 
agent," and by that time I knew that an agent was in an 
adversarial position with a publisher, should be, of course, 
and I thought, "He's finding me the agent. He's trying to 
screw me." And they didn't pay me anything, but they 
shouldn't have paid me anything. I was nobody. So then I 
sat down at his request and wrote "The Rest is Done With 
Mirrors," and I wrote that because I really thought UCLA was 
the center of the world, and the English Department was the 
particular center, and it was terribly important that people 
know about this. The thing that--I haven't looked at that 
book in a long time, but the thing that I do think is kind of 
interesting is the idea that UCLA was a feeder for the Rand 
Corporation and that what looked like reading a lot of English 
novels was actually training a bunch of people to work in the 
cold war. And I still think that's kind of an interesting thing 
to write about. 

Collings 
Yes. Is that what Tom was doing? 

See 
Tom was doing it. A bunch of people from the English 
Department found that they couldn't--by a bunch I mean 
about four that I can think of--couldn't get a job teaching, 
and the Rand Corporation paid about twice as much, so they 
just went over as technical writers to the Rand Corporation. 
That's where Tom went, and he was very left wing, so that 
was one reason he detested his life, because he was a 
sellout. He not only had a wife and kid, but he was working 
for the devil, so he hated that. 



So I wrote about that, and then you just learn. It was like 
very, very hard to learn, but this is stuff they never teach 
you, and if I had grown up in New York, the son of--the son; 
oh, thank you--the daughter of middle-class writers, I would 
know about this stuff. But the day it was published, I thought 
that book would change the world. 

Collings 
Did you? 

See 
Yes, I did. I mean, because you're so wrapped up in yourself, 
you're so self-absorbed. It's so narcissistic, and you've 
worked so hard on it you can't believe that everybody else is 
not going to be equally impressed. And, of course, the day 
went by and nothing happened, and then I got an in-brief 
review from a guy named Levin, and I see now it was a 
miracle I got an in-brief in "The New York Times." It was a 
miracle. And it was terribly insulting. 

Collings 
Oh, what did it say? 

See 
I can't remember. It's about this long. But I was tearing 
around the house in a tantrum, as usual, and I was saying, 
"That turd, that little turd, that vindictive little turd, that 
vicious little turd." And then that clicked in my mind, and we 
had a goat at that time, so I went out and just boxed up a 
lot of goat shit and sent it to him. 

Collings 
Did you really? 

See 
Yes, I did. I shouldn't have. [laughter] 

Collings 
I remember seeing something about the book, and I don't 
know where. Maybe you know where I saw it, because it's 
from your material, but saying that the book was of interest 
because of the picture that it painted of graduate-student 
life. 

See 
At UCLA and the West Coast, and nobody-- 

Collings 



People hadn't--it wasn't really-- 
See 

It wasn't there before. So in that way it was original, and it 
got a beautiful review in the "L.A. Times" from a guy who I 
had never met, who I'm still friends with to this day. It was a 
wonderful review and a very nice illustration taken from the 
book jacket, so it got wonderful attention in the "L.A. Times." 
So again I was like, "Well, either I'm a failure or I'm a 
success. I don't--," you know. 

Collings 
Well, do you feel like this was speaking to some kind of 
difference between the cultural scene in L.A. versus New 
York? 

See 
Completely, completely, and New York didn't have a clue 
who I was and didn't care. And Los Angeles, on the other 
hand, was very--the people down at the paper, I think 
somebody at the "Times" must have--they were the ones 
who must have said, "Write this major review," and then the 
guy who read it loved it, and I was new voice, etc. So then it 
was like very odd, because I was a big success out here and 
nothing back East. And so then we have to speed this up or 
we'll be thrashing around on this little part for a long time. 

Collings 
Okay, all right then. 

See 
So then there ensued eight years in which time I had many a 
weird boyfriend, and I'm just going to name a few. 

Collings 
Okay. 

See 
Harvard, who I'll talk more about, who actually saved my life 
in later days, died and left me an office building-- 

Collings 
Oh, that was nice. 

See 
Yes--he made it so I have a comfortable old age. 

Collings 
Gosh. 



See 
But some crazy black guy whose name I don't remember, 
but who would say, "I just want us to have jokes. I want us 
to--." Oh, and then another black guy whose name I do 
remember, Floyd Delano Page, who I went back East and 
stayed with two months, and mostly, though, these weird 
dates with people that I just couldn't believe. You know, it 
was the end of the sixties, so people were even weirder than 
usual. And I do remember this one guy saying, "Okay, we're 
going to go out to dinner," and he took me to his house and 
there were seven other women. Then I got to sit next to him 
at dinner for seven other women, and then the women began 
to like hit each other for his-- 

Collings 
How weird. 

See 
Yes, it was, so weird. And he took me home and he said, "I 
won't be seeing you again, because you're too old for me." 
And I was like, "Okay, whatever." And another guy who was 
the brother of a famous producer, who had been arrested for 
flashing, and he said, "You have to remember if we ever did 
have sex, it would be all about me and nothing about you," 
and I was like, "Okay. All right." But it never happened. And 
then a colonel in the Pentagon, who brought me-- 

Collings 
A colonel in the Pentagon? 

See 
Yes. I don't know, I can't remember how I met him, but I did 
meet him, and we went out several times. These guys would 
come up to the house. It was the old house, and it's very 
picturesque, and they would come up with bottles of wine 
and cheese. And he brought up a gallon of milk and those 
coconut-covered, like--I don't know what they're called--
marshmallow like things you eat when you're six years old. 

Collings 
Oh, like those Twinkie-type things? 

See 
Twinkies, yes, but they're not Twinkies. 

Collings 



Snowballs? Snowballs. 
See 

Snowballs, yes. And I was like, "Oh, okay." You know, here's 
the fate of our country rests with this guy, and he's dining on 
Snowballs. He was just, oh, god, so weird. Then another guy 
who, he was white, and a lot of these guys didn't seem to 
exactly be white. He was white and had a job as a 
broadcaster at CBS. Oh, I also had some dates with Charles 
Kuralt that I should get down in my oral history. He was so 
cute, and he knew how to hail a cab. He was wonderful at 
that. But this other guy, he was white, and he said he loved 
children. Well, you can't imagine, you know, if you're a 
divorcee. And then he said, "Would you mind coming to pick 
me up?" I go, "No, I don't mind," and I drove over. But then 
I said, "Why am I picking you up?" And he said, "I lose 
consciousness from time to time." [laughter] 

Collings 
Don't we all. 

See 
I know. I mean, it's like, "Yeah, whatever," you know, same 
thing. It was just like very grotesque the people that one--
you know, when you're out there, you just meet some very 
weird people. And then an enormously fat--and I'm trying to 
think how I did meet him. 

Collings 
Okay. 

See 
All right. Let me just say Burton Marx, and I'll get back to 
him, a very, very chubby person who I met as I was an 
expert witness for pornography trials. Also a guy named 
Frank Romero, who is a Chicano artist, who some of these 
paintings are by Frank. 

Collings 
This one behind you, perhaps? 

See 
Yes, that's a Frank. Do you know his work? 

Collings 
No, I don't, but I thought it was wonderful. 

See 



Yes, that's one of his. That's just a print, but that's one of 
his, and I had a small fortune of those paintings and threw 
them away. I was stupid. I didn't realize he was going to be 
famous. But Frank Romero and Floyd Delano Page, this 
wonderful black guy, early childhood education person, who I 
lived with on the East Side for eight weeks. So there were all 
these guys. So Burton, I'm going to get back to Burton Marx. 
But we had a million--as soon as Tom left, we had thousands 
of handymen, because you had to have handymen in that 
little house, because the whole place was always falling 
apart. And one of our most devoted handymen was crazy 
about Lisa, of course, because she was this beautiful sixteen-
year-old. His name was Jim, and he did a bunch of work. But 
he would come out and he'd hang out in the living room, and 
he came home one night and he was badly shaken. And he 
had been out at the Manson ranch before anybody sort of 
knew--I mean, he knew it was the ranch. He knew these 
people were kind of weird. He had a duffel bag with two 
thousand dollars in it, and they stole the two thousand, and 
he said, you know, whoever--but it was the sixties, you 
know. And he said, "I'd like my two thousand dollars back," 
and they said, "Well, how would you like to be dead?" And 
then he realized he was in not the right kind of place, and he 
came back, and he was very, very shaken. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
And that was just within a couple of weeks before the 
murders. And the Mansons had also had a trailer in front of 
the Discovery Inn, which is the main restaurant in Topanga, 
and they had lived for about a year--that's where Jim knew 
them. He got to know them when they were living in 
Topanga. 

Collings 
I see. On that main road that goes up the canyon. 

See 
Yes, Topanga Canyon Boulevard. And one of the people who 
was killed was somebody in Topanga. 

Collings 



Was it the teenaged boy? 
See 

I think so, yes. He lived in a separate house. He was killed. 
He didn't get much play. It was Sharon Tate and then an 
Italian couple in Glendale, I think. 

Collings 
There was somebody that just happened to be driving up the 
hill as they arrived at the house, and it was a teenaged boy. 

See 
No, then it's a different person. It's a person who didn't get 
as much play, and he lived in old, old canyon. He lived in old 
Topanga. But anyway, yes, we knew about the Mansons a 
little bit ahead of time, and then, of course, because Sharon 
Tate had this particular Joanne Lopez dress, the butterfly 
dress, which I wore all the time, I would be recognized as 
like, "That's the Sharon Tate dress." So, yes, Jim, the 
handyman, really knew them. It was just literally a few steps 
away from us-- 

Collings 
Really. 

See 
--because in the sense of the Discovery Inn was just a mile 
away from the house, if that, and it was the only place you'd 
go and eat that was in Topanga. You would just do down 
there, and that's where they lived. 

Collings 
Right. Well, people say that those murders kind of marked 
the end of the sixties. Did that happen for you? 

See 
I didn't see it that way, because I think you're so close to 
that stuff you don't go around looking at it that way. I think I 
told you that later Joan Didion had turned down an 
assignment to write about Linda Kasabian, and we drove up 
to see Linda in New Hampshire. 

Collings 
Right. 

See 
Yes, that was really, that was very, very scary, a very scary 
time. 



Collings 
When you heard about it and people that you knew heard 
about it, did it seem entirely out of the blue, or did it seem 
like there was some legs for it? 

See 
I think by that time, you know, nobody thinks there's going 
to be a mass murder like that. 

Collings 
No, of course. But just the-- 

See 
It was so weird. I mean, just by the names of the people I've 
just named off. You know, things were off kilter. They were 
just very strange. And you could see, I mean, all that 
joyousness that was sort of 1967, 1968, 1969, pretty much 
stopped by I would say 1970. Then it just began to get--it 
was the same stuff, but it was weird. And there's a guy 
named Charlie [Charles] Perry, who for quite a while worked 
at the "L.A. Times," and people say he is a spook but I don't 
know. But he was a food critic, and he was a roommate with 
Owsley, so he was really stoned out of his mind all the time, 
because he lived with Owsley, and there was all this acid 
fumes or acid stuff kind of around the house, and he says--
when he talks about it in San Francisco, he said that you 
could tell it was over when people started stealing from the 
free store. 

Collings 
That's interesting. 
Yes, and that just that altruistic joyousness was gone, and it 
was something else, just a blacker, weirder time. But it didn't 
happen overnight. 
No, no, of course not. 

See 
I do know that for the Mansons we were just scared at first-- 

Collings 
Were you? 

See 
--because, well, they weren't really caught for a while, and, 
you know, Jim knew them. Do you know what I'm saying? 

Collings 



Yes. 
See 

I mean, so they were not abstractions to us, and we knew 
that they had been in the canyon. 

Collings 
Right. Did you ever think of going somewhere for a few 
weeks or? 

See 
No, no. No, we just thought about being scared. You know. 
No. 
So anyway, then somewhere along in this period of being 
divorced, I was feeling very, very broke, and I got a phone 
call from somebody saying, "Would you like to defend a 
pornographic novel?" And I said, "Yes, sure." 

Collings 
In court? 

See 
In court, sorry. So I read the novel and it was a pathetic little 
sad thing. I went down to court and it was easy to defend in 
terms of the law. 

Collings 
So it was whether it should be banned? 

See 
The prosecutors had arrested this man who was running a 
liquor store, and it was a sting. They had planted the book, 
and it was in a liquor store. I mean, the guy was not a porn 
dealer. They'd planted the book, they bought the book from 
him, then they arrested him. And he was very poor, so this 
wasn't a big-time trial, but it was right around the same time 
as the Henry Miller trial and the D.H. Lawrence trial, you 
know, these big-time trials. This was utterly small time, and 
they offered me fifty dollars to go down, but at that time I 
was more than happy to do it. So I defended it, and I 
remember the guy was wearing pancake makeup, the 
lawyer. People were strange, you know. I think he had a 
very bad case of acne, and he seemed to feel that pancake 
makeup would make it look better, but it didn't. And he tore 
up the check and wrote me a check for a hundred. 



And then I was in business for about two years, because 
there was a bad man named Marvin Miller, who welched on--
he had some brochures made up. They were pretty 
unspeakable. Oh, I don't know, but just say people screwing 
chickens, that sort of thing. And so then the printer, he 
welched on the bill for the printer, which was a big dumb 
thing to do, because the printer just pulled out another set of 
mailing lists and sent them to the American Legion and every 
convent in town and every right-wing church group he could 
possibly think of. So then Marvin Miller got arrested all over 
town, in every little branch police station in Greater Los 
Angeles. 
And so for about two years, I went out about twice a week. I 
wasn't teaching. I went out about twice a week and would--
you see the same people, the same attorneys, the good guys 
and the bad guys, and you'd see the same old broken down 
Marvin Miller, and Burton Marx was one of these defense 
attorneys. He was enormously fat. He was just the fattest 
person I've ever met and very interested in the whole sexual 
aspect of things. You know, kind of that sixties, like, "Oh, my 
goodness. How interesting. We can do anything we want." 
He had been married to the daughter of Strom Thurmond, 
but she had found lipstick on his shorts, because his entire 
office had been involved in orgies. That was the kind of--you 
know, that really was--that was the sixties. 

Collings 
Strom Thurmond's office? Or the-- 

See 
No, Burton Marx's office. No, not Strom Thurmond, no, no. I 
met that poor woman. I had lunch with her once. She was so 
sad. She just never knew what hit her. She was absolutely 
bewildered. But so then I just went out and became this 
expert witness in pornography trials, and I thought, "This is 
a wonderful nonfiction book." So when I was back in New 
York with Floyd Delano Page--and I still didn't know how 
much I was going to be writing anymore, or what I was 
going to be writing, or I was doing magazine work, but I just 
didn't know, and I'd been so hurt by the first novel, really 
hurt. 



Collings 
Were you? Even after that wonderful review in the "Times"? 

See 
Oh, it was horrible. 

Collings 
You said that it was accepted in L.A.-- 

See 
It was great in L.A., but-- 

Collings 
--but that didn't count, to you? I see. 

See 
No, no, because New York is unfortunately where it is. So 
anyway, since I was there in New York, I went out and sold 
the book, which was great. 

Collings 
The nonfiction book on the pornography trials. 

See 
Yes, called "Blue Money," and it was a lot of fun. I did just 
in-depth profiles of six or seven of these guys and had a lot 
of just really--you know, I don't mean to make light of it in a 
way or just say, "Oh, it was fun," but it really was just a lot 
of fun. They were very--I guess I was very--you know, I had 
the responsibility of the kids and everything, and these guys 
were just utterly irresponsible. They just didn't give a shit. I 
mean, you'd just put a dildo in their hand and they'd laugh. 
They weren't all that interested in sex. They were just 
interested in the cops-and-robbers aspect of it, of making 
the law crazy. That's what they were up to. 

Collings 
Well, making money, too, as well. 

See 
Oh, they loved the money. Yes, they loved the money. They 
loved the money, but they mostly loved driving the D.A.s 
walleyed. Like in these courtroom dramas, these D.A.s would 
just be like, "You mean you're telling me, oh, my god." And 
there would always be a moment they'd say to any witness, 
"All right, now I'm walking over here with something I need 
for you to read out loud." And you'd think, "Oh, is it going to 
be the unspeakable thing that I could never say?" But no, it 



would be the unspeakable thing they could never say, which 
never bothered me. I mean like because everybody's got a 
different thing that they're worried about, so that they were 
constantly in a tizzy, or the other thing is that everybody in 
the court would be pitched over in hysterical laughter, and 
that was mainly it. People just hysterical, you know, 
everybody, the judge, "Oh, ho, ho, ho." 

Collings 
Oh, really? 

See 
Yes, because once you start talking about sex and then you 
go on talking, then you realize that everything in English 
more or less has a sexual connotation, so then you cannot 
say a word without it having this other meaning. So then you 
start to giggle, so then everybody else starts to giggle, and 
then they're just howling and they can't stop. And then, of 
course, since one of the things is that the predominant 
appeal has to be to the prurient interest, if you're laughing, it 
isn't prurient, so that would be--so that was one. 

Collings 
Now, did you have any kind of like feminist perspective on 
this at that time? 

See 
Very little. I mean, I was a feminist. Oh, you mean like, oh, 
we shouldn't do it, it degrades women? 

Collings 
Yes. 

See 
No, I didn't. And, in fact, I wrote some Andrea Dworkin, 
some of those people, because by that time my dad had 
become interested in writing pornography, because he had 
this baby, or his wife had the baby. I was down taking care 
of the baby. There was a stack of pornographic books on the 
table. He said, "What are you doing, Penny?" I said, "I'm 
taking notes. I'm an expert witness." And he picked up this 
book and said, quote, "I can do better than this." And then 
his life changed dramatically, and he published seventy-three 
volumes. 

Collings 



And did he do well financially by that? 
See 

Not as well as he could have, but he certainly enjoyed his 
life. He had a terrible time keeping a job as he got older, and 
I can see now that he'd been terribly damaged in his youth 
by his mother dying and all of that. He was just messed up, 
and as he got older he just became one of these people who 
didn't have a job, and Linda, his wife, became one of these 
people who supported him, and then he took care of the kid, 
and he did all the cooking, and he was the house husband. I 
would say that he would have said he kept things going, 
because she has, or had, some emotional problems, and he 
was very caring and very, very good to her, and protected 
her, as strange as it seems, from the outside world. 
So anyway, he made some money off those books, not a 
huge amount, not as much as he could have, but he, again, 
had this wonderful, wonderful time, and there were three or 
four guys down above San Diego who were all writing these 
things, just having the most--their idea of--they weren't very 
mature. Their idea of fun would be, you know, it has to be 
utterly without redeeming social value. So they would put 
pictures of people screwing pigs into a facsimile of the 
Declaration of Independence. 

Collings 
Oh, god. 

See 
And that would just make them laugh for three months. They 
just would be rolling around on the floor laughing so hard, 
and the D.A.s would just be like--or the prosecutor--the cops 
would be beside themselves with rage, because they were 
coming from a position of, "It's not funny." 

Collings 
Now, how old were these people as a general rule? 

See 
These guys? 

Collings 
Yes. Were these like the hippie generation? 

See 
I'd say they were in their fifties. No, they were older. 



Collings 
These were older people. 

See 
Yes. They were in their fifties, I think, fifties, sixties. My dad 
was older than most of them. He was in his seventies when 
he started doing this. He just worked like a little demon, 
though. He loved that work, and he really had fun. 
I remember at another of these Topanga parties somebody 
said, "You know, Mr. Laws, I think I could do this kind of 
work." And then my dad said, "Well, you have to be specific." 
And then he would roll out a paragraph that would just singe 
the guys ears and he would slink away, and my dad would 
laugh. He was immature, and he loved all that stuff. 

Collings 
With all of this exposure to the courtroom, did you ever think 
about courtroom dramas from a scriptwriting point of view? 

See 
No. I only wrote one TV movie and two or three TV episodes, 
and they were terrible. I mean, that's an example of writing 
that I knew was really good and terrible. It was terrible, and 
it wasn't worth it. You earn every penny because of these 
horrible meetings and the stupidity of these people in the 
meetings, and you're writing about people you don't care 
about. My friend Jackie and I, Jackie Joseph and I wrote two 
families--that used to be a well-thought-of series, "Family,"--
and two "Barnaby Jones," and I think there was one "Family" 
made and one "Barnaby Jones" made. They were awful, 
really, really bad, so it isn't worth, it wasn't. No, I never 
thought of it that way, because it wasn't that kind of a 
courtroom, because everybody was just laughing. It was 
always the same people, and they were always laughing. And 
it wasn't dramatic. It was just silly. 

Collings 
So it lent itself to a different kind of narrative or writing? 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
Were you thinking that you might relocate to the East Coast 
at this time, to develop your career? 



See 
I would rather cut off my arm. You know, stubborn. I still 
feel that way. I wouldn't. I mean, that's just one of the 
limitations in my life, that I just hate those people, and I 
know that's not a fair statement, but I don't like their rules, 
and I don't like their mode of behavior, and I don't like the 
way they--I read the "New York Times Book Review" and I 
sneer. I can't stand that prose style. I think they're 
outmoded and I think they're very fuddy-duddyish. And even 
now I'm on this committee, National Book Award Committee. 
I mean, I hold myself above is all I can say. I feel that 
they're--on the one hand, I'm envious of them, but on the 
other hand, I'm like, "How can you be so intensely dull?" 
[laughs] I mean, I don't know why, and I wish I hadn't done 
it. No, I don't. I don't wish I hadn't done it. I mean, I just 
figure that's one of the things I did. 

Collings 
Well, how did you see the L.A. literary scene in contrast to 
that at that time? 

See 
Fun, hip. I hate to use that word, but hip, knowledgeable, 
interesting, witty, with it, lighthearted, not serious, smarter 
than they are, all those things. 

Collings 
And what were people writing about? I mean, do any names 
come to mind from like now we're up into about the early 
seventies, right? 

See 
Yes. I'm trying to think. I only think of John Riley, and he 
hasn't been writing for a while. I think Karen Stebeener is 
somebody who has written all kinds of work and hasn't 
gotten the right kind of recognition because she's based out 
here. But she gave up, to my mind gave up, and moved to 
New York last year. 

Collings 
Oh, wow. 

See 
She left her husband and child and is living in a furnished 
room, to be-- 



Collings 
To be close to the heartbeat. How interesting. 

See 
Yes. She had daydreamed about it for years. To her, New 
York was the place. And I don't know. If I had a better 
disposition, but I don't have a better disposition, and I felt 
from the beginning that if I were going to be writing 
anything, I would be writing about Los Angeles, and not 
writing about it--I mean, I don't want to say anything 
against Joan Didion in the sense of, I mean I know her now, 
and she's a very sweet person. She's been through a lot. But 
when you look at "Play It As It Lays," of course it would be 
adored by the people in New York, because it paints Los 
Angeles as being, you know, a circle of hell, with terrible 
sins, unspeakable sins and wicked, evil badness, which I 
mean I'm just trying to think. Like, "I'll make you have an 
abortion." You know, that's a weird sin to hold up in print to 
make it actually work, you know, what she had to do to 
Mariah to make that work. She had to make Mariah utterly 
helpless and utterly useless, so she had to make her have a 
nervous breakdown. Then she had to make her be sexually 
promiscuous. Then she had to make everything, you know, 
the rattlesnake in the playpen. 
Now, I've already talked at length about rattlesnakes, so I 
know they are there, but I just don't see this place as evil as 
it goes to New York's good. I just cannot buy that paradigm 
and don't want to. I don't want to say New York is evil, but 
they adore Joan Didion because she trashes this place. And 
she's allowed to trash anything she wants, but I don't go 
along with it. I just hate it. She was wriiting about a charity 
in "The New Yorker" and she said something like, "She gave 
to one charity on the condition that her friend would give to 
a charity, becuase that's the way things are out here." Well, 
please. People give to each other's charitites all over the 
world. 

Collings 
Right. So she's sort of pointing to this sort of small circle of 
the Chandlers and what have you? 

See 



Personally I have nothing but admiration for her, but in 
terms of the writing--also the depression. I have a bias, a 
literary bias against books that sell depression. I just don't 
buy it. 

Collings 
Well, that kind of flat, freeway-dominated landscape that she 
paints brings that depression to life very effectively. 

See 
And she is depressed, or has been afflicted by depression, 
and I understand that. I understand it, but I have a worry or 
a concern about selling depression. I mean, Hemingway did 
it in the twenties, but he was sick. He was depressed, and 
then he shot himself. The end. Why we do that, why we buy 
depression is a story that everybody has to work out, but I 
feel I don't believe in it in literary terms, which means I don't 
have many readers, I guess. But "Golden Days" is an end-of-
the-world novel with a happy ending, and I think as long as 
you have fiction, you might as well give it a happy ending. 
That's the whole point of fiction. 

Collings 
Your books have a lot of humor in them. 

See 
They are, they're funny. They're meant to be funny, because 
life is funny. Even the worst stuff is funny. Even the saddest 
stuff can be terribly, terribly funny, and if you don't look at 
that, you're screwing up. You're being self-indulgent, from 
my point of view. 

1.5. Session 5 (October 18, 2010) 

Collings 
Today is October 18, 2010, Jane Collings interviewing 
Carolyn See in her home. 
And Carolyn, I interrupted you to ID the recording. 

See 
Oh, well, I wanted to say a couple of things. One is that my 
daughter Clara went to visit my second husband yesterday-- 

Collings 
Tom. 

See 



--you know, who has very bad Alzheimer's, and I think I 
would just like to record an objection to the way we treat 
people with these terrible illnesses, and that I've been 
reading a bunch of Victorian novels or Victorian-seeming 
novels and that things really haven't gotten all that much 
better, and I find it amazing. 

Collings 
Right. Jane Eyre comes to mind. 

See 
Yes, absolutely, just these terrible institutions, and it's like 
humans don't seem to have been able to figure it out yet, so 
I want to just object. 

Collings 
Yes. Well, that sounds like it was quite wrenching, in fact. 

See 
Was terrible for her. She goes very often, but he was 
particularly ill yesterday and afraid of stuff, so it wasn't good. 
The other thing I wanted to say from last time, you were 
talking about some writers that we knew, and I thought of 
Susan Straight since I last saw you, who's just made a 
tremendously interesting contribution to California literature 
or just literature. And then this book came where I thought, 
oh, here are some of my pals. 

Collings 
"The Devil's Punchbowl." 

See 
This is "The Devil's Punchbowl," and it's put out by Red Hen 
Press, and I just want to say people like Terry Wolverton, 
who has done a whole lot for lesbian literature and poetry. 

Collings 
Right. She was at the Woman's Building. 

See 
Yes, yes. She's just great. And David Ulin, who was the book 
editor for a whole long time at the "Times," and now he 
works in another position at the "Times" and has written 
about earthquakes and stuff like that. I'm just thinking of 
my--D.J. Waldie, who is a genius, and he has written--do you 
know his work? 

Collings 



Yes. 
See 

Yes, written about Lakewood, but he writes about it in such a 
beautiful, incredible way that it's biblical. And Deanne 
Stillman, who writes about coyotes in the desert and all of 
that; and Tom Kerwin, who writes about suicide, and he's 
just amazing; and Kevin Starr, who has really taken it upon 
himself to, oh, to put California on the map, literally, just to 
write history book after history book, so that no one--
because mainly what it is, and, actually, I find it interesting, 
it's like no one knew very much about Western American 
literature or California literature. But no one actually ate a 
chocolate bar until 1847. So it's like history often is a lot 
more recent than we know about, and if Mr. Cadbury's sons 
hadn't really stepped up to the plate when Mrs. Cadbury died 
of consumption, there was a whole sense that perhaps there 
may not have been chocolate as we know it in the Western 
world, so God bless those Cadbury brothers. 
And Denise Hamilton, D-e-n-i-s-e, and Erika Schickel, who 
was one of my students and who is just a terrific person, and 
T. Jefferson Parker, and again these are people, they are not, 
quote, "known" in the East. In fact, I have a wonderful thing 
here. You're going to undo me. 

Collings 
I'm going to pause, yes. 

Collings 
Okay. 

See 
Okay. Googlism is any place that they find your name and 
it's followed by an "is," okay? So, "Carolyn See is raising 
your adrenaline. Carolyn See is brilliant and funny. Carolyn 
See is one hell of a writer. Carolyn See is like listening to a 
long, engaging conversation. Carolyn See is not well known 
in the East." It's like, okay, all right, you know, but there it 
is, not well known in the East. And a bunch of these people--
I think of Jeff Parker, he's brilliant at what he does, these 
very ornate, elaborate thrillers, terrific thrillers that are far 
more than thrillers. He's not well known in the East, and he 



just is like, "Okay, I'll play tennis out here and have a good 
time." 

Collings 
Well, what is it that people are doing with writing out here 
that is not catching the imagination of the literary world in 
the East? 

See 
Well, I think it's not very class-oriented. I think it's not 
terribly involved with status. I think status out here is 
extremely fluid and so a lot of the people who come out here 
had kind of iffy pasts in the East and sort of they come out 
here for the same reason that people came to England from 
Europe, I mean, no, came from England to New York. So 
there's a lot of self-invention out here, and one of the 
ongoing themes in Western--when I say Western, that's not 
even-- 

Collings 
You mean West of the United States. 

See 
Yes. I was at a conference once with a bunch of Western 
writers, and they were like, "Isn't there some way we can 
just take California out of the equation?" 

Collings 
Because they were talking about West as New Mexico and 
Arizona-- 

See 
They were talking about buffalos and things like that, Texas 
and Arizona and places like that. 

Collings 
How about Pacific? 

See 
Yes, the Pacific Rim literature would be nice if anybody could 
kind of invent it and hold it together and write about it that 
way. But it's different. It's different in these, again, self-
invention, a lack of preoccupation with the past, an 
insistence on living in the present, some more that I'll think 
of later. 

Collings 
Yes, maybe we can talk about it more later. 



See 
Chronological time doesn't work the same way out here. 

Collings 
What do you mean? 

See 
Well, people don't get old out here. They just don't. And so 
you have a lot of--not just with celebrities--you have a lot of 
plastic surgery people. I have a friend, for instance, who's 
had a lot of plastic surgery, and she believes in it, and the 
other day she said, "Oh, I just look funny without my 
lipstick." And I really wanted to say, "Honey, you may look a 
little funny period. The end." But she has decreed, "I am not 
getting older. I am twenty-five, and that is just the way it 
is." And I know several people like that, and why not? But 
you couldn't do that in the East, because everyone would not 
only know you, they would know your mother, and they'd 
say, "Well, this must mean your mother is 137. Is that 
right?" Or the other way around, "This must mean that your 
mother is thirty-nine." Everybody knows everybody's cousin. 
Everybody knows where everybody came from. Nobody 
knows where anybody came from out here. It's barely, 
barely beginning to coalesce. 

Collings 
Yes. When you talk with other writers who are based out 
here, what kinds of themes come up amongst you in terms 
of what you think, quote, unquote, "Western writing" is? 

See 
Well, I think that, for instance, Jeff Parker is very concerned 
with ill-gotten gains, with money, with the way money comes 
in without anybody working for it, and that's, of course, not 
true of everyone, but it's true of a whole bunch of people 
that, real estate, you know, you just sort of--I mean now 
you can't do it. But three years ago you just kind of got up in 
the morning and you were a half a million dollars richer that 
night. It just happened. Or movies. I'll put my cheesy 
fantasy on the screen and if anybody else likes it, I'll be rich. 
And if not, they won't remember. 

Collings 
Ah, they won't remember. 



See 
Yes, they won't remember next time, and they'll give me 
some more money so that I can play around. So there's that-
-there are no factories out here. I used to be friends with 
Studs Terkel. He came out here a few times, and I drove him 
around through the valley, just to show him what life was 
like, and he got all restive and weird and began to wriggle 
around in his chair or in his car seat, and he said, "Where are 
the factories?" I was like, "We don't have any factories, 
Studs. We don't do that out here. We don't make raincoats. 
We're just not that--we don't do that." And he was very--he 
was upset. He was like, "Well, you have to do a dollar's work 
for a dollar's pay." And then I would say, "Not out here you 
don't. That isn't the deal. I mean, many people do work 
hard," but they will work hard at lawsuits, or they'll work 
hard at, again, screenwriting, which is just, you know, the 
money is crazy. What else? Acting. That's very weird money. 
And so that messes with the work ethic. 
There are a whole bunch of people--I'm just going to say it--
my brother [Bob] included, who doesn't believe in the work 
ethic. I mean, he just is not-- 

Collings 
Your brother? 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
What? [laughter] 

See 
He just doesn't--he's not into that. He doesn't work. I mean, 
he would be appalled if, I mean, every once in a while his 
mother says, "You might want to get a job," and he's just 
like, "Please. I wasn't built for that sort of thing. I don't do 
that sort of thing." And he doesn't. He writes and he thinks, 
and if times are good, he makes money, and if they aren't, 
he doesn't, and he goes to the track. 

Collings 
Now, this was a brother--your father's-- 

See 
Yes, my father's son. 



Collings 
Your father's son. 

See 
It's brother Bob, a darling guy thirty-five years younger than 
I am, very charming and very sweet, but again, not troubled 
by the work ethic. You laugh. 
I know some writers, too, whose wives have done--and I'm 
not going to mention them--whose wives have worked 
harder, and they have not done as well, but the reason they 
haven't done as well is because they don't believe in work. 
They just don't. I believe that's kind of a Western thing, and 
I think it partly has to do with weather. You know, you don't 
find yourself out in the cold here, because there isn't very 
much cold. You can live on really nothing and live fairly 
nicely on almost nothing, so there's not that terrible, urgent, 
"You have to--somebody somewhere has to do something, 
and quick." There's none of that out here. And I speak as 
someone, I'm sorry, but someone who has been quite poor, 
so I'm not just making that up. 

Collings 
Right. Well, when you think of critics, I mean what critics or 
intellectuals of a stripe have had an impact on shaping the 
pool of Western writers? 

See 
There's very little decent criticism, as far as I can tell. People 
keep falling back even now on Edmund Wilson, who wrote 
"The Boys in the Back Room," and he was very insulting 
about the West. He said, "If you took the United States and 
tilted it, all the nuts and fruits," you know that, "would come 
sliding over to California." And then he talked about John 
O'Hara and Horace McCoy and James [M.] Cain and Paul 
Kane and these other people as the boys in the back room, 
and he wasn't impressed by them. Joseph [Richard] Hallas, 
"You Play the Black and the Red Comes Up," other--he just 
didn't--there's very little criticism as yet of West Coast stuff. 
There's a new dissertation I just heard about of the 
Hollywood novel, which I was amazed. 

Collings 
Well, you did your dissertation on the Hollywood novel. 



See 
I did. I did. And this lady came up to me at a party and said, 
"Oh, I just couldn't have gone ahead if it hadn't been for 
you." And I was like, "Well, that's amazing." But in general, 
there just still isn't enough. It's too young. There's not 
enough--there's enough material to write some criticism, but 
again, I hate to sound, and I hope this whole thing doesn't 
just take on a resentful, crabby aspect-- 

Collings 
I don't think so. 

See 
But if you're writing a dissertation, the great preponderance 
of universities are still in the East, even though UCLA is 
ranked number eleven just a couple of weeks ago by the 
"London Times." But if you want a job, you would be well 
advised not to write a dissertation on West Coast stuff. It 
just wouldn't serve you. It's much better if you take a look at 
Sarah Orne Jewett another time. So perhaps for that reason, 
there isn't very much scholarship yet. And I endowed--I have 
an endowment at UCLA, the Carolyn See Endowment for the 
Study of Southern California Literature, and-- 

Collings 
Yes, that's wonderful. 

See 
Well, because I was just grumbling to myself and thinking 
about this and thinking, "Why don't they do more?" And then 
I thought, "If there isn't that first layer of scholarship, there's 
not going to be real criticism later, and so we really need 
some doctoral dissertations out there, written about people 
who have been writing, people who are just doing this 
bedrock stuff." 

Collings 
Right. And as you were pointing out, you were saying that a 
lot of the writers that are focusing in the area of southern 
California are younger, and they're just kind of emerging 
now. Do you think that that pool of writers still sort of looks 
yearningly to the East in the way that the older generation 
did? 

See 



No. No, they're different. They're really a different bunch. A 
lot of them were born here, or they came out here. David 
Ulin is a wonderful example of he knew he was going to 
make his life in literature and journalism, and he came out 
here as a young man. He's almost unique in that regard. And 
he did--there are two beautiful anthologies, Library of 
Congress anthologies. One is "New York City," or "New York." 
The other one is "California," and he did the California one, 
which is an incredible editing job, a beautiful book. And he 
was editor of the "L.A. Times," book editor for a long time, 
and wrote about earthquakes, because he thinks 
earthquakes are emblematic of this place, and he has just 
put down his roots. He thinks this is the place. 
Or Susan Straight is another person who still memorably 
lives in that tiny little house in Riverside, and she won't 
move. She's, "I'm not going anywhere. This is my home. This 
is my material. This is what I write about." Deanne Stillman 
the same way. She's crazy about the desert, crazy about 
coyotes, crazy about wild horses. She wrote a gorgeous book 
about mustangs, and she just lives her life devoted to the 
West, devoted to this stuff. And to my knowledge, they 
wouldn't have it any other way. They wouldn't go anywhere 
else. 

Collings 
So do you think that there is a strong interest in geography 
and landscape in this writing as a general rule? 

See 
I think so. The people that I know. Again, I'm thinking Jeff 
Parker does. You wouldn't think that you could make 
anything of Orange County, but he plays around with it as 
being a paradise and then being corrupted by too much 
money and being turned into hell and being taken over by 
the right wing, not just in the conventional sense, but these 
self-made miserly, greedy creatures who then spoil the 
landscape, which is old, but they spoil everything, and they 
take what was essentially a beautiful place and then wreck it. 
And a lot of people have written that way. 

Collings 



Yes. Your writing is often spoken of as being very evocative 
of place. 

See 
Yes, yes. Somebody is doing some scholarship on the 
Topanga Gulch. I just got an e-mail from him the other day, 
two days ago. He's in the East, but he lived out here in the 
sixties and is an anthropologist, and he's working on an 
auto-ethnography of Positano's Coffee House, long gone, and 
the Topanga Gulch, which is also long gone. It's no longer 
there thanks to the state government; turned it into a 
parking lot. It used to be you'd go into Topanga and as you 
were driving in, hidden in a forest, you couldn't see it, was 
this gulch. It was low. It was a valley. It was a gulch. And 
there were houses that were owned by the state and just 
leased out by people, and for years they would say, "We're 
going to tear these houses down. We're going to tear these 
houses down," and nobody believed it. It was a place that 
worked, where you could talk about it being a paradise, 
because there were parked cars--it was dirt. You know, you 
just would go in and it was dirt, and there were parked cars 
that were covered in morning glories-- 

Collings 
Oh, how lovely. 

See 
--just smashing. The whole place was just like a garden, an 
ill-tended garden. So I use it in "Golden Days" at the end, 
and I also used it in "The Rest Is Done With Mirrors" without 
actually knowing what I was doing. 

Collings 
Is this referenced in the Joanie Mitchell song? Because I 
believe that that song does reference an actual parking lot, 
"Paved paradise and put up a parking lot." 

See 
No. It's not the same, no. 

Collings 
Well, I did want to ask you if you thought that the Topanga 
scene as you experienced it was unique to the time and 
place. I mean, was this something that came out of its time 



and place in a particular way, or was it just sort of what was 
going on across the country? 

See 
I think that it was distilled into a very strong drink. You can 
say there's always a Bohemia in any society. There's always 
a counterculture, and we were there before the 
counterculture started, so that there was the Theatricum 
Botanicum, for instance. But there was also a--what do you 
call it when you get together and shoot, a shooting-- 

Collings 
Shooting party? 

See 
No, a gallery, a shooting place, like-- 

Collings 
A shooting range? 

See 
Yes, a rifle range. There was a rifle range on the ridge right 
across from us, and so every day you'd hear shots. They 
were just the rifle range. Then with the sixties, about '66, 
that just changed. The rifle range moved away, and "A Hard 
Day's Night" came out, and people started dressing funny, 
you know, and drugs were extremely--all of a sudden you 
could just find them. And before that, I mean there was a 
time I'm old enough to remember when it was hard to find. 
You wouldn't even think of looking around for drugs, which is 
an interesting idea. But then all of a sudden there were 
drugs, and there was a very clear, it seems to me, very clear 
idea that it really was a paradise up there. 
But then some--now, I can't remember if it was you and I 
talking about this, or someone else, but the Mansons, we 
were talking about? 

Collings 
Right. We were talking about that. 

See 
Yes, and that our handyman came up with--they'd stolen 
money. Now, all through this weekend people have been 
talking about the Mansons. It's so weird. It's just like they 
kind of came up. And the guy who's writing about the gulch 
said that he feels the Mansons moved down there and that 



after that it was called the snake pit. I have no memory of 
that at all, but that doesn't mean it's not true. It just means 
that it passed me by. 
But I think, I mean, there was a real line of demarcation. 
Like my daughter Lisa went to public high school in the 
valley. She took a bus down in the valley, and the valley-- 

Collings 
Up Topanga Boulevard to the valley? 

See 
Yes, yes. The valley was an entirely different place, and the 
valley looked upon people from the canyon with a lot of 
distrust and suspicion. It wouldn't be a place that parents 
would approve of, for instance, because--and then that goes 
to the Sandstone [Ranch] thing, because it was a bastion of 
free love. 
And Gay Talese came out here. He's a wonderful example, 
and I'm happy enough to talk a little trash about him, 
because I'm sure he'll never sit down and read this. He was 
doing that book--it was about adultery, so what would it be 
called? You know, all of his books are named after-- 

Collings 
The deadly sins? 

See 
No, commandments. "Honor Thy Father" is one of them. 

Collings 
Right, right. "Honor Thy Wife" maybe? 

See 
No, because that isn't a commandment. 

Collings 
Okay. [laughter] 

See 
Sorry. Oh, dear. Well, anyway, whatever he wrote, he was 
writing this book about, essentially--you know, it was one of 
those books that he would have done better not to write. But 
he felt that he had to, and it was like, "I have screwed more 
women than anyone in America. Thank you very much." That 
was-- 

Collings 
The end. 



See 
Yes. And he's married to Nan Talese, who is like the epitome 
of gentility and being well bred and beautiful, and she really 
had to put up with a lot when this book came out, but she 
also had to put up with a lot being married to Gay Talese. 
But he came out to--he was writing about adulterous love, 
and again, it was such an East Coast notion of, like, "I am so 
adulterous, I'm far more adulterous than you are. You don't 
even know how much adultery I've got in my back pocket." I 
mean, he just like, "I tell you, I'm one sinful dude." So then 
he went to Sandstone and he ended up staying there for like 
six months, because it was heaven for him. And I was there 
one night in the guise of a journalist, because I was following 
Mr. Marx, Burton Marx around, because I was doing these 
profiles for "Blue Money." "Blue Money" is just like in-depth 
profiles of six or seven of these guys. 

Collings 
Burton Marx was a pornographer? 

See 
He was the very chubby pornography lawyer-- 

Collings 
Oh, yes, he's the lawyer, right. 

See 
--and he's the guy I worked for, and very chubby doesn't say 
it. He was exceedingly chubby. You went into Sandstone and 
it was a very, very pretty home with a beautiful view. I think 
you could see the ocean on one side and everything else on 
the other. It was very high up in the canyon. And you went 
into a little locker and you took off your clothes, and then 
you went out into the living room, and almost everybody did 
have a clipboard, because god forbid anybody would be a 
sex-starved maniac. Everybody was a sociologist or a 
journalist, so they all had their clipboard. 

Collings 
Really? 

See 
Yes. [laughs] Uh-huh. And then you had a buffet dinner, and 
you would sit on the floor, but you know, you had this 
clipboard that you could, like--and it was really interesting. 



People used them to cover their stomachs, and I would say 
mine too. You know, not your genitalia, that was all right, 
but people's stomachs are always a little sensitive. And you'd 
say things like, "Oh, your first name is Jane, eh? How 
interesting, Jane. What do you do in the real world?" "Oh, 
nothing." "Oh, that's what I do too." [laughs] Then there was 
a casserole and a little salad, and then you'd put your little 
dishes back. 
And then there were all these rooms with mattresses on the 
floor, and the sheets had come from--there used to be 
something called Blue Chip Stamps, and you filled your little 
album with Blue Chip Stamps and then you turned them in 
for, in this case, sheets with certain distinctive patterns. So 
they'd gotten their sheets from the Blue Chip Stamp people, 
kind of anti-romantic. And then people just piled up on each 
other and sort of had an orgy. But luckily I had my clipboard, 
and I just said, "I'm a journalist." But Mr. Marx was in 
heaven, and at the end we were sort of standing in a 
swimming pool with our elbows on the side, and he was 
saying, "This is just really the most amazing night." And I'm 
taking notes, or not, by that time probably just saying, "Yes, 
that's true," and then this cute little like eighteen-year-old 
came over and shook his hand and said, "Thank you very 
much for just a lovely evening." 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
And he was just like, "Can you imagine?" So anyway, Gay 
Talese stayed there for six months. 

/ 
Collings 

Actually stayed in there for six months? 
See 

Boarded. He just lived there, and he thought he was just the 
devil's own dude, you know. He just thought he was an 
amazing creature. So I met him once and invited him up to 
the house, and he stood in the doorway between the kitchen 
and the living room, and he said, "You live here?" And I was 
like, "Yes. Would you like to come in and sit down?" "Oh, I 



don't think I could." [laughs] He just had to leave. I mean, it 
was like the real life, he just couldn't handle it. 

Collings 
The real life of the Topanga Canyon. 

See 
Of the canyon, yes, yes. Amazing, amazing, because he was 
just a little East Coast sissy. I mean, and everybody kind of 
played out their roles, and that was his role. 

Collings 
Was it expensive to go to the Sandstone Ranch? 

See 
I don't know, because I was a girl. I'm sure Mr. Marx--I have 
a feeling that women were allowed in free. That would make 
sense. I know that there was also a nudist colony that 
women were allowed in free. I went there once with my kids. 
Then I just saw this lawn full of naked people on a hot day, 
and we just turned around and it was just too depressing, 
really. But Sandstone was just the free-love place. 

Collings 
Had it been there for a long time, or was it an artifact of its 
time? 

See 
No, I think it just came up in the sixties, and I think it went 
away after the sixties. It wasn't a place that would be around 
if it wasn't the sixties. 

Collings 
Right. Did people come from--you said that Gay Talese came 
from the East Coast. 

See 
Yes, he did, because it had some fame. It was sort of a 
famous place, and he, again, was trying to find out about 
free love and the sexual revolution and how it worked, and 
then also trying to carve out his own place as a distinguished 
lover, as a Don Juan. Yes, well, on to brighter subjects. 

Collings 
Yes. Well, last time when we left off, you were talking about 
how you had been essentially invited to write your first 
novel. 

See 



Yes, by Harry Sions. 
Collings 

Right, and you had been a bit crushed at the reception on 
the East Coast versus the West Coast. 

See 
Yes. And it's interesting, it's always been that. Well, "Golden 
Days" was very beautifully reviewed in the "New York 
Times," and others were, but I remember "Golden Days" the 
woman said, "This may be the most life-affirming novel I've 
ever read." So that's good. And also "Making History" got a 
beautiful review, and as I remember, "Dreaming" was well 
reviewed, you know, nicely reviewed, so I can't really 
complain. But really, my life is out here. 

Collings 
Yes, right. So the next book that you went on to write was 
"Mothers, Daughters." 

See 
Yes, yes. I just was sort of thinking that, in my mind 
anyway, I wanted to kind of hook some of this stuff just with 
first Richard, then Tom. I would say there are four guys in 
my life who have been significant, and Richard and Tom are 
the first two, and they were very darling but a little 
eccentric. And then I would say the next two really changed 
my life and were everything that anybody could ask for in 
terms of, oh, you know, being nice people. 
So I'm trying to think, "Mothers, Daughters." It was first 
"The Rest Is Done With Mirrors," and then "Blue Money, and 
then "Mothers, Daughters," but it came a little bit after--
there was a real hiatus in there somewhere, because I was 
still finishing-- 

Collings 
It was about seven years between "Rhine Maidens" and 
"Mothers, Daughters." Is that right? 

See 
No. I don't think so. I think "Rhine Maidens" came after 
"Mothers, Daughters," and I think "Mothers, Daughters" 
came a good while after "Blue Money." 

Collings 



I'm sorry. I'm confusing "Mothers, Daughters" with "Rhine 
Maidens." Yes, absolutely. 

See 
Yes. "Mothers, Daughters" was the third one, and it was the 
most conventional book I've written, and if I had to throw 
one out, if somebody said, "You can only--you have to throw 
one of your books out," that would be the one I'd give a toss. 
It's a very aggrieved, very conventional divorce novel. 
There's nothing wrong with it, and, in fact, it sold very nicely. 
It was the first thing of mine that sold, but it's just kind of 
not very good. And partly I think I didn't wait long enough 
after the divorce from Tom. I was quite upset with Tom, and 
so there's a lot of just a sense of grievance and resentment 
and, do you know what he did then, oh, and he did that, 
and, oh, I'm so shocked because then he did that. And, 
actually, if I'd waited like two more years, it could have been 
a very funny novel. It could have been a comic novel, but it 
wasn't. 
Anyway, around that time I met all those goofy guys I was 
talking about. At the same time, I was friends with Harvard 
Gordan. Did I mention him last time? 

Collings 
You mentioned him, yes, but just in passing. 

See 
Well, he turned out to be somebody I went with off and on 
for eight years and then even after, we remained friends 
until he died. He was just a wonderful friend to the family, 
but for a long time we just went out. He was extremely 
goofy, a very, very funny man, and worked in the movies. 
He was a camera-boom operator, but he was also a graduate 
of Stanford, so he was underachieving in a serious way. And 
he had been a surfer. For two years he had just lived in 
Hawaii, where he surfed every day, so he was kind of a 
playboy, but not in any bad sense, just in the sense that he 
wanted to play. And he had another woman, Virginia, and for 
years we went around and around. Was he going to pick 
Virginia? Was he going to pick me? 

Collings 
Oh, no. 



See 
Oh, god. And then one day way later, when I was with John, 
he phoned on Saturday morning, and I picked up the phone 
and he said, "Virginia." And I said, "Harvard, aren't you ever 
going to get it straight? I'm Carolyn, she's Virginia." And he 
said, "Virginia killed herself today." 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
She jumped out of the Ritz, a window in the Ritz in Paris. 
And so the last part of his life was just kind of trying to 
decide what he was going to do. But meanwhile he only 
cared about food, and we took two separate trips to Paris 
just to look for food. 

Collings 
Gosh. 

See 
Once with just him and me and then another time with Lisa, 
which turned her into the food snob she is today. [laughs] 
But we just, that was it. It was only food. We didn't go to a 
museum. We just went to restaurants, breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner. So he was just a very benign and very sweet 
influence, and I had been used to really fighting, in my eyes 
just fighting for my life and adopting an aggressive position, 
just a furious position. But I started seeing a therapist and 
then I took up with Harvard, and it just kind of--life became 
a good deal easier, and there were ways where--I think I do 
mention it in "Dreaming," where looking and doing my taxes 
I would see, "I can't possibly have lived this year." But then I 
would realize that the difference was Harvard bringing up 
incredible groceries every night, you know, trudging up the 
hill just bringing the most wonderful delights. 
And he was incredibly goofy, and I just want to say that he 
was the kind of person that for several months we had 
ongoing water-pistol fights, so they were like all over the 
house. Secreted away, we had our own water, all of us, even 
Clara, the baby, but especially Lisa, this kind of gun-toting 
teenager, and we would sneak up behind each other and 
squirt each other with water pistols until finally one day he 



just kind of won the fight by bringing a hose into the living 
room and just spraying us down, and we were like, "Okay, all 
right." But that's the kind of guy he was. He was a lot of fun 
and really made it wonderfully--Lisa adores him, adored him, 
and she took care of him as he was dying. John was dying in 
one house with me, and Harvard was dying over in his 
apartment, and she went over every day, basically, to bring 
him food and be sure that he was okay. And she said, "I'm 
honored to do it. He's just--." He was a wonderful man. 
So that was eight years of my life, but then within that, he 
wasn't the marrying kind, so I did go out with a whole bunch 
of different people, including, well, a man named Richard 
Ross, who appears in "Mothers, Daughters." And that's 
another reason why "Mothers, Daughters" is not such a good 
book, because it ends up kind of congratulating the heroine, 
because in real life this Richard Ross made it so difficult. It 
was his fate, it was his destiny to find women with children 
and then make it a test, "Do you love your children enough 
to leave them and go away with me?" And there were three 
of us. That's what "Mothers, Daughters" is about. There were 
three different women that he tried that with, so you could 
see it's melodramatic, cheesy. And one of the women just 
said, "You're insane. Never. I would never do it." 
I was this close to doing it. I mean, I was embarrassingly 
close to doing it, and then just in the middle of a quarrel, 
actually, he pushed me--because it was a testing thing, he 
pushed me one step too far, so I wouldn't do it. And then we 
had a really silly correspondence where we just insulted each 
other and insulted each other, and then we got to where we 
were steaming open envelopes. It was just insane. 

Collings 
To look at each other's mail? 

See 
Yes, and then sealing it back up and writing "Not at this 
address," just crazy. But anyway, then my best friend at the 
time did run off with him and left her three children and went 
off to live with him on the island of Yap. And then, of course, 
her reward was she got to live with him, and her punishment 
was she got to live with him. And now she's well over all 



that, but that's what "Mothers, Daughters" was about, so it 
was very mawkish and kind of maudlin. 

Collings 
Why do you think it was so well received? 

See 
Because there are just a whole lot of women who feel life is 
treating them badly. [laughs] It's like everyone. It's like, 
"Oh, my husband is a clod, and my lover is a sadist, and my 
children are ingrates, and mother never loved me besides." I 
mean, just whatever. There are just a whole lot of women 
who feel that life is unjust, and it is. So I think, yes, women 
really liked it. 

Collings 
Do you think it was important for the rest of your career that 
you wrote the book? 

See 
I think it was, because it sold copies, and that makes a real 
difference. You always want to be able to sell just enough to 
be able to get a contract for the next book, and if you don't 
sell that much, you have a very hard time getting published. 
But if you do sell that much, then you're fine, so I'm glad. It 
was a Book of the Month selection kind of thing, and that 
meant a lot at the time. 

Collings 
Right. 

See 
But I never liked the book. 

Collings 
You didn't like it while you were writing it? 

See 
Oh, I liked it then, but then I was in that frame of mind that, 
you know, they're all out to get me, that heartless Tom 
Sturak, that conniving Richard Ross. They're all out to get 
me. And if you're writing from--I mean, it was authentic. It 
was authentically-- 

Collings 
It was authentic. 

See 



It was authentically mawkish, and there was nobody to say, 
"Please. This is kind of dumb." 

Collings 
Is there a way that you go about conceiving your characters 
that is consistent from book to book, or is it different each 
time? 

See 
I think it might be different. You know, it's very weird. 
Sometimes people, they get a little reproachful and say, 
"How come you write so close to your life?" But it's quite 
hard not to write close to your life, because they're just men, 
they're just women. That's it. You don't have any, you know. 
Unless you want to get into the transvestite business, there's 
nobody to work with. You can set your book on a different 
planet, but your brain is still going to act the same way if it's 
on a different planet. If you look at Lisa's work, it's all 
Chinese. It's in that Pearl Buck way. But right underneath 
you see her concerns. You see where she's coming from. You 
see what she's upset about, and it's just very hard not to do 
that. 
You know, people say in a denigrating way, "People have one 
or two ideas and they stick with that forever." But that's sort 
of the human condition. You have one or two ideas and you 
stick with that forever, because that's who you are. Your 
ideas are what you've got. I mean, James Ellroy is a 
wonderful example, because his mother was killed. He's 
never going to get over that. 

See 
So I think the main thing--and even talking about it this way, 
it sounds self-important and presumptuous, but in a way I 
think that's what you're sort of, I don't know, in a way 
looking for, looking for a pattern. I was very aggressive and 
aggrieved and in a military mode until I met Harvard, until I 
took up with my therapist, which was huge for me, and just 
began to learn little by little you don't have to live in such an 
extreme way. Things don't have to be so extremely terrible, 
or you don't have to be prepared for the very worst, because 
maybe the very worst is over. It could be, or you don't 
always find the very worst. 



And so "Mothers, Daughters" was--actually, Richard Ross I'm 
sure in many ways is a very nice person, but he really 
represented--I really saw, all right, this is about as far as you 
can go on that track, with these demanding, impossible, 
difficult, self-absorbed, narcissistic, very pretty little jerks, no 
offense. So I was kind of forced--then once you sort of get 
that notion that you don't have to be doing that stuff, then 
little by little you sort of loose your hands on the melodrama, 
and then I began to kind of see that actually, if I were given 
a chance to write, you know, if I took the chance to write in 
a way that was a little closer to how I was beginning to feel, 
it would be kind of comic stuff. 
And I think "Rhine Maidens" has a comic aspect to it. It takes 
a demony person, a demonish person and then just kind of 
throws paintballs of happiness at her until she kind of, 
despite herself, perks up. And at the very end she's on a 
cruise, but it's this tiny little Rhine cruise in this tiny little 
boat, and she sees something on her pillow and thinks it's a 
cockroach, but, of course, it's a piece of candy, so she's like, 
"Hmm. What a concept." And then all of her life, all of her 
adult life she's been talking to her dead friend Pearl. I think 
the first words are, "Well, you know me, Pearl. I never said I 
was easy to get along with." And then at the end she has to 
sort of say goodbye to Pearl, that is, to say goodbye to her 
fantasies of mistreatment, not that she hasn't been 
mistreated, but her fantasies of mistreatment and being 
aggrieved and always ready to pick up the bludgeon and 
bludgeon somebody to death if they happen to walk by. So 
"Rhine Maidens," it seemed to me, was a really, a different 
book, and that's sort of the start of when I really started to 
write. 

Collings 
I thought that she sort of reminded me of how you've 
described your mother. 

See 
Oh, indeed. She was my mom. And I truly thought--you 
know, my mother had almost died. She drank a lot, and 
she'd had her gallbladder out and then something happened. 
She went into a coma, and it was alcohol poisoning, but we 



didn't know what it was--alcohol withdrawal--and we thought 
she was dying. And you know, I mean it's your mother. You 
feel bad about it. But I thought she'd be dead. I was working 
on "Rhine Maidens" while she was in the coma, and then she 
stayed in bed thirty days without a bowel movement and 
unable to move out of the bed, but she was talking. Mainly 
she was saying, "Give me back my purse!" She was 
convinced that somebody'd stolen her purse. But I just 
thought, I'm writing "Rhine Maidens" and it's a good thing 
that you won't be with us when "Rhine Maidens" comes out, 
because I don't think you'd like it very much. But, in fact, 
she was fine when "Rhine Maidens" came out, and I was with 
Mr. [John] Espey by then, and we drove up to Victorville 
because I thought, "She has to read this," and she loved it. 

Collings 
Really. 

See 
She was crazy about it, and she would look up at me every 
once in a while and say, "How did you know I was thinking 
this?" 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
And I said, "Oh, I just, I don't know. It just occurred to me 
that that might be what you were thinking." Amazing, just 
amazing. 

Collings 
Yes. That must have been a wonderful experience. 

See 
Well, it was interesting. It was very interesting. And then she 
was enough of a good sport that when the book came out, 
she went on some morning talk shows with me. She just was 
a sport, and she made me look like kind of an idiot, but then 
that--the standard. I mean, I am kind of an idiot. She never 
held back, so why should she. 

Collings 
And this was a period when relationships between mothers 
and daughters were quite a topical subject. 

See 



Yes, exactly. Yes, and a feeling that things were fractious 
between mothers and daughters. She was pretty charming, 
actually, during that period of time. 

Collings 
I mean, given that you've mentioned that you have, of 
course, the imperative to write about men and women 
because men and women exist, but given the periods that 
you write about, are there certain characters that must exist, 
that must populate that time period? 

See 
Well, that is a very interesting question. But the thing is, 
when you're in the time period, you don't really know. It's 
when you're living it, you don't really have a very clear 
feeling of--I mean like the two-timing snake, the Richard 
Ross character in "Mothers, Daughters," he's kind of an 
eternal character. I'm sure the bullying husband, you don't 
see nearly as many of those as you saw in the sixties as 
feminism was happening, that first little round of it, where 
there were a million books written by women. Usually the 
guys left them for somebody and left them all alone, and 
then they had to figure out how to become independent or 
how to become their own person. It was very rare, even in 
those days, that you'd find a book where a woman left a guy. 
And I don't know why, because actually in real life, women 
leave men quite often, but in books you don't see it as much. 
But there would be these terrible portraits of men as just 
these sullen--well, I think it's partly that men, we'll just say 
American men at a certain point in time, coming from a 
certain social class, felt that they could get away with a lot of 
bullying because nobody was there to report on it. What 
happened, you know, the ladies, there'd be a family 
gathering and the ladies would repair to the other room, and 
then they'd say, "Well, you know what he did then? And you 
know what he did then?" Or, "Take a look at this." But the 
guys were sort of like, "If you're just talking to each other, 
who gives a shit? It doesn't matter." And there was a lot of 
very primitive fear among men at that time that I saw or 
that I remember, that it was like, "Don't tell. Don't tell 
anything." 



And I can remember Tom just going crazy during the 
divorce. "Don't tell anything." We had one last European trip 
where we stayed as the houseguests of people in Majorca, 
and we had known them in Mexico, and I was forbidden to 
tell that we were getting a divorce, because he didn't want it 
known what a dick he was, no offense to the guy. He just 
didn't want anyone--he had not behaved according to his 
own standards, and he didn't want it known. 
And there were a bunch of guys who, you know, they just 
went crazy. I'm thinking of Alison Lurie's husband--I've 
mentioned this before--Dinny [Diane] Johnson's husband. 
They either were oblivious until the book came out, or they 
knew that if a book came out and they were in it, they'd 
been doing bad things. I mean, there was a time, for 
instance, this is just a time, and this is like only from my 
point of view, because I know I must have done really 
terrible things, but I'm not telling you about them. Lisa was 
five or six years old. We were reading. Tom and I were 
reading to her on the bed, so it all looked like a lovely 
domestic scene. And then I felt this terrible thing, like a 
scorpion bite, and I just screamed and said, "What is that?" 
And he had pinched me by mistake. He was reaching over to 
pinch Lisa, knowing that she wouldn't say anything about it. 

Collings 
Oh, my god. 

See 
Yes. You know? Just not--he stole her Halloween candy, that 
kind of stuff, just-- 

Collings 
To make her mad? 

See 
No, to eat the candy. No, not to make her mad. He didn't 
care. But then once it got written, he was in terror of what I 
was going to write, because he knew he'd--it's one thing to 
fool around on somebody, and it's another thing to pinch 
their daughter as hard as you can in the sure hope that Lisa 
would not squeak, because she didn't dare. So there were a 
lot of guys who really didn't want women to write, and again, 
women, what do you have to write about? We didn't build 



the Golden Gate Bridge. We didn't even build this apartment 
house. We have family. That's all we really have to write 
about. And so if you're writing about family, you're kind of 
stuck with-- 

Collings 
The pinching. 

See 
--with the family and whatever that's pulling up for you. And 
the fact that nobody had told this stuff, that women haven't 
been writing for very long at all--I kind of tend to believe 
that men may behave a little better now. I don't know if 
that's true. It may just be that I know a better class of 
people. But I think it's like cops will think twice before they 
beat up a black guy, because everybody now has a camera. 
And so I think they may--even in their dull and brutal minds, 
something will come up and say, "Maybe I'd better not. I'll 
just wait until somebody puts the camera down." So I think 
you got a lot of very irate reporting on brutal husbands in 
the sixties and seventies. 

Collings 
Reporting, interesting. 

See 
Yes. "This is what it's like. It may look fine, but this is what 
it's like." 

Collings 
So in a way, there was a very seamless transition from the 
journalistic writing-- 

See 
I think so, for me, yes. 

Collings 
--yes, into this reporting on the state of affairs. 

See 
At the same time, when one is getting happier, then that's 
kind of weird because what you write about almost by 
definition has to be a drama, has to be a drama. Injustice 
has to occur somewhere at the beginning, and justice must 
prevail. I mean, that's how it works. It's fiction, but that's 
how it works. And if things are just kind of nice, I mean at a 
whole other level, like your small talk goes to hell. If 



everybody's sitting around saying, "Well, and then he took 
the car without even telling me, and he was gone for three 
days and never even phoned." And then it's sort of your 
turn, "Well, how about you, Jane?" "Oh, fine. Everything's 
fine, actually." It kind of messes with the conversation. It 
calls everything into question, so, I mean, it's just 
interesting. It's interesting. 

Collings 
What about the readers of these books? Did you get a sense 
of how--I presume that women were-- 

See 
They're the main core. Men don't read women, almost never. 
That's why it's good for them to take an English class, 
because hopefully they'll read half and half, men and women. 
But men don't voluntarily read women, very rarely, and 
when they do, it's darling that they do. But in general, they 
don't, because they can't carry a book by a woman on a 
plane. It's just not done. It's just not done. So that's why 
they have John Grisham. It's because it's not about sex and 
it's not about violence, it's just about trials. Nobody can get 
mad at you for that. But it's all about guys, so you can walk 
around on airplanes. 

Collings 
Well, now, of course, we have blogs and all kinds of ways for 
readers to respond to writers, but were you hearing from 
readers at all at that time? 

See 
Oh, yes, yes. Not as much as you do now, because of 
websites and e-mail and all that. But there would be letters 
and then also at conferences, people, that's why they come 
to conferences, to meet people that they're fans of, people 
who they like. And that's how you get more readers is going 
to conferences and talking, and then they buy stuff, and then 
they become your fan. 
And we started working on a mailing list. You know, this is 
stuff nobody tells you about writing. You have to have a 
mailing list, or nobody will come to your signings. That's just 
it. You have to keep track of your fans. You have to know 
where they are, and it's amazing. Now Lisa has kind of blown 



it out of the ballpark, but even now I think she could 
probably--one in three, she could tell you about one in three 
of her fans. 

Collings 
Really? 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
Gosh. 

See 
And our mailing list the last time I looked was about fifteen 
thousand, something like that, not huge but big, and it's 
enough to keep a book from failing, because you send out an 
invitation to a book signing and then you write on the 
outside of the envelope, and it's like you know where they 
live, and they show up. And that happens over and over. 
They'll come with their envelope. They'll say, "You invited me 
to come, so here I am." 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
So we started doing a mailing list very early on, before Lisa 
started writing. And, oh, I want to say that when I was still 
going with Harvard that I started taking--Lisa got her first 
assignments, and I started taking her to New York, and we 
would go together. When you go, you go and pay social calls 
on different magazine editors and see if you can get an 
assignment, and you get taken to lunch and just see how the 
land lies, and that was a lot of fun. There were times when 
we would write each other's query letters, because it's so 
terribly hard to write a query letter. But I would write hers, 
she would write mine-- 

Collings 
Oh, that's great. 

See 
--then we would just kind of laugh, and then you get some, 
because it's not so scary. It's not so frightening. So she 
started doing that when she was very young, and that was 



great. So anyway, I don't know where--oh, that you get fan 
feedback, yes. 

Collings 
Yes, and I was just going to ask you, did you get a sense 
from your fans--were they appreciating the work as fans of 
literature? Did you get a sense that the writing was changing 
their lives as women in some way? 

See 
They wouldn't say like-- 

Collings 
Not to say it like that, but, yes-- 

See 
There was once, in San Francisco, I was in a hotel, and I was 
being stood up by somebody or so I thought. And I said, "Is 
there anybody here for Carolyn See?" She said, "Carolyn 
See, the author?" And I said, "Yes." And she said, "Oh, I love 
her." And I said, "Oh, that's me," and she almost fainted. 
You know, she loved me. Then another lady on an airplane I 
remember, she just--and then she pulled--that was great. 
She pulled out one of my novels from her briefcase. 

Collings 
Oh, that's great. 

See 
You get it--in later days I've gotten, partly because of 
"Making a Literary Life," where I suggest that they write 
notes to authors they love, I've gotten fifty billion letters, I 
mean many, many, many, many, many, many notes that I 
answer and, again, put them on the mailing list and keep 
track of them in a way that's kind of amazing. It's good, and 
it's not that hard to do, because everybody lives in a 
particular place, and everybody's got a particular life, and it's 
not that hard to remember. It's interesting, in fact. It's been 
very, very nice. 
And I think that maybe, say, Lisa and I stand for different 
things, but that we both do the same kind of thing, that what 
you do--I don't think readers--you don't say, "Oh, this is 
literature, so I feel better." You say, "I just don't feel as 
lonely as I started out. Somebody gets me. I'm not all alone 
here on this planet." I know that sounds self-important, but-- 



Collings 
No, it doesn't at all. 

See 
--that's really the thing, that they feel less alone. They feel 
less weird. They feel less freakish, and they feel like 
somebody gets them, gets who they are. 

Collings 
Well, I was reading Joan Didion saying at some point, "I 
write to find out what I think." And why do you write? 

See 
Oh, pretty much the same thing. Probably every writer does 
that. You don't know what you think until you write it down. 
You're surprised to find out that--that's why authors are 
always saying, "Well, these characters, they just get out of 
hand. I don't know what to do with them." But that's true, 
because a scene will just take you in a direction that you had 
no notion it was going in that direction, and somebody that 
you firmly believe is a villain starts behaving in a fairly 
gallant fashion, or the other way around. Or they're funny 
sometimes. Characters will just exhibit a kind of a goofiness 
that you didn't know they had. You didn't know going in, but 
you know coming out, and that's nice. It's wonderful, really. 
There's nothing like it. 

Collings 
Well, do you feel that the characters are all people that you 
knew going in? Or are they people that you meet in the 
process? 

See 
No, you don't know them. Yes, you sort of--I'm thinking of 
"Making History." There's a little dead boy who tells the 
story. He's the narrator, and I had a little idea of what he 
was like, but I had a lot bigger idea of what he was like at 
the end. And then there's an Australian psychic who I just 
had a little idea. Same thing. You have a little idea and by 
the end you know them. And then those people, the dead 
boy was based on a dead boy, so he couldn't come back and 
say anything. But this psychic, who wasn't Australian, was 
crazy about the book. Just people are--the handyman 
certainly in "The Handyman," that guy-- 



Collings 
Jim. 

See 
Yes, crazy about the book. Bob, Bob Hampton. 

Collings 
Oh, okay. I'm sorry. 

See 
It's all right. [laughter] 

Collings 
For some reason I was thinking his name was Jim. 

See 
No, Bob. But that was a very clear example of, like, John and 
I were going to go to Canada. We were going to take a train 
up the coast. We had this guy living at the house as a 
handyman. He was a friend of Clara's, and anything he fixed, 
he didn't know how to fix it. He was terrible as a handyman. 
But he was really broke, so we just kind of took him in. So 
he was driving down PCH, and it was right after the Fourth of 
July, and we asked him how he'd been, and he turned 
around, he just stopped looking at the road and he turned 
his head all the way around and said, "I've had the most 
terrible weekend. It was the worst holiday." 
And then he told about being with his dad at sort of a lower-
middle-class terrible celebration, and he happened to be--he 
was sitting, and his dad was standing in shorts looking at 
television, and he looked over at his dad and he saw that his 
dad had nail polish on, and then he saw that his dad had 
waxed legs, and then he looked up at his dad, and his dad 
had false eyelashes, and he just had never really taken a 
look at his dad. So then certain things happened. There was 
a quarrel, and he said he ended up out in the street just 
crying by the car, saying, "Why didn't you ever tell me?" And 
the guy, who was kind of a dolt, said, "Well, you never 
asked." I mean, that was it. So then I just thought, this guy 
needs a better story, and he had always wanted to be an 
artist, so I just thought I'd make him an artist. He definitely 
is just--he was one of Clara's friends, and then he ended up 
being the handyman. 

Collings 



In the book. 
See 

Yes. 
Collings 

You use current events a lot as the backdrop for your stories. 
Do you follow news and current events and watch television 
news? You were so struck by the David Brinkley coverage of 
the-- 

See 
Of the Cuban crisis, yes. 

Collings 
I mean, are you a news junkie? 

See 
I guess I am. And "Golden Days," that's how I started 
"Golden Days." I think I told you, by this guy coming out and 
saying, "This means war," and he was so happy. 

Collings 
With the Russian invasion of Afghanistan, yes. 

See 
Yes, and he was so happy about it. So, yes. My concern 
about that is that it will date the material, and I've actually 
had a couple of kind of dimwit readers, in my opinion, 
saying, "Well, we don't have to worry about 'Golden Days.' 
That's never going to happen, because the time already 
passed and it didn't happen. Right?" I'm just like, "No." But 
that's how they read it. They think, "Oh, this was written in 
the eighties and it never happened, so we're fine," and that's 
not what I was aiming at. And I say a lot of places in that 
book, "I don't remember the time exactly. It could be that 
time or give or take a few decades, I'm not sure. It was just 
back in the dark ages. I don't remember exactly," to unhinge 
it from current events. 

Collings 
I'm sort of struck by the contrast between the nuclear 
holocaust in "Golden Days" and the people in "On the 
Beach," stoically getting ready for their certain annihilation 
with the nuclear holocaust. It's a very different spirit. 

See 



Yes, and I was trying to take every bad image of all that 
holocaust apocrypha and give it, I don't like to use the word 
spin, but just look at it another way, so that, like, I can't 
remember the guy who--he wrote some famous thing about, 
"You're all going to be sorry after the bomb drops." It was 
some famous book, and he said, "And the sand will turn to 
glass. The cows' eyes will melt, and the sand will turn to 
glass." And I thought, well, if the sand turns to glass, you 
would just ski across it. You'd skate across it, wouldn't you? 
And that's what they do. They wind sail or wind surf or skate 
across it. So every terrible thing that comes to pass does 
come to pass, but the people live anyway, because I just was 
so tired of that other kind of book. Because the way I saw it, 
the war mongers and the pacifists were just mirror images of 
each other. They were like sadists and masochists having a 
wonderful time. And there needed to be another way to look 
at it, which is, "You can kill me, but you can't impress me." 
That was what I was aiming for. 

Collings 
Well, you also had an observation of the events of 9/11 that 
you bring into your writing as well. 

See 
Oh, yes, yes. Well, again, it's like, I felt like that had to be 
put into the book, because what's more important? It's like 
"Golden Days" and "Making History." "Golden Days" is the 
whole civilization breaks. "Making History" is your child dies. 
Which is worse, you know? Actually, they're just about the 
same, in terms of agony. I mean, I'd almost rather have 
civilization-- 

Collings 
Me too. 

See 
I know. [laughter] There's just like no question, you know? 
So that why, I mean, it's pretty explicit in "There Will Never 
Be Another You." It's like she watches this big giant boom 
and then she just says, "Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. But my 
husband died in my arms last night. You can't expect me to 
be impressed. I know what grief is." The extermination of 
somebody far away doesn't--I'm sorry, it doesn't obtain. It 



doesn't pertain. It just is not an important--you can tell if 
there's a plane crash. There's an airline that no longer exists, 
PSA Airlines, and remember, two planes crashed into each 
other and fell on a Sunday afternoon right by the--it was 
here. It was LAX. 

Collings 
It was a while ago. 

See 
Yes, it was. 

Collings 
I don't know if I was even out here at that time. 

See 
Well, see, you'd remember if--that's just what I'm saying. 

Collings 
Right. Exactly. 

See 
Everybody knew where everybody was. Everybody had a 
sense of somebody on that airplane. Nobody could stop 
talking about it, because it was our plane crash. It was right 
here. Whereas you'd read 163 Saudi Arabians perished in a 
plane crash somewhere over there, and that's just a whole 
different kind of story. But the stuff that's really close to us, 
it's that holocaust imaginings where they're saying six 
million. Six million has nothing to do with my one, and my 
one is more important than anything. 

1.6. Session 6 (October 27, 2010) 

Collings 
Here we are on October 27, 2010, Jane Collings interviewing 
Carolyn See in her home. 
We were going to go back in time to when you met-- 

See 
When I first met John Espey. I first met John when Tom 
Sturak and I had run off to get a divorce, a Reno divorce. 
This is like in parentheses, but I sort of knew right away 
that--you know, a lot of life's little problems could be solved 
if you had enough money--but I knew right away that Tom 
was kind of an impetuous and perhaps bad choice, and one 
of the ways I knew, I think I mentioned last time, is that just 



in the first two or three nights he was making fun of me, 
puffing out his cheek like a person with lumps, and my 
goodness, I pitched a fit. But, I mean, I knew that he was 
sort of--you can deduce that this person is not as nice as he 
had advertised himself, but that he had a little--some 
abusive stuff going on, and that he waited until he sort of 
had me where he wanted me, and then he felt that it was 
okay to be awful. Not that he was awful all the time, but I 
certainly thought, from the very beginning I thought, this is 
not necessarily the wisest life choice I've made. 

Collings 
You thought that consciously at the time? 

See 
Yes, I did. 

Collings 
Oh, dear me. 

See 
I thought, "Oh, my god, if I could just get out of here. But I 
don't drive, and I don't have any money, and I'm in this 
hotel in Reno with a person who's making fun of me, and I've 
left Richard, but I'm not going to go back there, and I don't 
have any money, and I don't have any supporters." But I 
don't know if I thought that consciously. I just thought, "I'm 
stuck. I'm trapped." And as I did a lot in the first half of my 
life, but not the second so much, but this is back in the first 
half of my life. 
So then we came back, and we were very cute. Tom and I 
were a very cute couple in graduate school, and so we went 
back to a seminar where it was taught by a guy named Leon 
Howard, who was an expert in American literature, and we 
had all passed our first exams, and so we thought we were 
pretty cool. We thought we were darling. So we were going 
around the table talking about what our topics would be, (a), 
for our dissertation, and, (b), for this particular seminar. And 
so--I haven't told you this, have I? 

Collings 
No, no. 

See 



Okay. So Tom said that he wanted to do his dissertation on 
Horace McCoy, the Hollywood writer, and Tom in those days, 
I mean, he looked very beautiful and very presentable and 
was beautifully dressed. He had these Hong Kong business 
suits he wore. He just was so cute. And so he talked about 
Horace McCoy, and then I was the next one around the 
table, and I said I wanted to do mine on Nathanael West. 
You have to think, this is back in the day when women were 
held in even more disrespect than they are now. So Leon 
listened to this and he said, "Oh, Carolyn, aren't you just 
doing that because Tom is working on Horace? Aren't you 
just doing that--?" And I just thought--and this is back 
before I'd had seven years of therapy, so I was still a very 
angry person, and I just was like, "You little bastard. I'd like 
to kill you, but failing that, I at least have to drop this 
seminar." 
So at the end of the seminar, I went into the English office, 
and there was the lady there who knew everything and how 
to do everything, and at that time her name was Dorothy. I 
asked Dorothy what to do, and she said, "There's only one 
guy on the faculty who knows everything, and he has a very 
kind heart, and whatever you want to do, he'll take care of 
you. He'll be able to do it for you, and his name is John 
Espey." So I went in to see him, and I was terrified of him. 
He was very dignified and looked like Jeremy Irons, just 
beautiful kind of British good looks, although he was born in 
Shanghai, but you know, very elegant and quiet and 
beautiful deep voice. So I told him, I pretty much told him 
that I felt insulted by Leon and condescended to by my 
husband and that I just felt like--in other words, I was 
asking him for more than just a dissertation topic. And he 
said, "Whatever you want to do. You go away and think 
about it, and whatever it is, I'll be happy to help you with it." 
And so I went in that night. That was just the same day of 
the seminar, and I went home that night, and it doesn't 
sound like much now, but I put together a dissertation idea 
that was on the Hollywood novel, not just one person but the 
whole Hollywood novel as a dissertation topic, with very 
wide-ranging themes, a big book. And it turned out to be like 



a 535-page dissertation. It was a big dissertation that would 
also make Horace McCoy and Nathanael West just look like 
little pipsqueaks wandering around in the map of the 
Hollywood novel. So I went back to Mr. Espey with that, and 
he was like, "Well, fine." 
Then I found out later I was only the second dissertation that 
he had ever directed, and he said he was absolutely more 
scared than I was, which I'm sure that's him just being 
chivalric and charming. But I know he was partly a little bit 
nervous. He did have tenure and all of that, but he didn't 
want to make--I mean, it's inconceivable to me that he 
would ever make a fool of himself, but he has found himself, 
he had found himself, he did find himself over the years 
shepherding people through very weird dissertations, 
because he did know a lot, and that was one of his weak 
points, that you could appeal to his intelligence and he would 
say, "Of course, I'll pull you through." So one of his 
dissertations was on not the Gutenberg Bible but the first 
Catholic Bible. I can't remember, but I do remember he was 
kind of hauling this large woman through her dissertation, 
and then somebody who wrote about the enclosed garden, 
the concept of the enclosed garden in the seventeenth 
century, and another guy who, boy, I can't even remember, 
but it was an impossible dissertation. 
What John would do, he just would take care of the most 
pathetic waifs and strays, and that's what he did, and he 
didn't appear to have much academic ambition in terms of 
getting ahead in his own career. He was already a full 
professor, and then I found out, of course, later he had a 
bunch of other stuff going on, and I never would have even 
thought in those days that a lot of professors would say no to 
students if they didn't look like they were going to have a 
very promising career. But John just didn't think that way. 
So then he turned out to be terribly nice and, of course, 
extremely learned, and one of the first things I did was drop 
the seminar of the horrible Leon Howard and take the 
seminar of the estimable Mr. Espey. He was doing one on 
contemporary poetry, because his field of interest was Ezra 
Pound. And I think I've said, written in "Dreaming" and stuff, 



that I don't remember anything about that seminar except 
that he was talking about Yeats one day, and he talked about 
auras and colors and the beneficial uses of colors, if you are 
a follower of Madame Blavatsky and all those people, and he 
talked about his Aunt Clara, who felt that she should be 
wrapped in yellow at night when she went to bed. So she 
had a four-poster bed and a big yellow banner, and she'd tie 
the banner to the four-poster bed and get out at the end of 
the room and roll herself up in the banner and then with her 
teeth kind of pull and then fling herself onto the bed, 
wrapped up in this yellow satin. And that's all I know about 
Yeats. [laughs] 
I mean, but he would just tell these wacky stories, and 
people would just--you'd go in at three and you'd come out 
at six, and you would just be blasted because you would 
have laughed so hard. I mean, that's the only thing I can 
really remember about it, and it's not as though he--he knew 
everything, but he also had this other way of, kind of an 
inverted pride, which is like, "I know whose fault it is; you're 
stupid." It's more like he had this incredible pride that he 
was by far the smartest person in the room, but that he 
would only let you know that under the most dire 
circumstances. You know, he didn't want word of that getting 
out, and he presented himself as a very frivolous and giddy, 
even silly man. 
I remember one time--when we did have conversations in his 
office, I was always just terrified, because he was so smart, 
and then I was also very, very shy. But I remember I was 
talking about my Chinese family and Richard and how people 
would say, "Ai, ya," and he said, "Yes, I've often gotten 
through entire conversations saying nothing more than, 'Ai, 
ya.'" And I said, "You mean you really don't speak Chinese?" 
I was just like--and then he got very huffy, and then he just 
spoke for about ten minutes in Chinese, just like, "If you 
must know, yes, I'm fluent, thank you very much, in the Wu 
dialect." But then that was just the end of it. It's like you 
were supposed to know how smart he was without him lifting 
a finger. That was part of the way he dealt with it. 



And sometimes I've tried that, but with a woman it doesn't 
work very well, because, of course, women play dumb all the 
time, so they just think, "Well, you're stupid like the rest of 
them." It doesn't have the same--the resonance is just 
completely-- 

Collings 
Now, was he from an English family? 

See 
No, he wasn't, although he had been a Rhodes scholar. He 
was born and raised in Shanghai, and his father and mother 
were Midwestern, pretty--when they went to China, they 
were very naive, well, Presbyterian missionaries. You can 
imagine. But the Chinese culture really rubbed off on them, 
and they probably learned--what John said is that he learned 
much more from China than they ever taught China. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
You know, they learned about food, and they learned about--
well, they had a lot of Western culture. He used to say that 
his dad was a member of the learned clergy. He wasn't an 
idiot. He'd had a very good education, and he knew Latin and 
Greek and Aramaic. But he was crazy, which I'm going to 
talk about in a minute. But John was born and raised as a 
member of this, not just one missionary family, but a big 
Presbyterian missionary compound on the outside of 
Shanghai, called South Gate, and it was just outside the 
South Gate of Shanghai. So he was raised really with a 
bunch of very devout but also, from what I can tell, very 
interesting people. 
A lot of single maidens would go out to the mission field, 
because there was nothing for them at home, and then they 
got to live--I mean, they lived in a kingly fashion. John was 
raised in a mansion that they couldn't have afforded back 
here by any means. But they had like a big marble thing 
going on. I mean, it couldn't have been marble, but the 
photographs of it are just, you know, it's white and 
shimmering and enormous, and verandas all around, and 
southern columns, and just very gorgeous. 



And then there were these goofy, very independent single 
ladies, and his mother had come out as a single lady, not as 
a missionary but as a teacher, to teach in the most revered 
women's private school, Miss Jewel's School, and she was 
there for several years before she met and married John 
Espey, Sr., who was cracked. I mean, that was the trouble 
with him is that he was cracked. He really believed that--he 
was not naive enough to be a fundamentalist in a sense that 
he believed everything in the Bible, but he believed all that 
Calvinist stuff, that you were either saved or you weren't 
saved, and-- 

Collings 
Predestination. 

See 
Yes, thank you, TULIP, all of that, but I can't remember what 
TULIP stands for, something, something, you're 
unregenerate something, something, IP. I can't remember, 
but it means that you're unregenerate and that you're saved 
at the whim of the creator. So they had a very, very nice life 
until the point where they didn't, which is when--and some 
of this is a little foggy to me, but it should be talked about, 
because it certainly had an influence on all of us--Mr. Espey, 
the elder, got more and more wacky. And they were all very 
just wacky to start with. There would be family prayers every 
night, and everybody would be on their knees, and it would 
be my turn and I'd say, "Oh heavenly father, please tell Jane 
that her V-neck is a bad choice, because it's immodest in the 
extreme." All right? And then you'd say, "Oh heavenly father, 
now that we're talking about it, please tell Carolyn to mind 
her own business." 

Collings 
Oh, boy. 

See 
So that's how they got everything aired out was on their 
knees in front of the heavenly father every night after 
dinner. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 



So they were cracked, you know. I mean they were highly 
cracked. And the mother evidently was not. She was on 
speaking terms with reality, but the dad wasn't. So then 
various things happened from that. John was sent to 
boarding school so that his father could save more souls and 
wouldn't have to be distracted by his children. But mainly, 
John's father had a nervous breakdown. I think it was before 
John went away to England, but his father jumped off the 
fifth floor of a building and succeeded in breaking every bone 
in his body but not killing himself. But he did that because he 
was sure that he wasn't saved anymore, so then he thought 
he had to do this. But then he lived and then had to become 
this tiresome burden on everybody, but he was terribly 
happy because he thought that God had saved him. 
So meanwhile, the Japanese are coming over. Everybody had 
to-- 

Collings 
Yes, I was asking when was this, 1949 or what have you? 

See 
His folks had to leave under gunfire. Right around this time, 
he was being a Rhodes scholar. He came over here to 
Occidental for four years, and that's how he got to know Los 
Angeles. There was no reason for him to be in Los Angeles 
except he loved Oxy because it was a Presbyterian school. 
But he knew that he'd be able to be on his own for the first 
time and be in a city. But he brought, like to his dorm he 
brought oriental rugs and plenty of silver and porcelain. You 
know, he just didn't know anything about American life at all, 
because he'd never been here. He'd been in the Midwest for 
a year on a furlough when he was like eleven, something like 
that, but in general, he knew nothing about life. So he came 
over with, like, an oriental princeling. I mean, he just didn't 
get it. It took him a long time to get it, and he never was 
entirely at ease in America, or at least so he would say. 
So then he became a Rhodes scholar, and he loved that. He 
was just crazy about that. Then somewhere in there at Oxy 
he took up with this very pretty, cute girl, and again, I have 
no idea what really came down, but he said that it was her 
idea that they should get married, and then he went off to 



England and kept writing her these letters saying, "I don't 
think that we should--we're awfully young." And she would 
say, "It's going to be so marvelous when we get married and 
settle down." And so he couldn't--this is, again, only what he 
would say--he couldn't sneak out of it. So then he was 
married when he got back from being a Rhodes scholar. Very 
soon after that, he married--what's her name [Alice Espey]. 
[laughs] How terrible is that? I know it, I just can't 
remember--his first wife, and then they were married for 
thirty-five or thirty-seven years. 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
And they had two kids. And then John, when he was in his 
thirties, after he'd had these kids, he came down with his 
first terrible depression. And he had thought he was an 
atheist. He was a professed atheist, because he thought, "If 
I'm an atheist, I won't have religious melancholia. There's no 
way that will happen to me." And he just didn't figure into 
the equation--because nobody really thought that way, and I 
guess he was so molded by religion that he thought it had to 
be the religion that had done this to his dad. And he and his 
sister, when he was five and his sister was seven, they 
shared a nursery, and one of them looked over at the other 
one after lights were out--they must have been praying 
downstairs or something--and one of them said to the other, 
"Do you believe any of this stuff?" And the other one said, 
"No, do you?" "No." So then they had to keep that a secret in 
the house and a secret between the two of them for as long 
as they lived, that they didn't believe in God, that they were 
stone atheists, because they just couldn't say that to their 
dad, who was a missionary for heaven's sake. It could not 
come up, that subject could not come up. 
So anyway then when John was in his thirties and he was 
teaching, he'd already moved over, and I may not have 
these dates correctly. It doesn't matter. He taught at Oxy for 
a long--he came back from being a Rhodes scholar and went 
right to work at Oxy and got married, had these kids, then 



had his first round of depression that lasted about nine 
months, and there was nothing you could do at that time. 

Collings 
Yes. That must have been really frightening. 

See 
Oh, it must have been torture, torture for him. And he would 
say, "There's nothing like it. There's no way to describe it. 
It's as though all the lights in the world have gone out, that 
there's no reason to live at all and that you just have to do 
it." I was there. I mean, I knew him during one of these 
depressions, but that was later. He was over at UCLA. It was 
before they had antidepressants. But he told me that in 
particular classes that he would think, "I can't do it," and 
then he would go in and teach and he would be wonderful, 
and then he would go back to being horribly, horribly 
depressed. And then he had these two kids who would then 
grow up to have very serious cases of manic depression, 
both of them, so it's one of the main, the main bad thing 
that he and I had to deal with. 
But I didn't know any of that stuff when he was just my 
dissertation adviser, and I just adored him, and I didn't know 
really how much I did adore him. I didn't know how crazy I 
was about him. But we have the letters, which is kind of 
great, because I have--the letters that I'm talking about are, 
Tom and I went down to Mazatlan for a year. During that 
time, John and I wrote each other all the time. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
And they are wonderful letters. But as I read them now, it's 
just embarrassing. I mean, I'm just really saying, "Save me," 
you know. But he was in no position to save anybody. He 
was married to a woman who had never done him any harm 
and who he loved very much, and she had double breast 
cancer-- 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 



--and the doctor told him, and I don't know where doctors 
get these crackpot ideas-- 

Collings 
Yes, like five years to live or something. 

See 
He said eight years. And how anybody--but, in fact, that 
turned out to be the case. And she didn't know it. It was one 
of those scenarios where they told the husband but not the 
wife. 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
So then he said that he--he was not the kind of person to-- 

Collings 
So she never knew until the end? 

See 
That's it. And at the very, very end, she was a librarian, and 
she was very active in the UCLA Library. 

Collings 
What was her name? 

See 
Alice Espey. There, Alice, Alice Espey, and she had lots of 
like followers and cohorts, and the one thing that John said 
he did ask her at one point--the kids were--they weren't 
getting out of hand in the sense of being delinquents, but 
they were wacky in the extreme. I'm thinking how much can 
I say. I think I can say that. They would never argue that. 
They were wacky in the extreme. They had terrible problems 
going to school. They had terrible problems getting it 
together, like getting their act together, like getting their 
clothes on in the morning and going to school and, of course, 
making friends, they just couldn't. They couldn't do that. 
They were messed up, and no one--you know, now there 
would be ways of addressing these problems, but then they 
were hardly recognized as problems. They were just like, 
"Oh, well, your kid has trouble making friends." But it was 
much more than that. They were both struggling, and one of 
them attempted suicide at the age of eight. 

Collings 



Oh, no. 
See 

Yes, terrible. So they were in bad shape. These kids were in 
bad shape, and John asked his wife to quit her job and stay 
home with them. He thought that would help. And she said, 
"No, I won't." And she, I'm sure, had very good reasons for 
doing that, that she was trying to save herself. His daughters 
have spoken to me about their home as being an unhappy 
home, but not in the sense that anyone was to blame for it. 
Nobody was cruel. In fact, if anything, they were extremely 
kind to each other. But they were all of them, to one degree 
or another, suffering from real serious clinical depression at 
various times, and they were in agony. They just couldn't--I 
mean, they did manage, but Mrs. Espey--they couldn't go 
out. And some of this is not--you know, I'm thinking what 
I'm saying. But I think it does pertain a lot to how we lived 
later. 
She couldn't leave the children, and she couldn't go on an 
airplane, so that meant they could never take a trip, and 
they could never go out to a movie without the kids. They 
could not. She wouldn't allow it, and she had her reasons. 
But that meant that they had a very circumspect life, and he 
had some trouble--I mean, he was beloved in the 
department, and he had some very close friends, but they 
weren't like couples. You know, couples would go over to 
each other's house. They didn't have that. They just couldn't 
have it, because they couldn't do it. This was not in the 
cards. 
So anyway, this stuff was going on and so, flash forward, I 
got my degree. I taught for two years at UCLA full-time, and 
John got me that job. I mean, he pulled--you're not 
supposed to do that, but he did that. 

Collings 
Well, it happens all the time. 

See 
It happens now, but it didn't happen then. 

Collings 
Oh, I see. 

See 



No, you weren't allowed to. If you got your degree at UCLA, 
you couldn't teach there. 

Collings 
Oh, it was a rule. I see. 

See 
Yes, yes. And he managed to--for two years while Tom was 
finishing his dissertation, I was teaching full time, and then 
Tom and I moved up to Topanga and then eventually we got 
the divorce and I started publishing stuff, and I would send 
him always, whenever I--I know like the first day I started in 
at Loyola, I had an article in "The Atlantic," and I thought it 
was so great that I was able to go into Loyola with my article 
in "The Atlantic." It looked so nice. 

Collings 
Absolutely. Yes. 

See 
And I sent John a copy. So anything I wrote, I sent him a 
copy, and I see that happens now. People, my students, will 
send me stuff. 

Collings 
That's great. 

See 
It's just, you know, you don't have anybody else who really 
understands what it is you're trying to do. Your parents don't 
really get it, like what it is you're trying to do. But your 
dissertation adviser understands what you're trying to do, 
because they've been pushing you all along, so I sent him all 
this stuff. And then I was being a divorced person going out 
with Harvard, and his wife died. 

Collings 
How long did she know that she was dying? 

See 
She knew she had cancer for eight years. 

Collings 
Oh, she knew. Because you said that the diagnosis was not 
shared. 

See 
She knew she had cancer. She had a double mastectomy. 

Collings 



Oh, yes, of course. 
See 

But they told her she would be fine. They got it all, 
everything was perfect, and nothing was ever going to 
happen again. 

Collings 
I see. 

See 
And then I guess the last year she began to get really, really 
sick, and then she spent--it was back in the day where you 
could really spend time in the hospital. She spent months, I 
guess, in a hospital, some months, I don't know, but a long 
time in the hospital, dying. And during that time, he got 
arrested for drunk driving, because he would drink a lot 
before he would go out to the hospital, and then he'd stop 
and drink on the way back, and some cop stopped him and 
told him to recite the alphabet, and he recited it backwards 
and he put him in jail. So he was very unhappy, but you 
never knew it. Also his parents were dying in an old-folks' 
home, and he and his sister, they were very--they just took 
insane care of each other, well, so that they just--he and his 
sister, every other weekend, somebody would always be out 
with them. It wasn't a nursing home. It was like a 
Presbyterian compound for retired missionaries. So he had 
his dying wife and his dying parents and his cracked kids. 
But he had published several novels, and he had also 
published these--his writing career was based on these 
wonderful reminiscences of life in Shanghai, comic 
reminiscences of being raised by these crackpot missionaries 
in Shanghai, and they got published in "The New Yorker." 
But again, he had no clue about what--he knew everything 
intellectually and very little about the practical world, but it 
didn't seem to matter. He contracted TB somewhere in this, I 
think before the kids were born, so he spent a year and a 
half in the TB sanitarium, and he had been writing these little 
things, but he had been putting off writing, the way people 
do. No, the kids were born. No, they weren't born. Doesn't 
matter. He was over with some other kids, and they were 
being young couples together before all this other stuff 



happened, and they started playing a game, if you wrote a 
book or the story of your life, what would it be called? And 
he said, "Minor Heresies." 

Collings 
That's a good title. 

See 
It is a wonderful title, and, in fact, it was the title of his first 
set of collected reminiscences. But as he started writing 
them, he would send them off to "The New Yorker," not 
knowing you're not supposed to send things off, you know, 
that nobody ever gets into "The New Yorker." He just got 
into "The New Yorker," and then he was published for about 
three or four years very regularly, which gave him a weird 
idea. This happens to a lot of us. It gives you a weird idea of 
where your success lies. You think, "Well, of course, I'm a 
genius, and so of course I would be in 'The New Yorker'." 
And you don't have any sense of like, no, this is a fluke. This 
is like you just got so incredibly lucky you don't even know 
what happened to you. 
Then he did three of these volumes of these collected 
reminiscences, again, published by Knopf. There was no 
better publisher. And by that time he was in the sanitarium, 
but he was like, "Well, of course, I'm a genius. What else 
would happen? I've already been a Rhodes scholar. I know 
I'm the smartest person on the block," sort of like Dash [ 
autistic grandson]. He reminds me of Dash in many ways, of 
just being like clueless but incredibly smart, but clueless. So 
then it came time for him to write an actual novel, and it 
turned out that he was quite depressed about life, and so he 
wrote this very elaborate Jamesian historical novel about a 
very interesting topic to him, probably nobody else, high 
society in Pasadena and what it was like to live a life of 
extreme elegance on the lip of the arroyo and how this--he 
was always fascinated with, like--because he always passed 
himself off one way or another as being a member of high 
Protestant society, which he really wasn't. But he knew all 
the rules of high Protestant society, and he looked like that, 
and he acted like that, and his language was like that, and 
he was charming, and so in his mind, that's what he was, 



when actually that wasn't true. But he wasn't being 
fraudulent. That's just what he sort of felt like that's what it 
was like. 

Collings 
But as you said in a previous session, because he was out 
here in the West, he was able to get away with it. 

See 
Exactly. He was able to invent himself the way he wanted to 
be, and there was nobody there to say--he didn't have my 
mother to say, "Are you kidding me? Your folks came from a 
dinky little town in the middle of nowhere, and their idea of 
high society is Sunday supper after services." So he didn't 
have that. So then his first novel came out, and I was one of 
his students then, and I know he was horribly upset, but he 
didn't have any sense of how--I mean, again, people are so 
touching in their supreme ignorance of life. Everybody is. He 
thought--and remember I was saying when my first novel 
came out, I thought the world would change and that people 
would come to my door with orchids and awards and 
everything, and it didn't happen, and I was bitterly hurt. And 
he felt the same way. He was like, "But I--I'm me." 
And that novel is extremely interesting, but you could also 
argue that it's not the best way to write about Los Angeles. I 
just have to say it. I mean, that's the truth. You said earlier 
people have concerns about truth. That is the truth, that 
maybe to put a very highly intellectual, introspective 
Jamesian gloss on people who come to live by the Arroyo 
Seco, it just doesn't fit necessarily. 

Collings 
Interesting. 

See 
And so he got mixed reviews, and nobody bought the book. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
Well, again, he didn't have a clue you're supposed to have a 
book signing. He didn't have a clue you're supposed to have 
a mailing list. He didn't have a clue--well, that's it--that 
you're supposed to get people to buy the book. I mean, he 



just didn't have that, and, of course, the person he was 
interested in academically is Ezra Pound, who would have 
been offended if anybody had understood what he was 
talking about. So he just got all huffy and sulky and was like, 
"Well, if they don't understand my book, humph." So then it 
was supposed to be one of five books, very ambitious, but he 
had a depression, and then the second book was called "An 
Observer," and it was published. It was one of those things. 
He had a contract for it, but nobody bought it, and his heart 
wasn't in it, and he dedicated it to himself, because he said, 
"I'm the only one who's interested in any of this." And he 
tried to make that funny, but, of course, that isn't really very 
funny when you do that. 
So that's where he was sort of in his career. He'd had the 
three volumes of reminiscences and the two novels, and then 
he had stopped writing because of all this other stuff that 
I've been talking about. And then his younger daughter went 
out, when she was seventeen or eighteen, on a Unitarian 
picnic, and had a one-night stand with some joker and found 
herself pregnant, elected to keep the baby, and John signed 
up to be the responsible adult for this baby. His wife died, 
but his wife had a chance to sort of say, "Hi, baby," and then 
she died, and then John was left with the responsibility of his 
younger daughter and the baby, like raising an entire new 
family. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
So, when his wife died, I called him up to say I was sorry, 
and he was extremely haughty, just about as snippy as I've 
ever heard him, and he said, "Yes, people have been calling 
here. Women have been calling. They don't have the decency 
to wait until the body is cold." And I thought, "Well, fuck 
you, Jack," and I stopped sending him little samples of my 
work. I was just--and I'm sure that I did that, because of 
course I was saying, "Yes, here I am," because he had been-
-there's like, I hadn't really consciously thought about it, but 
when you are divorced, there are maybe five or six people 



that are on your Rolodex, that if a wife dies or if somebody 
gets a divorce or if, god forbid, somebody's-- 

Collings 
Struck by lightning? 

See 
--they're attacked, yes, a wild-animal attack, whatever, that 
that might be somebody you might think about. But it was 
very, very submerged. But when he said that, I was really 
irritated enough that I didn't write to him or anything. 
So then a year after his wife died, he called and asked if he 
could come up to the house, and I said, "Sure." People were 
coming up to the house all the time. I think I told you about, 
like, the colonel from the Pentagon with his Twinkies. I 
mean, they would just kind of stroll up. There would be these 
weird guys. They'd stroll up, something would happen or not, 
you know, whatever. And I was seeing Harvard, but on a 
very off-and-on kind of basis. And John brought a great big 
paper bag. He had a bottle of tequila and a bottle of scotch 
and all of the postcards and letters I had ever sent him-- 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
--and a photograph album of him in mountain-climbing gear, 
because he'd been with his brother-in-law recently mountain 
climbing, to show that he was in good physical shape. He 
wanted to tell me that he was in good physical shape, but 
actually he had walking pneumonia. The stress had just--for 
the first few weeks that we were together, I would just touch 
him and his temperature would go up. He was just such a 
weird little guy. He was so bizarre. So he just laid it out for 
me of, like, "Well, we should spend the rest of our lives 
together." And I was like, "What are you talking about? I 
don't even know you. Where did you get this idea?" And he 
said, "You've been telling me all along. Here are the letters." 
And there was a picture of me in the front yard--I think I 
mentioned it--of me looking at some pigs in Mazatlan, I'm 
irritated with some pigs, and there are a couple of pigs going 
through the front yard. And he pulled out that picture and he 
said, "Ever since I saw that picture, I knew, and I told my 



daughters, if there was ever going to be another woman in 
my life, it would be you." 
So this is a whole lot different from these guys who take you 
out to a dinner party and you're one of seven people, and 
then they take you home and they say you're too old for 
them, or any of the other, just the flotsam of those weird 
people that I met when I was divorced. 

Collings 
And particularly during that period. 

See 
Yes, in the sixties and all of that, I mean, he was just a 
complete throwback. He'd say things like, "Your Japanese 
millionaire is thinking of you." He said that to me on the 
phone once, and I was so off balance with him, because he 
was my dissertation director, and I didn't want to say, "What 
are you talking about?" I would say, "Can you tell me what 
you're talking about?" Then it turned out that he had sent 
me a book "How To Become A Millionaire" in Japanese, but I 
had never gotten that book. But he thought that then he got 
all, "She doesn't love me." I mean, he wasn't very well. 
So then we started to go out, and it was very, I mean, it was 
a very big deal in my life, just a huge deal in my life, 
because for one thing I had really felt--and I know I just 
sound like Dash, but I had really felt in my own life that I 
was smarter than anybody I had ever met, with the possible 
exception of my dad. But there was no question, you know. I 
mean I thought, "Well, I look funny, and I don't have any 
money, but I am smarter than anybody I've ever met." 
And that's funny. I was just e-mailing a woman today who 
I've been friends with since graduate school, and I said, 
"How can I miss you so much when we haven't seen each 
other in a dozen years?" And she wrote back this wonderful 
reply that said, "Outside of the kids," outside of her kids, 
"you and Ed," her present husband, "are the most important 
people in my life. There's not a day that I would go by and 
not think of you," and that what we've really done in our 
lives is just become more of ourselves and so there's no 
question of us having to catch up if we meet each other, 
because we'll know exactly who we are. 



So I would say with the possible exception of my dad and 
Judy Albaum-Ross --and we were convinced, and we still are 
convinced that we're the smartest people we know. I mean, 
that's just between the two of us. If we could hire out 
questions of math to somebody else, if we could have them 
as a consultant, we would know everything in the world 
worth knowing, which is just huge hubris, but I mean, again, 
I just have to--if you're going to tell the truth, there it is. 
But with John, I just had to think, no, man. Everything I've 
ever thought about myself and my own intelligence and my 
own ability to get on in the world and my own ability to like 
people and love people and care about people and do the 
right thing, and even pass in polite society as a civilized 
human being, all of that is called into question because of 
Mr. Espey. And I'll just say, for instance, I have 165 IQ. He 
has 212, 212, so he's like off the chart over here 
somewhere. But he couldn't drive down to the music center 
without having a heart attack. I mean, the real world just-- 

Collings 
Befuddled. 

See 
--befuddled him. It just made him--also, he was like so 
good, and he used to be called a saint, but he was saintly in 
his behavior. Well, I mean, like the way he took care of his 
wife. Or there was a moment in time where he had to tell his 
daughter, "I can't give you any more money because I don't 
have any more. I have given you and your son all the money 
I have." And he wasn't speaking figuratively. He had--again, 
we were talking earlier about somebody selling the house to-
-he had sold his house and given all of his money to Susan, 
to support Susan and her son in a manner to which they 
became accustomed. 

Collings 
To which they became accustomed. 

See 
He gave everything. Once he liked you, he gave everything, 
and sometimes that would be very disconcerting. You'd say, 
"I really just could stand a little split-pea soup," and he 



would get in the car and drive up to Anderson's Split Pea 
Soup a hundred miles away. 

Collings 
Oh, no. 

See 
I mean, he didn't have a sense of--I mean, he gave you 
everything he had and was extremely civilized. So also for 
his memorial service or his memorial party, Clara wrote this 
incredible thing talking about how he civilized us, that we 
had really been acting--we'd been living like a bunch of wild 
animals up there in the canyon, and he just taught us that 
we had to have fruit juice in the refrigerator, and he taught 
us that you don't yell at each other. 
I mean from the Tom Sturak culture to the John Espey 
culture is just extraordinary. And one of the things he did 
with Tom--in this very first two or three weeks, Tom would 
come in. He loved to swagger into the house and open up 
the refrigerator and crack open a beer. You know, it's like 
guys pee on the street, just to show that it's still his house. 
And I think I was telling you that in the little house, he would 
pace up and down and say, "Half of this house is mine." And 
I'd scream out the window, "But the other half is mine. Get 
off my half of the property." So at one point he came in and 
he did that, and I got all weepy and said to John, "You know, 
I just will never get free of this monstrous man. I can't make 
him go away. He's just so brutal, I don't know what to do." 
And he asked out Tom, and it tickled Tom to death. He took 
Tom to lunch, and you just would have to know Mr. Espey, 
but he said, "You know, Tom, we've known each other for 
many years, and I respect you very much--" 

Collings 
All right, here we go. 

See 
So he said, "I respect you very much as a human being, 
Tom, and we've known each other for years. But if you come 
into the house without knocking again, I shall have to hit 
you." And he's telling it to Mr. Boxing Maniac violent 
husband, nineteen rounds in the Navy, of which he won 
eighteen, and Tom just said, "Yes, sir. Okay." [laughs] And 



then he told me later, and he just was laughing. He said, "I 
just couldn't believe it. Espey said he was going to hit me if I 
came in here." 

Collings 
But you were already divorced from Tom, or were you 
separated? 

See 
Yes, we'd been divorced for eight years, and I'd been mainly 
going out with Harvard but all these other people as well. But 
Tom would just--I see that I could have locked the door, but 
then he would have knocked on the door and what could I 
have said, "Go away"? It wasn't going to happen that way. 
He just barged in, went over, opened up a beer. 

Collings 
Now, how old were you when you became seriously involved 
with John? 

See 
I was just about forty. 

Collings 
So this was mid-seventies? 

See 
Yes, and he was sixty-two, I believe. Yes, it was mid-
seventies, and I think I was forty. So then we went out 
together for three or four months, and there was this worry 
with his pneumonia, because he was always very worried 
about his lungs because of the TB, and he talked about the 
depressions and I would listen, but I didn't listen very--I 
didn't listen. 

Collings 
Right. You didn't want to hear it anyway. 

See 
No, I really didn't. So then right around our birthdays, which 
was in January--mine was the thirteenth and his was the 
fifteenth--he proposed marriage, and we went out and 
bought rings, and driving home he said, "I hope this is a 
good idea." And I was like, "Well, I hope so too." We just 
were--I mean, I think I would say I was in love, whatever 
that--I mean, that's such a weird--I don't even know what it 
means, but we were certainly not ourselves. And anyway, 



that night, by that night he was face down in the living room, 
sobbing, and I mean, this was Mr. Espey, and I can't even 
tell--you know, the most dignified person I've ever met in 
my life, sobbing uncontrollably, saying, "I can't marry you. I 
have to kill myself." And I was saying, "But why? What? 
What is it? What's so terrible?" And, I mean, of course part 
of me is thinking--it's like the guy who lost consciousness--I 
was thinking, well, yet another nut case. It looked good for a 
while, but just yet another berserk-o. And then he said, "You 
know those family quilts I have been telling you about, those 
family quilts I've brought over here to put on the bed?" And I 
was like, "Yes, I know, they're right here." And he said, 
"They didn't belong to the family," cry, cry, cry, cry. "They 
only belonged to close friends." Cry, cry, cry, cry. And that's 
when I noticed he was out of his mind, just crazy as they 
come, Mr. Lunatic. 
And then he went into a very severe clinical depression for 
about three months. But we went around--it was just about 
the time that people were just beginning to get the hang of 
antidepressants and stuff like that, but also not enough 
people, so that he went to one doctor who said, "If you 
would just start chanting." This was a regular, like a white 
Protestant guy, but he said, "If you just would start chanting, 
you'd feel better." Another one was like, "If you just had 
some physical exercise, you would feel better." 
I came down with viral pneumonia, I remember. I just was 
so sick, because I just thought--I mean, I don't know, but I 
know in the middle of this we would go to doctors and then 
he'd come out and say, "Well, they have nothing for me. I'm 
going to have to kill myself." And I was kind of resentful, I 
guess, because I partly thought, man, don't I have enough 
to deal with? I mean, on a selfish level I was just like, "This 
is really the last straw. I mean, I just can't be dealing with 
this guy's insanity. It's just too much. I don't know what--." 
On the other hand, I really, really loved him, whatever that 
means, and he was staying over at another professor's house 
so that he wouldn't kill himself. 
But I know I went to Oregon on an assignment with this viral 
pneumonia, and I remember I was just about as sick as I've 



ever been in my life, and John was home with another 
professor friend of his, so I didn't see him for about three 
months. We would talk every day, and he would tell me he 
was going to kill himself, and I would just say, "Try not to do 
that." And it became pretty clear that it wasn't right for us to 
get married, that that was the-- 

Collings 
Trigger. 

See 
Yes, that that was what had--because even though he was 
an atheist, he was a Presbyterian, and he felt like you only 
get married once. And he had only had one other woman in 
his life, the end. He wasn't that kind of a person. And so if I 
was going to--I mean, he just couldn't get married. That was 
one of the things. Actually, I think I was the one who pointed 
out to him that that was one of the things that had 
happened, that obviously we just couldn't get married. And 
he was at such pains to point out to me that he really loved 
me, that, in fact, if it came to, like, which woman did he 
prefer, that I came first in his affections, even though he felt 
terrible about saying it, but he was hung up with like the 
idea of telling the truth, unless he was the biggest liar I ever 
met, that he wanted to tell me that I came first in his 
affections but that he already was married. So it didn't 
bother me. I was more than happy not to get married, 
because it had never been all that great. 
So then time went by. We saw each other little, little bits 
after this about three months of not seeing each other, and 
then I heard about a house in Old Canyon and I went to look 
at it, and it was very much like the old house, but it was 
civilized. It had a driveway that you could drive to it, 
because that was another thing. I mean, John couldn't--he 
was in frail health, and he couldn't be going up and down. 

Collings 
He couldn't manage the path. 

See 
No, no. Then also he drank a little, and he tended to fall, and 
he fell a couple of times, so it was just not a good idea. So I 
found this house that I just fell in love with, and I called him 



up and got Clara out of school, and we went to the Inn of the 
Seventh Ray to have lunch, and in front of Clara I just said, 
"Well, would you like to come and just live with me and just 
pay the rent and be my roommate?" and with Clara, and, 
"What do you think?" And he was, "Well, let me take a look 
at the house." Then after lunch we drove over to the house 
and he was just thinking--he really was so considerate of us. 
He so much didn't want us to be burdened with this terrible 
insanity that he knew was going to be a part of his life for 
the rest of his life. 
By that time he had gotten on some antidepressants and 
they were taking hold just a little bit, and this had never 
happened to him before, but he had no reason to believe 
that it would actually go on and that it would actually work, 
so it was a huge gamble for him. But I tried to make it just 
as casual as possible. And then I said to him hundreds of 
times, "You know, like marriage has done nothing but treat 
me badly. I've never seen a good marriage." And then there 
would be a pause and he'd say, "I've never seen a bad one." 
I mean, that's how far away we were from each other. He 
really had never seen a bad marriage. He'd only seen people 
treat each other decently, and I had really rarely seen that. 
So he had lots of reasons to not want to--he had messed up 
with me--also including he was just about to retire, but also, 
I mean, looked at from the campus point of view, there's 
nothing lower than a guy who takes up with one of his 
graduate students. It's so scummy, and yet here he was 
doing that, which he had never in a million years thought he 
would do, and that meant his whole circle of friends were 
very--you know, I would say, "I'm the world's oldest living 
floozy in their eyes." I was just--I don't know what they 
thought--a schemer, that kind of person. 
But anyway, we moved into this house, and he was amazing 
to Clara. Lisa by this time had moved out and was with her 
boyfriend on a Greek island, so he just had Clara to deal 
with, and Clara was very forthright, and she just said, "I'm 
jealous of you. I'm jealous of you. I've had my mother to 
myself all this time." 

Collings 



How old was Clara? 
See 

She was maybe eight, eight or nine, something like that. 
See 

So we just started putting this life together. Like one of the 
things, like Tom and I had always sort of--there's a little 
game we would play about how little can we do around the 
house, just how little could we do. And John--it was just 
really like driving on the freeway and going in reverse. He 
was playing this other whole game, which is, "How much can 
I do around the house and get away with it?" 

Collings 
That must have been quite a change. 

See 
It was just like, "What the hell?" It was so weird. I would get 
up in the morning and go to the bathroom, and he'd make 
the bed. And I mean, we had words about it, but I mean we 
finally ended up we would make the bed together, because 
he was always trying to get the drop on people, like who is 
the nicest person in the room? Well, and he always was. But 
I mean the trick that he played was that he was able to get 
other people to engage in this game, where he was just the 
kindest person that ever lived. 
And one of the things he did, because I was teaching at 
Loyola--Clara got off out of school and then she had an after 
school--there was a thing in the canyon of little kids, a 
theater group-- 

Collings 
Was it with the Theatricum Botanicum? 

See 
No, it was another bunch of people, and they met not in the 
Theatricum but up in the town at the Topanga Hall, the 
square or whatever it's called. So he would go there. He'd 
pick up all these kids from school and then he would drop 
them off, and then he would come back with a big sack of 
oranges and apples and nuts and cartons of juice. And 
everybody, the people in the canyon, they were scrabbly, 
hungry, tough little chimpanzees, you know, and they often 
they didn't get enough to eat. So they would fall on this food 



and then he would take them all home. This was day after 
day after day after day, as opposed to, say, Tom, who would 
say he was going to pick her up and not show. 

Collings 
This must have been like a revelation for you. 

See 
It was. 

Collings 
I can't even begin to think of what a shift in your world this 
was. 

See 
It was an utterly--I think if I hadn't had that buffer of 
Harvard, who was so kind in so many ways, I mean he just 
never did a mean thing in his life to me, and if I hadn't had 
seven years of therapy, because at one point I know I was 
raving at Dorothy saying, "There aren't any first-rate men. If 
there were just some first-rate men. If I only had a decent 
man in my life." And she looked up--she always had her 
needlework--and she looked up and said, "You wouldn't know 
what to do with a first-rate man," and just went back to her 
needlework, and I was like, "Oh, really?" like, "Oh, how 
embarrassing." And I didn't want to argue with her. I mean, 
she just was like, "There it is." But by that time, I mean, he 
was first rate, and it almost--it didn't kill me, but it certainly 
messed with every cell in my body. 

Collings 
How did it affect your creative output? 

See 
He was absolutely for everything I did. Now, that sounds like 
I'm idealizing him, but I don't believe that that's true. He 
loved my work. The only thing he didn't like was "The 
Handyman," but that was a lot longer, way farther down the 
line. He loved my work. He respected it. He went along with 
all these--oh, but then the other side of it is, like, I just have 
to say that he--at one point we were talking about getting 
together. This was still in that kind of planning stage, and I 
was saying to him, "Well, what would you like to do?" And he 
said, "I've always wanted to travel, and I haven't been able 
to travel since before I married Alice." And I said, "Well, we 



can travel." And he said, "I'd love to go to China. I'd love to 
go back to China." And I said, "Well, we can do that. They're 
just opening up the country. We can do that." And then he 
said something like, "I'd love to start writing again." And I 
said, "Oh, well, you can do that." 
And that was the other side, I mean what I gave him was 
very concrete. And then I also dragged him off to this crazy 
seminar that we went off together, those Leo Sunshine 
seminars, where you can have anything that--you deserve 
the very best and now is the time for it, and he really took 
that stuff to heart, because even though he was the smartest 
person in the world, he didn't necessarily know how to get 
anything for himself. He, in fact, didn't think you were 
supposed to have anything for yourself. So he would say, "I 
get rattled. You have to understand, I get rattled." And I 
said, "Well, you know," I would say, "I get rattled, too, but 
with two of us together it won't be so bad." 
And we were able to travel very, very well from the very 
beginning, and it is true that when one of us would freak, the 
other one would not. We hardly ever fought. I would say I 
would get drunk sometimes later on the relationship and 
argue about how his daughters were taking all of our money, 
but he would just sit there and listen. I mean, he wouldn't 
argue back, and he wouldn't defend himself. He would just 
listen. 
But what we started from the very beginning--I have to say 
one of our first times we were together, we went to Catalina. 
I made a little list. We went to Catalina, and we were both so 
nervous with each other. I mean, it wasn't like just a regular 
relationship as in you go out and you're excited. I mean, we 
were just--it was like kind of a life and death for him, really, 
because of the depression, and it really meant a lot to me, 
because it was like giving up everything that I'd ever 
believed about life. 

Collings 
That's right. 

See 
And it really was. And I think if it weren't for Dorothy-- 

Collings 



Your therapist. 
See 

Yes. I'm talking about it as though it's like hugely important, 
but I can just say that it was important to me. It was my life, 
and it was hugely important, and he was really asking me to 
believe that the world was largely made up of decent people 
and that half of those people were men, that they were 
decent, that they were very decent men, and that not only 
that, most people behaved in a decent fashion, I just hadn't 
met too many of them. And I'd had a lot of fun in graduate 
school, and parts of what Tom and I had done were fun, but 
I knew that he was really at bottom quite a treacherous 
person, and I think I was at bottom quite a treacherous 
person as well, that that's where you're moving from. 
And my dad took it as a real rejection or a real threat, 
because this is the only person I had ever loved on a par 
with my dad, and he also, for him, he took it as a real 
rejection that my philandering days were over. So he said--I 
wrote about this in "Dreaming" where he said, "Penny, you're 
hanging it up?" And, yes, I was hanging it up, and that also 
just meant just saying goodbye to a whole way of life, and 
that plus the drugs. I mean, John drank an awful lot and so 
did I, but no more drugs. 

Collings 
Right. It sounds like you were well equipped to handle the 
shifting sands of the sixties and seventies, and then it 
became time to precisely hang it up-- 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
--as so many others were, and you found the perfect person 
to do that with. 

See 
Yes, and to become a respectable human for maybe the first 
time in my life, really, because all of Richard's life was based 
on being an outsider, and Tom was just a very violent--he 
was nice in many ways, but a very violent person, and 
Harvard was kindness itself, but he was completely an 
outsider, just a weird bird. And John had been able--you 



know, John was a Rhodes scholar. That's just a whole other 
way of dealing with things. 
And so anyway, with the writing, he absolutely supported 
everything I did. So after Catalina we went to Hawaii to visit 
some friends of his. That was the first time he'd been out of 
the country in forty years, something like that, and was just 
amazed; thirty-seven years. And then we traveled a lot. We 
went to China in 1980 when things were still pretty-- 

Collings 
Iffy. 

See 
Yes. And he would gather crowds because-- 

Collings 
Oh, his height and his complexion. 

See 
--when we got into Shanghai, I mean, yes, he just looked 
like mister English gentleman with his little tweed jacket. 
And then he'd approach some woman on the street and say, 
"What an incredibly beautiful baby you have. But then, of 
course, I can understand why, because his mother is so 
exquisite." And she just would say like, "Call the cops!" I 
mean she just would be frantic, because here would be this 
foreign devil-- 

Collings 
Right, speaking Chinese. 

See 
--speaking Chinese, this old-timey, pre-revolutionary flirting, 
you know, this weird way--you didn't talk that way-- 

Collings 
Anymore. 

See 
No. And-- 

Collings 
Post-cultural revolution. 

See 
--I told him he'd end up in jail if he went on like this. Then 
we went back to the mission. 

Collings 
Oh, it was still standing? 



See 
Yes. The buildings were still standing. One half of it was a 
high school for mediocre students, and the other was a high 
school for highly gifted students, and his house had been 
bombed, but the other parts were still there. And the people, 
the principals of the high school came out and they were just 
blown away, because here was somebody from the olden 
days. And then John got to the place where their house was, 
and he said in Chinese, "The monkey people bombed us." 
And, of course, you're not supposed to say that anymore, 
but that was the only word he knew for the Japanese. And 
this Chinese guy patted him on the shoulder, unheard of in 
Chinese culture that one guy pat another, but he did it. "Your 
house was destroyed." So we just traveled all over. 
And then I have to say that the teaching, I want to say just a 
little bit about the teaching. He was the best teacher by far I 
ever had. I would say that [unclear]. He was instinctively a 
marvelous teacher, but a lot of how I learned about 
teaching--I mean, John was so beloved. He was just adored 
by his students, because he would do anything. He lent his 
students money and gave them gifts. I mean, his boundaries 
were all screwed up, of course. But his whole way of 
teaching was to--if you were laughing, you were learning 
something. Your mind was open because you were laughing. 
You were defenseless. And so he kept his students always 
laughing, and I have to say I was a teacher for many years 
and always got--I am going to talk a little bit more. Well, I'm 
obsessed with this guy. 

Collings 
Of course. 

See 
I was an exceptionally good teacher if the evaluations mean 
anything, and I got it from John, and I know how to do it, 
and so that's like taking what you do on a personal level and 
giving it to a class. And I know so many teachers who hate 
their students and at the very best are indifferent to their 
students. But he took the position when he was teaching, if 
you were in his class, you came under that umbrella of he 
would do anything for you. So when he died, there were 



people who came from all over the country, his ex-students 
who just had to be there, because, oh, again, money comes 
to mind, but it wasn't just money. He would put them up at 
the house. One crazy lady he drove for miles. She was 
getting on the train to go to her first teaching job. That was 
that Bible woman. And he bought her five pounds of 
chocolate, because in his novel, "The Anniversaries," he had 
somebody coming across the country the other way with 
nothing but a gallon of rye and a ham, and he felt like, well, 
he couldn't give that to this lady but that she ought to have 
provisions, so he got her like five pounds of designer 
chocolate, and he drove all the way from--they were living 
close to Ventura at that time, and he drove down to the train 
station, and she said, "I'm allergic to chocolate." [laughs] 

Collings 
Oh, no. 

See 
But that's the kind--I mean, he would do anything for his 
students, and I've tried to do that for my writing students. 
I've tried to say, "Anything I can do," and I can do less and 
less, because I know less and less people in the publishing 
world, but if you are a student of mine, then there is a 
contract, anything I can do for you for as long as either one 
of us are alive, if I can do it, I'll do it. And I learned that 
from John. 

Collings 
It's a wonderful generosity of spirit. 

See 
Well, yes, it is, and I learned it from John, and then the deal 
is, they're supposed to do that for other-- 

Collings 
They're supposed to transmit it, yes. 

See 
Yes, and especially between writers, you know, anything you 
can do to help another writer you must do, and he kind of 
formalized that. He made that very clear. So living with him 
was really terrific. 
And then at some point, Lisa got broken up with by her 
boyfriend, and she had to come home and live with us, and 



she didn't want to do that. And for a while she was sitting at 
the top of the driveway and she was crying. She wouldn't 
come in the house. And she'd had a very hard childhood in 
the sense of it being very demanding, because I was 
teaching and I was writing, and so she was the babysitter. 
She had to take care of Clara, and she really worked awfully, 
awfully hard. I haven't talked very much about the kids, but 
I have them down here that I'm going to talk about them. 
But she had a very demanding life when she was younger, 
and she wouldn't come in the house until we made some 
rules that we would treat her exactly as an adult and not as 
a child, and that no more babysitting no matter what, under 
any circumstances, and a few other things I can't remember, 
but they were things that, again, it was kind of hard for her 
at first to like move into a house where there was a strange 
man and it wasn't her house anymore. 

Collings 
And how old was she? 

See 
She was in her twenties. She'd been off. She'd lived on the 
island of Patmos with her boyfriend, and as I understand it, 
she had been bugging him--I'm sure there are a million other 
things, but in terms of this--she had been bugging him to 
write a great American novel, and he had been fool enough 
to say at one point that he was going to write the Great 
American Novel. So she sort of thought, well, all right, then 
I'll be the wife or the girlfriend of some--and she had a very 
clear idea from the very beginning that she was going to be 
on talk shows, but she was going to be the wife of the great 
American novelist. And then Roy-- 

Collings 
Even being of her generation? 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
Because she was maybe just a little early. 

See 
Well, she was no stranger to the drug culture. That's all I can 
say. I mean, I can't say too much more, but I do remember 



one time we were all out at a dinner party and some idiot 
man was inveighing against, oh, teenage youth and what a 
terrible pickle they were in, and Lisa, who was stunningly 
beautiful as a teenager--she still is stunningly beautiful, but 
she was STUNNINGLY BEAUTIFUL, all caps, in those days, 
she was smoking a joint right behind him, standing in the 
doorway, and we're all listening to this guy, Arthur Addis, as 
he raves. And she looked at him and took this huge, you 
know, inhaled to where her lungs might burst and just blew a 
cloud of marijuana smoke, so he was enveloped but he didn't 
even see it. So she was very scornful, I guess. She was a 
scornful teenager in those days. 

Collings 
When was she born? What was her birth year? 

See 
Fifty-five. And so it's true that when she graduated at 
[William Howard] Taft [Senior High School], you looked down 
at the whole graduating class and it was like they had their 
own little smog thing, because they were all just smoking 
dope, back when it was young and cute. I mean, it was just 
like--she was so funny. Anyway, then she moved in, and 
maybe next time we should talk about Monica Highland, 
because that's-- 

Collings 
All right. Do you want to do that next time? 

See 
I think so, because it's four. 

Collings 
Yes, okay. 

1.7. Session 7 (November 4, 2010) 

Collings 
Here we are, November 4, 2010, Jane Collings and Carolyn 
See in Carolyn's home. And you were saying? 

See 
Well, I was saying that, to kind of cut sort of a blur of 
contentment for twenty-four out of twenty-eight years was 
really, really nice, that I could take a little break and talk 
about my friends and my daughters and Monica Highland-- 



Collings 
Yes, absolutely. 

See 
--and then that would sort of be a catch up to where we are. 
I was also thinking, I just got finished reviewing Nora 
Ephron's latest book-- 

Collings 
Oh, yes, I'd seen bits of it. 

See 
Yes. She's a very interesting woman. But I thought, there's a 
lady who is really a very traditional woman. She's just as hip 
as they can possibly be, as one can be, but she's also just 
extremely traditional, partly because she, well, just grew up 
in a particular time and place. And I was thinking that it's not 
weird, but it's just something that's true, that I've been kind 
of dividing this up according to the men I've been with, 
which is like, you know, not necessarily--I mean, I'm a 
writer. I could divide it up according to the books I wrote. 
You wouldn't find some guy saying, "Well, first there was 
Edna and then there was Estelle and then there was 
Dolores." They just don't do it that way. But I think that in 
some ways you can't beat what you were raised as. You can't 
beat who you are, because that just is who you are. 
So anyway, I'm aware of that weird traditional thing, and 
when I get to the last section of being like an old lady alone, 
that's ten years of time, I'll be talking about some of my 
women friends who cannot stand it. They can't stand being a 
woman alone, and there's a very high percentage of my 
friends who just couldn't take it and got married again, which 
is very--it goes against the statistics. There shouldn't be that 
many men around, but they found them. They just were like, 
"I find this situation intolerable, and I have to get married 
again." 

Collings 
Do you think that's a function of their generational 
upbringing? 

See 
Yes, I do, exactly, that when Gloria Steinem said, "A woman 
needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle," either she was 



wrong or a fish really does need a bicycle, in our case. And I 
just in the last week have been the target of yet another 
edifying sermon about how I really need to find a man, and I 
don't think I do. But then I was thinking, "Yeah, I think I 
don't, but then I'm still dividing my life up according to the 
men I knew." So this is like a little sherbet course. 

Collings 
Okay. [laughter] 

See 
And so I think I would just like to say that earlier I talked 
about Joan, Jackie, and Nancy, my friends from high school, 
and I think I'm lucky, and it may also be part of my 
traditional makeup or my conventional makeup or whatever, 
but I have set great value on these friendships. Even the 
people I don't like, I put a lot of--I value them for a certain 
reason, and of Joan, Jackie, and Nancy, two of them had 
their birthdays this week, Jackie and Nancy, and Jackie is the 
one that we would sleep under newspapers. She was the one 
who was so incredibly poor, and Joan was one of the two 
who was so incredibly beautifully brought up and who had 
her underwear stacked in thirds in the armoire and had 
music and books and art all over the house, and I admired 
her greatly for that. But some of the tables have turned, so 
she's having some economic downswings. And also, by now 
she drives me crazy, and I drive her crazy. [laughs] 

Collings 
Yes, after all this time. 

See 
Oh, my god. And we just saw each other. I mean, it was just 
like, oh, my god. Nonetheless, she stands for a certain 
element of domestic elegance, and her mother stood for 
incredible domestic order and refinement, I just have to say 
a certain kind of refinement and education. So now when 
Joan sort of sways from that, and she was very much a wild 
woman in her youth and is the heroine of my first novel, 
"The Rest is Done With Mirrors," and-- 

Collings 
Oh, she is the heroine? 

See 



Oh, yes. "Lorraine made every minute the beginning of a 
myth" is the first sentence, I think, of that, the first or 
second sentence of that book, and she had, back in the day 
when I was more, oh, I don't know, perhaps naive, I would 
listen to these stories and just bite them off in big chunks. I 
just thought they were terrific. She went with Richard and 
me to Europe, and we spent a year in Europe, and so she's 
always kind of been there. But again, we had a big rift in the 
seventies, I believe, when she said that Lisa's boyfriend had 
made a pass at her. I can't remember if I've mentioned or 
not. 

Collings 
No, no. 

See 
Oh, it was--she, like all the rest of us every once in a while, 
gets a little strung out, and it was, oh, actually, just when I 
had taken up with John. That was how it had worked. That's 
how it tended to work, because she said this in a 
consciousness-raising group, and I just kind of refuted it. I 
just kind of laughed at her, because she was by that time 
about forty-five, and Lisa was like a gorgeous nineteen-year-
old, and Lisa's boyfriend--and this is okay for me to--I mean, 
I am saying it for the public record or whoever would read 
this--Lisa's boyfriend wouldn't have touched her with a ten-
foot pole. She was an old lady from his point of view. But she 
insisted on it, and I didn't believe it and laughed at her, and 
she became furious and kind of unloaded maybe twenty 
years worth of anger at me. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
Yes. It was really quite amazing. And after that I took the 
position that I really never wanted to see her again. But she, 
it turns out, and I should have known anyway, in her world 
you scream like a maniac and you say unforgivable things 
and then everybody goes on as though it were nothing. So 
she took it badly that I took it badly. She was like, "Oh, for 
heaven's sake, grow up. I was just a little angry." And I was 
like, "I don't care. I'm never talking to you again." And it 



hurt me terribly, because I feel, I mean even now I sort of 
feel like husbands or boyfriends come and go, but your 
women friends are really the people you count on forever, or 
you have forever. 
So then we had a very sad phone call where she said, "Well, 
yeah, of course I lied, and I lied because I couldn't stand 
that you and John were together and happy." And it was true 
that we had had, for then about ten years, we'd had a very 
funny and easygoing relationship that had to do with the two 
of us being divorced mothers and hanging out with the kids 
and going to the China Palace over on Sepulveda a couple of 
nights a week with these scrabbly little kids, and we were a 
particular kind of family. I mean, see, for me it's hard to 
even remember, but we were divorced women, women alone 
with kids, and it really made her feel bad that now that was 
gone. It wasn't going to be two women alone with kids, 
because John, even though he liked Joan, or he liked her up 
until this, he disrupted that whole dynamic. 

Collings 
Yes, of course. 

See 
And so, I don't know, I would say I went for approximately 
another twenty years without really seeing her. And Jackie 
took it upon herself, I think just because she had nothing 
better--you know, I mean like within the realm of, "I have 
nothing better to do," she took it upon herself to make peace 
between us, and that's never really happened. But we do see 
each other on our birthdays and if somebody gets married, 
something like that. But I know that I'm still irritated enough 
that, like the last time we got together Nancy was out here, 
and it was Nancy's birthday, and I think I've even mentioned 
for this that Joan said, "I have a friend and she hates your 
books." She could hardly wait to tell me. But Nancy, during 
that same conversation, I think on the way over to lunch, 
because she was giving me a ride, said, "Well, Joan has told 
me that she's ready to forgive you." And I was still upset 
enough after all these years to say, "It was never a question 
of that. Joan can forgive people as much as she wants, but 



that's not the point." But I mean, I still feel it enough to get 
huffy. 
So I would say that there's Joan and Jackie and Nancy, and 
there was back when I was twelve, and I'm seventy-six and 
they're seventy-seven now, and we're still there. And I know 
that, I mean, Jackie is my oldest friend, and I believe I can 
count on her, and I believe she can count on me, and we 
know the dark secrets of our own childhood. We know how 
poor we were, how sad we were, how forlorn in the true old-
fashioned sense that we were, and then there's Joan, whose 
daughter shot herself--I don't want to orient it as in the 
middle of our quarrel, but I would say it is true, it happened 
to be in the middle of our quarrel, and her daughter shot 
herself. And it comes down to a very, very philosophical--
there's a philosophical difference between us, that Joan feels 
that life is a nightmare. 

Collings 
And the daughter died, I'm presuming. 

See 
She killed herself with a shotgun that her brother stupidly 
left around the house. But even before that, Joan absolutely 
felt that life was a nightmare, and I felt that it wasn't, so we 
just have really a strong philosophical difference. And to me, 
it seemed like it took kind of an interesting turn just this 
week, because Jackie's got this new husband for whom she 
has mixed feelings, as all of us do about the people in our 
family, and the husband's old brother-in-law has been acting 
eccentric, and they finally got it together to go over to his 
house, and he was in the tub, stuck in the tub, couldn't get 
out. 

Collings 
Oh, dear. 

See 
They yanked him out, the family yanked him out, and then 
they cleaned him up and put him in bed and then they went 
home, and on Monday, evidently--this was on a Saturday--
on Monday they began to think, "I wonder how Sid is." And 
after Jackie and Joan and I had gone to lunch, Jackie went 
over to see how Uncle Sid was, and, in fact, he'd fallen right 



back out of bed, was wedged under the bed, had been there 
so long he had the beginning of sores, and now he's in the 
hospital. And it's like I just was thinking, "This is a friendship 
that's lasted this long," and this, of course, prompted a 
bunch of conversations about, do we get these little things 
that you put around your neck, you know-- 

Collings 
The Life-- 

See 
Yes, the Life Alert, "I've fallen and I can't get up," those 
people. Do we do that now, or what do we do to ensure that 
we don't--because we're just like six inches away from Uncle 
Sid, poor little guy. So I would say that those women have 
been like bellwethers for me. Like they stand for me--I 
mean, they're so much more than that, but they stand for 
me as like signposts of how to live your life, as opposed to--I 
measure myself with them, or against them, up against 
them, not against them in a bad way. 

Collings 
They provide a sort of a relief-- 

See 
The contrast. 

Collings 
--a contrast. 

See 
Yes. And then I have another very, very dear friend that I 
didn't meet until graduate school, Judy Wilson Albaum Ross, 
who, again, shows up in "Mothers, Daughters," because Joan 
and I and Judy all fell in love with the same low life, and 
Joan would have nothing to do with him, because she was 
devoted to her children. I mentioned this earlier. He was a 
guy who-- 

Collings 
Right, who tried to wean women away from their-- 

See 
Away from their children, and Joan wouldn't have anything--
she was crazy, but she wouldn't have anything to do with 
him. She just sent him packing, as they say, and I went off 
with him for three months, and then Judy went off with him 



for seven years and left the kids at home. And up until then, 
she had been the most amazing mother that any of us had 
ever seen, and she was, again, a very traditional woman. 
She got as far as her master's degree at UCLA, and then she 
just--she had kind of the career--she was a medical ethicist, 
and she showed up on several books where it's like, "Doctor 
Horatio Seinfeld writes aspects of the inner mind," and then 
small print, "Judy Ross." I mean, she's the one who did the 
work, and he's the jerk who got his name on the cover. And 
she did that at least twice, I think, three times. She worked 
very hard and was a medical ethicist and went off with 
Richard Ross, and I don't know anything about that aspect of 
her life, because we've never talked about it. I know they 
lived on the Island of Yap for a while, but we just don't talk 
about it, because we just don't. 
And yet--and then we go, again, several years without 
talking, but then when her present husband got cancer a 
year ago, she sent out an e-mail probably to everyone she 
knew, and then she's been writing a private blog about what 
that's like, and then we have a separate correspondence. 
This week I wrote her and said, "How can I miss you so 
much when I haven't seen you in a dozen years?" Did I tell 
you this last week? 

Collings 
Yes. I think that you did. 

See 
Yes, and that it made a huge impression on me. She said 
that her present husband and I had been the main influences 
in her life and, outside of her kids, the people that she loved 
the most. And I thought, well, that's about right. That's how 
I feel about her. She was a person that when we were in 
graduate school, we'd talk every day, every morning, and 
we'd have like an hour-and-a-half talk, and then I'd get off 
the phone and I'd think, "Well, there's a day, that's a day 
that something good has happened in the world." I wouldn't 
feel like we'd wasted time. It was more like we spent the 
time in exactly the right way that we should have. She was 
so smart. She still is so smart, and her mind is so, oh, just 
independent and amazing. And I don't know what it would be 



like if we actually saw each other all the time, you know, 
because we're both kind of cranky old ladies, and she's a 
quilter, like what do I know from quilting. 

Collings 
Yes, that seems very different from writing. 

See 
Oh, yes. Well, it is. She's a quilter and a weaver, and then 
she and Ed, it's been kind of a joke, actually--at first I just 
thought it was an aberration, but since he was diagnosed 
and probably before that, all he's doing is laying tile and 
hanging drywall, roofing. They have like three houses they're 
trying to somehow compress into two houses. They have 
houses on each side of the border, and they work like dogs, 
and I have never seen anybody, maybe except for Lisa, who 
has had that kind of a work ethic, and also he flies his own 
helicopter. He's like, he doesn't care if he's been diagnosed. 
He's like zooming around, and he's either up on the roof, 
whamming-- 

Collings 
Or in his helicopter. 

See 
--yes, or in his helicopter, so it's just an amazing way of 
looking at life. And Judy is just, to me, like an amazing 
person to look over at her and she what she's doing and also 
that we're kind of advancing in the direction of death, and 
what does that mean and how does it work. She's just very 
interesting about it. She's very interesting around it. 
So those would be like my best friends in my life. There's 
also this women's group which has been a very-- 

Collings 
Yes, I was going to just ask you about that. 

See 
They're just wonderful people, but I'm not as close to them 
as I am to these other--you know, they're people that we 
started as strangers sixteen years ago-- 

Collings 
So it was not a woman's consciousness-raising group of the 
old sort? 

See 



No. No, it's something, actually, that came from "The Artist's 
Way," Julia Cameron's "The Artist's Way." It's really a 
tremendously interesting book, and at the end of it she says, 
"If this book has made an impression on you, see if you can 
get together with other people and kind of hold to that 
notion." And part of it is in "The Artist's Way" you take 
yourself on artist's dates once a week. You go out to do 
something that's just for the artist part of you. It's really just 
about honoring the artist part of you and paying attention to 
that and not letting it get lost in the other stuff. 
So there's one woman who at the time I didn't know very 
well, a woman named Judith Searle, who said, "All right, 
we're starting--." I don't even recall her saying, "I'm 
starting--." She was just like, "We're starting this group, and 
you have to come." And I didn't know her very well, and I 
thought, "Oh, this is cracked, just cracked," and I didn't 
show up for two or three months. I just thought it was 
cracked. And it turned out--and at that time there were 
more, there were maybe twenty people in it. 

Collings 
All women? 

See 
Yes. Yes, all women, and the deal was, you bring something 
to lunch, you have lunch, and then you go around and talk 
about what's happening in your life, either professionally or 
personally. Again, we didn't know each other all that well at 
the time, although some of us knew some of us. There's a 
woman who was like the mother of Clara's second-best 
friend in Crossroads [School], or Judith was somebody I 
knew from PEN, or another woman had the same editor I 
had, who then she went ahead and married later on. But 
sixteen years ago, most of us were married, or more than 
half of us were married. Now all of our husbands have died 
except for one. But three out of those people have gone 
ahead and married or found a boyfriend again, and over the 
years we've gotten to know each other, sometimes to a place 
where we still don't even see each other separately. 
It's interesting. There are just some people I'm thinking of 
that I never had lunch with alone, or maybe just once. Like 



when John died, they would all haul out and take me to 
dinner once, or vice versa. I would do the same thing. But 
then there are others like Jo Giese, who I traveled to India 
with and China with and have really gotten to know quite 
well, and Judith Searle, who comes over here once a week 
for tea with Luchita Mullican, who is the oldest woman I 
know and by far the most beautiful, just an amazingly 
gorgeous woman, and we've gotten to know Luchita, which 
is--she's going to be ninety in a couple of months; no, less 
than that. 
And we didn't know each other all that well at the beginning, 
but by now we know hell's own amount about each other, 
and it's fascinating. We meet once a month, and those 
meetings are just--again, you go home and you think, "This 
is the opposite of wasted time. This is amazingly interesting 
time," because you learn so much, not just about one person 
but about how humans react, how humans are living their 
life. And in some ways, even though we are mostly 
professional women, we don't talk that much about, 
especially as the years have gone by, we don't talk so much 
about our professional lives. We talk about our personal 
lives, and we've been very, very--again, that thing where 
you sort of know that if something is needed, you're kind of 
there for each other, and there are two or three or four 
people in that group who, again, I would be there for them if 
they got--I guess the if is, if they got sick. When they go into 
a nursing home, when things get terrible, then we will be 
there for each other, which is interesting. 

Collings 
Yes. Has that particular sense of meaning emerged in the 
group more recently? I presume it was not there at the 
beginning. 

See 
That's right. It wasn't, because nobody thought anything bad 
would happen. And as people's husbands started crashing, 
then people were very good about taking care of each other. 
Luchita has had some close calls and had to be taken over to 
the hospital, and it hasn't been me. It's been Judith, who's a 
couple of blocks, but many of us live within five or six blocks 



of each other. That just has kind of happened within the last 
couple of years, and that's nice. I mean, when I moved down 
here, that was part of why I moved down here. 

Collings 
Oh, really, to Santa Monica? 

See 
Yes, because that's where they live. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
Yes. So it's like if somebody--well, to not be so dramatic, it's 
like if somebody needs to be taken to the doctor. There's a 
lady I'm seeing tonight who had lung cancer a while back, 
and I never took her to the doctor. It was back when I had 
stopped driving. But I had my driver, and we'd go out to--
after her bad treatments. She had a horrible kind of chemo 
where she couldn't go out in the sun, and when the sun went 
down, we'd go to some wonderful restaurant kind of thing. 

Collings 
Oh, that's nice. Yes. 

See 
But other people would take her to the doctor, because you 
need to be taken to the doctor sometimes. 

Collings 
Is there a particular sense that the women of the group 
would prefer to rely on each other rather than on family 
members? 

See 
I think it's a combination. I'm thinking Luchita has two sons, 
three sons, but actually a son is not as good in these 
situations as a daughter. I'm trying to think. Ginny has a 
daughter, but she was in San Francisco kind of thing, so it 
was the women's group who kind of coalesced around her 
and then other friends that she had, but the women's group 
was very solid. And when John was dying, they were just 
amazing. They'd come over every day, a couple or three of 
them, and-- 

Collings 
Oh, really. 



See 
--kind of bring food, but then just hang out, you know, just 
the way you're supposed to do in a civilized society, I guess. 
But they took the place of the church group. It's the same 
idea, but they're your artist friends. 

Collings 
But they're your artist friends, yes. That sounds like a really 
wonderful thing. 

See 
It's turned out to be very, very important in my life, and I'm 
sure it's very important in their lives. 

Collings 
Do you think that this will emerge in any of your writing at 
some point? 

See 
There's one chapter in "There Will Never Be Another You." 
It's a short chapter, but it's about one of those lunches and 
how they--because the other thing is, everybody is a very 
good cook, and nobody--we never make a phone call about, 
"What are you bringing? What are you bringing?" We never 
do that. And they 99.999 percent of the time just turn out to 
be these fantastic meals, these incredible meals, so we eat 
ourselves into a blind stupor and laugh a lot. 
The other thing is one of us is a documentarian, and she's 
had two films come out this year, so then you all go out--I 
mean, it's like you show up at everybody's signing, you show 
up at everybody's showing, and that's very nice too. That's 
just a very nice--oh, somebody's daughter had a book come 
out, and I believe we were the only people who showed up, 
you know, but the women's group trooped out there, bought 
books. I mean, that's just that kind of-- 

Collings 
Yes. So how many women are in the group at this point? 

See 
I think now about twelve, and maybe on a regular basis 
about eight show up. So it's smaller than it was, but it's 
really very solid. And nobody has been--I mean, in sort of 
stark contrast to what happened to Joan, you know that, 



nobody has ever acted up or acted out or been unduly crazy, 
which is good. 

Collings 
That's something that you're probably very lucky to have. 

See 
Yes, I think so, I think so. And I realize I haven't talked very 
much about my daughters, and I was thinking that probably 
that's because they really are living their own lives, and to 
kind cast them in supporting roles is like an insult to them, 
because they're just totally--if anything, I'm a supporting 
actress in their lives. That's what somebody's mother is 
anyway. But I've been incredibly lucky with both of them in 
terms of how good they are and how they're very filial. They 
have a strong sense of duty. 
I think of Clara, who, for instance, is now the only person 
who really goes to visit Tom in the nursing home. But she is 
faithful about that. She just is not going to let go of that 
connection and brings him clothes and candy and ice cream, 
and even the days he doesn't remember her, she's just 
totally there. And she's been completely there for her son, 
for Dash. 
And Lisa is just a very filial daughter, is very good to her 
parents and has been a wonderful mother. And Lisa growing 
up had a harder, much harder life than Clara, I think, 
because Clara went to Crossroads for one thing. She got that 
break, which, you know, it's good and bad at the same time, 
because she was a poor child by comparison, and that was 
bad, but the good part was that she really got to see a side 
of life that ordinarily she would never have seen, and still she 
has friends from the seventh grade, same thing. 
Lisa just had to do way too much of the work as their 
childhood was unfolding, because I was working, so she had 
to fulfill that kind of wife role, and that was very hard, 
because she was also trying to be a high school girl and a 
hippie chick and this and that, so it was harder for her, I 
think. But they have both been just extremely loyal, I guess, 
loyal and loyal to their relatives and very good to me, and 
I'm very lucky when I see some of the bad cards that some 
parents have drawn. I think if I really knew, as they say, if I 



knew, whatever, then what I know now, I'm not sure I would 
have had kids. It's just too horrifying. [laughter] The 
possibilities are too awful, and so many kids--it's hard for 
people to come into the world at this time, I think. 
And I'm just very lucky, and lucky, of course, with my 
grandchildren, because I think I really have, and I know it 
sounds--but maybe that just shows I'm traditional again--I 
have three genius grandchildren as far as I can see. One is a 
genius financier, and the other one, the middle one, Chris, 
he's going to be a brilliant attorney and is devoted to solving 
social injustice, and then Dash, god only knows. He wrote 
the other day. He typed yesterday afternoon, "I dislike 
homework, but I see the necessity for it." 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
I know; eleven and a half, just remarkable. 

Collings 
Very honest. 

See 
Very honest and also, I mean, an interesting vocabulary, and 
also an interesting way of looking at things, and a person 
that we haven't even scratched the surface of. We don't 
know anything about him, really, just these--I mean, every 
time he writes something like that, you just have to think, 
oh, my god, he's just an amazing kid. 

Collings 
Well, it's interesting that you're a writer and you have this 
grandchild who communicates exclusively-- 

See 
By writing. 

Collings 
--by writing. 

See 
I know, I know. And writing well. He doesn't write in a 
cheesy fashion, he writes beautifully. So I don't know. It's a 
very interesting thing. 
My daughters and I were at a benefit for autism, autism 
theatrics yesterday, and to be at the very edge of this 



movement of autistic kids being able to have, to get some 
access to a certain element of the language, that's so new 
that there aren't classes--I think I've said this already, but 
there's no classes you could take in college to train. There's 
not even a real augmentative communication. It's kind of a 
mouthful, and no one knows exactly what that means right 
now. But it's going to change. There's been this wave of 
autism, but now there's this wave of how autistic people can 
be helped, and just to be part of that wave is really 
extraordinary, really amazing. 

Collings 
Yes. It gives you a lot of hope, I'm sure. 

See 
Yes, it does, and it's thrilling, it's just very thrilling. 
So okay now, Monica Highland? 

Collings 
Yes. We're going back in time a little bit, then. Monica 
Highland wasn't always called Monica Highland. 

See 
That's right. The way Monica got started, Lisa had moved 
back into the house, and it was the summertime, and there 
was no-- 

Collings 
This was after she had been crying on the driveway? 

See 
She'd been crying on the driveway. 

Collings 
Okay. We're picking back up there. 

See 
So we were still trying to kind of figure out how to live as a 
family of four, and sometimes it worked and sometimes it 
didn't work quite as well. I remember one time we decided 
we were going to make a Chinese dinner, which a Chinese 
dinner, you know, if there are four people, you have to have 
five dishes and rice. I mean, you have as many dishes as 
there are people and one more. So we thought we all knew 
how to-- 

See 



So where was I? So, oh, yes, Chinese dinner. So we're all 
making our own favorite meal, but then it turns out that it's 
very hard. It was a big kitchen, but there are only four 
burners. John wanted to make noodles the way his Shanghai 
nurse had made them. It wasn't going to happen and he 
made way too many noodles. The whole kitchen got out of 
control. Clara started to cry, which is what she does when 
she's upset. She just started to wail. Everybody was pissed. 
Lisa was miffed. John was haughty, and I was yelling. So all 
I'm just saying is it didn't work out always. Often it did, but 
sometimes it didn't, but I mean often it did. It was fine. 
And usually the way people would get up in the morning was 
that John and I would wake up, and then we would start to 
laugh, and then that would wake them up, and they would 
get some coffee and come in and sit. I mean, it was very 
convivial most of the time. But anyway, it was in Topanga, 
and it was hot as hell, and we had no air conditioning. It was 
hot, hot, hot, hot, hot, hot, you know, in one of those 
summers where it was just so hot. And it was like a Friday, 
and it was so hot, and it was like seven-thirty, but the sun 
was still out, and it was so hot, and we were watching the 
beginning of a miniseries, a terrible miniseries that had Lee 
Remick in it. It was about cars. I want to say Alex Hailey, but 
that's not right, Alex somebody [Arthur Hailey]. A terrible 
book called "Wheels" had been made into a miniseries, and 
at one point Lee Remick very early on says, "You're looking 
at a truly desperate woman." And the three of us, Lisa and 
Clara and I, just started to laugh because we were truly 
desperate women. You know, again, like we're sweating 
today, but it was nothing to what--and so we thought that 
we would write a miniseries for television, and then we would 
have some money and we could put in some air conditioning. 

Collings 
Good idea. 

See 
I know. So then we just--what is the word--conveyed, not--
something a meeting. We-- 

Collings 
Convened? 



See 
Convened a meeting the next day. And Jackie and I had been 
doing some writing. We'd been writing those "Barnaby 
Jones," and we had actually given dinner to the producer of 
"Barnaby Jones" fairly recently, and his wife is still a very, 
very good friend, Caroline Saltzman. So that was in our 
mind. Television was in our mind as a way you could make 
money, and we were just broke, just hideously broke. And so 
the next day we sat down and we started, and then we 
noticed that John was twenty-one years older than I was and 
the chairman of my dissertation, and I was twenty-one years 
older than Lisa, and I was her mother, so we were just 
clutched with shyness and it failed. It was bad. But then Lisa 
went to John that night and said, "Okay, tomorrow I'm going 
to go down to the general store and get some champagne." 
And we were broke, but they had this kind of $1.99 
champagne, Chateau Topanga. 

Collings 
Really? 

See 
Yes. And she went down and brought back two bottles of 
Chateau Topanga, and we started to drink, and we got the 
giggles, and then we just started to work. And we laughed so 
hard, and I would say that writing "Lotus Land," not so much 
the second one, but writing "Lotus Land" was among the 
happiest times of my whole life. 

Collings 
Wonderful. 

See 
It was just so much fun. We were doing the outline at that 
point, and it's an endless book. We never had a fight, just 
never. We never had a fight, but what would happen, if two 
people liked something and the other one didn't, that was 
one way we never had to fight about it. 

Collings 
So you had a rule like that? Or did it just emerge? 

See 
It just panned out. I mean, it became a rule, but it just 
panned out at first that that was what it was like. And then 



the other way--Lisa was writing stuff down, and if she didn't 
like it, she wouldn't write it down. So it was good, and we 
were doing "Lotus Land" through the time that she went 
through her courtship and planned the wedding and got 
married, so there's a very elaborate courtship and a wedding 
in "Lotus Land." But also, the people--and John would say 
that we had cannibalized his book "The Anniversaries," which 
isn't true. I mean, I think it's not true, and he's dead so he 
can't argue. But he took the hero of "The Anniversaries," and 
that was one of the three main characters in "Lotus Land" 
but much more--what's his name now? Creighton was his 
name at one point, but I just can't remember their names. 
That just is so sad. Magdalena was the Mexican lady who 
came all the way up from Caborca [Mexico] with a tree 
branch that she would swish the snakes out of the way as 
she walked through the desert, and I can't--sorry, we're in 
the eighties-- 

Collings 
Okay, we're back on with "Lotus Land." 

See 
Yes. And Clifford Creighton is the brash young white 
Protestant from Baltimore who comes out on the train with 
nothing but a ham and a gallon of rye, and that's what 
happened in "The Anniversaries," so John just took that from 
his book. Maria Magdalena Ortiz comes from Caborca 
because I had once gone through Caborca. Have you ever 
been there? 

Collings 
No. 

See 
It's like if there is an asshole in the world, it's close to 
Caborca, down in the Sonoran desert. It's just, boy, horrible. 
The Franciscans went through there a long time ago. It's just 
terrible. And then the third member of the triumvirate here is 
Wing An, I believe, and he was F. See On. He's Lisa's great 
grandfather. We're looking at the cover right now of "Lotus 
Land," and the rat is there because there was a big plague 
epidemic in Los Angeles in I believe it was 1926 in real life-- 

Collings 



Oh, really. 
See 

--but I think we put it a little bit earlier. But we had so much 
fun with it, and the guy was so in tune with--I mean, we 
would say this is the only popular novel we've ever seen that 
has a rat on the cover. And then Clifford Creighton marries 
the beautiful Protestant princess, Victoria, and it's from 1880 
to 1945, and it's a history of Los Angeles. I'm crazy about 
this book, and a lot of other people have--you know, in its 
own way, well, I'll get to that part. But what happened was 
we worked on it every weekend for about nine months, all 
through the winter and into the spring of the next year. 
Like Saturday morning Lisa usually would begin to trail 
around the house, and she was still very young, and she'd 
say, "Can we play 'Lotus Land'? Isn't it time to play 'Lotus 
Land'?" And we would. We'd just sit down and play "Lotus 
Land." We'd pull out the two bottles of champagne, and if we 
had more money they would be better, but if it wasn't, we 
would have the Chateau Topanga. And we had frozen waffles 
and sour cream and bad caviar, so we ate champagne and 
caviar all the way through, and we just laughed ourselves 
into a blind stupor. 

Collings 
It almost sounds like a Writers' Room situation, you know, 
rather than the solitary writer? 

See 
Oh, yes. And we were just collaborating. And then after Lisa 
got married, she was pregnant almost immediately, so she'd 
have like morning sickness, but we'd go out to a restaurant 
and she would just kind of tough out her morning sickness, 
and we would just laugh. We just laughed ourselves sick. 
And there was one day--there were always rats up in 
Topanga. I don't know why I feel this is important, but it 
was. There were rats in Topanga, and we had at the same 
time this ongoing fight about the rats, because they were 
just--and gophers, just gophers who were insane, and so, 
you know, you're supposed to put Juicy Fruit gum down a 
gopher hole. I don't know, they're supposed to eat it and get 
sick and die, but they just eat it. [laughs] 



Collings 
They loved it. 

See 
Yes, yes, they loved Juicy Fruit gum. So we would be in 
Saturday morning, we'd go around to the gopher holes and 
put down Juicy Fruit gum, and then John would pee in holes. 
That's also very important, supposedly. And one time we got 
something that they used in Vietnam at the Army surplus 
store, like a weapon, horrible toxic red smoke, and we set it 
off and the whole house was like--because everything all 
around us was on top of a maze of gopher holes and rat 
holes and stuff, so there were these dead rats and dead 
gophers, and it was very primitive up there in Topanga. So 
that's sort of what we would do, and Clara would often just 
serve us the stuff. She'd come up with these big trays of 
things, and she had a grandmother who, when she was sad, 
would put slices of carrots in her eyes. And one day I 
remember Clara came up with carrots in her eyes. It was a 
very disconcerting sight, somebody with orange and yellow 
eyes, and we figured that Wing Sung An would marry this 
Slovak girl, to put in Clara's family, because we wanted 
everybody, all our families and all of the characters from her 
other books and all of that to be in it. So we just had an 
amazingly good time. We had a wonderful time. 
Then what happened, it was sold to Coward, McCann, 
Geoghegan for a really decent amount of money at the time, 
and we went back there, the three of us, and had one of the 
terribly bad shocks of our lives. 

Collings 
Went back where? Back East? 

See 
Oh, sorry, New York, yes, for a business meeting. It turned 
out that we were the last book to be published by Coward, 
McCann. It was going out of business, and they told us that 
there was no advertising budget, nothing. We sat in this 
business meeting, and it was very touching, because it was 
like, I never saw John lose his temper, but he lost his temper 
because these people were being terrible to Lisa and me. 
Lisa lost her temper on behalf of us. I lost my temper on 



behalf of them, and on that day we changed agents. There 
was nothing we could do about--except we did a bunch of 
stuff, and we learned a huge amount about-- 

Collings 
Because you'd already sold the rights, is that the problem? 

See 
Yes, we'd sold it to--I mean, it was coming out. It was like 
two months before pub[lication] date that we went back 
there, and we went back to have a business meeting to talk 
about the advertising budget. And what they had paid us led 
us to think, erroneously, that there would be a decent 
advertising budget, and we had things we were asking for, 
and guess what? None of that stuff was going to happen. 
And this changed our lives, really. Boy, we were mad. And 
we took a loan out on the house-- 

Collings 
Gosh. 

See 
--and I made a phone call to "Publisher's Weekly." I asked 
for the editor of "Publisher's Weekly." This is a very scary 
thing, because "Publisher's Weekly" in those days really had 
your fate in its hands, because it would give you pre-reviews 
of books, and if you were a new writer, you'd be walking 
around saying, "Oh, I have a book coming out in a month. 
I'm so happy." But it would have already gotten a 
devastating review in "Publisher's Weekly," and you'd be 
dead, and you wouldn't even know it. And, of course, the 
publisher wouldn't tell you. 
So we knew enough by then to know that "Publisher's 
Weekly" was the key to a lot of this stuff. So this is when we 
got home. I called up "Publisher's Weekly" and asked for the 
editor and got him, no secretary, I just got him. And I said, 
"You don't know me, but I'm in real trouble. We've been 
screwed by Coward, McCann, and we want revenge. Can you 
help us in any way? What can we do?" Coward, McCann was 
a division of Putnam--let me see, because--yes, it's Coward, 
McCann. And he just fell right into it, and he was saying, "I 
have the best idea." Because once a year publishing houses 
would say, "It's my turn, and we're going to buy the whole 



first section of advertising, the whole first twelve pages, and 
it will have our best sellers, and then it will be down to like 
the quarter-of-a-page people." But we used a good part of 
the money that we had gotten from this loan on the house to 
buy a two-page ad done in the same style, and put in with 
the Putnam stuff, so it looked as though it was part of the 
Putnam ad. And, boy, they were mad. They were hopping 
mad. 
And this thing went into--now, it had a terribly small printing 
to begin with, but it went into a great many printings and 
was published in, like, Sweden and France. It took me a little 
minute back there, because there's so many translations. It 
was picked up by a bunch of people, because it's a very 
winning, charming story, and partly it's that nothing bad 
happens. That was our rule, that nobody was going to 
behave badly, that nobody was going to be raped, murdered, 
and pillaged, that everybody does live till they're like a 
hundred. There's one last birthday party or anniversary party 
where everybody is like a hundred years old, and they're all 
still dancing, so it's a very sweet book, and it did extremely 
well. 
And then the next one that we did as Monica was "110 
Shanghai Road," and I think we got 250,000. We got a 
bunch of money for that book. But things didn't work out so 
well with that one, and I partly put it down to what we ate, 
because Lisa was already married and we sort of did that one 
on Diet Coke and hamburgers, so it didn't have the same 
festive feeling. 

Collings 
It wasn't champagne and caviar. 

See 
And we did have some incest and murder and rape and 
pillage and stuff in that, and it also got translated by a bunch 
of people, but it sold very badly. 

Collings 
What was the historical scope for that one? 

See 
That was all about--it started in, I believe, about the 
twenties and came up to about 1960, and it was about--110 



Shanghai Road is an imaginary place. It's the China in our 
minds. It's the place that we want to go to when we think of 
just the place with the incense and the opium and the 
beautiful women with the silk dresses, and the place where 
we met our first love, and the place where everybody is 
young and no one has to do the dishes. You know, it's just-- 

Collings 
Sort of a Shangri-La. 

See 
Yes, exactly. And it was perfectly good. The thing about 
"Lotus Land" is that just for fun, each new time period we 
would write in the style of the popular novelists of that day, 
so the first chunk is written in an 1880's style, and the last 
chunk is written in this kind of 1945, "We did it before and 
we can do it again, let's smash them Japs," you know, that 
kind of World War II rhetoric. And in between, it had the 
different vernacular for each period. So it was very rollicking, 
and "110 Shanghai Road" was much more serious. And by 
that time also, I think John was getting a little tired of it, and 
Lisa, because of getting to know the guy at "Publisher's 
Weekly," she became the West Coast correspondent for 
"Publisher's Weekly." So she began to learn about publishing 
very rapidly and it was wonderful for her. 
And I had "Golden Days" that I was working on at the same 
time, and I would often think, I mean I loved "Lotus Land," 
but I would think, "I really wish I could get done with this 
damn 'Golden Days.' I just wish I could get done with it. I 
really wish I could get done with it." And then the same thing 
with "110 Shanghai Road." It was like, "I really wish I could 
get done with it." And I know one time John and I went to 
northern California, and I was going to work for ten days or 
something, and Lisa called and there was a meeting. A guy 
from Warner Brothers wanted to buy "110 Shanghai Road." 
And this had gone all the way up--I forgot to say-- 

Collings 
Yes, I was going to ask, because this even came out during 
the heyday of the miniseries. 

See 



It did, and that's what we had wanted. And actually, we were 
about three months into the project before I said, "You 
know, it's not miniseries. It's a novel first and then a 
miniseries." But we wrote it to be constructed as a six-
episode miniseries, and it went all the way up to like about 
four inches worth of script, and it was about--everybody has 
these stories, so I'm not telling it in a sad way--but it was 
about three weeks away from production when they changed 
the management at ABC-- 

Collings 
Oh, boy. 

See 
--and a guy named Kim LeMaster came in, and he said, "This 
is crazy. I don't want this." And it was gone. But it went all 
the way up. 

Collings 
Yes, like it never existed. 

See 
Yes. But it did go all the way up, so it changed from, you 
know, somebody wrote the treatment, somebody wrote this 
script, somebody wrote that script. Along the way, we had so 
much fun, and we just learned a lot of stuff. There was a 
miniseries called "The Scarlet Pimpernel" that was a lot of 
fun, and we met that guy and actually he did an episode of 
this, and he told us that in "The Scarlet Pimpernel," the 
hardest thing was the carriage goes up the gravel path to the 
palace, and then it comes back the gravel path, and he said, 
"Half of the damn miniseries is people just galloping up and 
galloping back." As you write a period piece, you're stuck 
with this kind of period junk you have to deal with. 
And then at the same time, Lisa had met Dick Kendall 
[husband], and there was a wonderful restaurant--where Ivy 
at the Shore is now, there was the American Bar and Grill, 
which was a perfect restaurant that Lisa's in-laws owned, 
and Lisa and Dick owned part of it, and Clara went to work 
as a hostess. She was eighteen, barely eighteen, and she 
was taken in by these wonderfully chipper young gay guys. 
That's again why I know it was the eighties, because they all 



died, almost. I think four of them are left out of I would say 
between fifteen and twenty-- 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
--of these wonderful young men, cute, dear, darling guys 
who loved us, and then some were in there--Lisa had a baby, 
and so then you'd go into the restaurant sort of four in the 
afternoon, and the sun would be coming down. The waiters 
would hold Alexander and pat him, and we'd work and drink 
champagne cocktails. I mean, it was a very nice period of 
our lives, and Monica [Highland] was a huge part of it. And 
then "110 Shanghai Road" did very well, but actually not in 
America; it didn't do all that well. And we were ready to--we 
weren't mad at each other, but we were just ready to do our 
separate stuff. 

Collings 
So did you sort of formally put Monica Highland to rest in any 
way? 

See 
No. There's another book, and I'm not sure--I don't want to 
get up and trounce around the house. That's not the word I 
want--tromp around the house. But there was something 
called "Greetings From Southern California," which was a 
scrapbook of antique postcards, and it was written by Monica 
Highland. But in that case, that was actually Lisa and me, 
because John's daughters, one of John's daughters got sick, 
and he had to go up and be with her. 

Collings 
And there's a story about the name. It refers to Highland 
Avenue and-- 

See 
Oh, yes, yes. Santa Monica Boulevard and Highland Avenue. 
But before that it was Orlando Trinidad, and that's because 
Virginia Woolf's Orlando, that character changes sex halfway 
through the narrative, and Trinidad, of course, for three, so 
we just thought that was a wonderful name. And then the 
publisher said, "No, you can't. You can't do that, because 
nobody will buy a book by a Latin American guy," that these 



books are notoriously written by very well-dressed elderly 
ladies. 

Collings 
Yes. You see them on the fly cover with the well-coiffed hair. 

See 
Lots of hair and plenty of makeup and very stylishly dressed, 
Danielle Steel kind of person. 

Collings 
Right. Exactly, yes. 

See 
And we would say--the last thing to say about Monica--we 
would say, "This is airplane literature for smart people." And 
it was very--I mean, they're smart books, but they're also 
meant for you to read them in an airplane. 

Collings 
And, of course, there is no photo of Monica Highland on the 
jacket-- 

See 
No. 

Collings 
--or any blurb about Monica. 

See 
Let's see what they say. 

Collings 
Nowadays that would be hard to do, because Monica would 
be expected to have a website and all the rest. 

See 
[reads] Monica was born in Shanghai. 

Collings 
Oh, so there is a fictitious-- 

See 
Well, not fictitious. "She was a Van de Camp's waitress. She 
studied demotic Greek in Thessalonica and is a Rhodes 
scholar." And, of course, that's true of all of us. "Although 
she has published widely during her long and varied life, her 
many-faced personality has coalesced for the first time in the 
writing of 'Lotus Land.'" 

Collings 
That's wonderful. 



See 
Yes. Oh, yes, we just had a perfect time with this thing. 

Collings 
It sounds like it was a fantastic time. 

See 
Yes. And Aaron Spelling said, "'Lotus Land' is pure magic. 
Turn off your favorite TV shows for a few hours, even if 
they're mine, and enjoy escapism at its best. I loved reading 
it." And he did that because I wrote a very sweet piece about 
him. 

Collings 
So that was a little bit of quid pro quo, then. 

See 
Oh, yes. And everybody just kind of loved the idea, except 
for the people in the East, who didn't like the idea. And, of 
course, they just got more and more irritated as this book 
would sell, and we did everything we could to sell it. 

Collings 
It reminds me a bit of "Hawaii," the James Michener book. 

See 
Yes, yes. It's got that--or "Shogun." "Shogun" is more 
serious, but it's very exotic. I mean, certainly "110" is a very 
exotic book. It has World War II, it has the Himalayas, it has 
the Flying Tigers, it has Shanghai in the thirties and the last 
ship out and all that stuff. But this one had everybody 
meeting in the plaza in 1880 and then how Los Angeles 
grows into this beautiful paradise, and how everyone, if you 
have this dream, your dream can come true. Everybody can 
have what they want. I mean, for a while we really believed 
that, and it was because we'd been to all those Leo Sunshine 
seminars. And even John believed it, which shows he was a 
little crazy all the way along, but he believed it, and it's true. 
Even in "The Anniversaries" this guy comes out, and he 
starts making money. It just starts appearing in his hands, 
and that happens for Clifford Creighton. Each one of these 
people just ends up with all the money they possibly need 
and all the love they possibly need and all the wonderful 
children they possibly could want, and it's just this big giant 
love story. It's very happy. 



Collings 
Did that sense of opulence come out of the climate of the 
eighties in any way? 

See 
I'm sure it did. We loved "Dynasty." That was our favorite 
show. We were mad for "Dynasty." And at a point, again, 
where we had moved from the little tiny house to the 
somewhat bigger house, there was a point where we just 
had folding chairs in the living room, but we had the 
champagne. We just poured in the champagne, and we'd sit 
in our folding chairs, and we were sort of accruing furniture 
and living. I mean, we loved the idea that it was champagne 
and caviar, because we lived--what is it--"We deserve the 
very best, and now is the time for it," is a Leo affirmation, 
and we really did believe that, which is one reason, I think, 
why when Lisa met Dick, she wasn't scared off by him 
unduly. She was like, "Well, of course. Why shouldn't a rich, 
handsome, amiable, charming, decent person come into my 
life? That's just the way things are, isn't it?" I mean, that 
was sort of the way we were thinking in those days, in the 
eighties. Yes, I would say the eighties, they're my second-
favorite decade. I just loved that sense. We didn't have the 
money, but we lived as though we had the money. So it 
didn't matter if we had it, because it was as if we had it, and 
we had so much fun. 
And John loved it. That was the other thing. He had had a 
very, very hard adult life because of his wife's illness and the 
depression, and when that depression would lift, he was just 
absolutely willing to have the best time possible, and that's 
what he was up for, just the best possible time. 

Collings 
How did these books sort of stack up against the books that 
you were writing as Carolyn See, in terms of-- 

See 
Well, actually, "Golden Days" is an end-of-the-world novel, 
but with a happy ending, and there are some people who 
even now just say--I mean, that's assuming they've read it--
but some people are still reading it. They say it's 
irresponsible to say, "Yes, we could have a war, but--," I 



think I said it last time, "you can kill us, but you can't 
impress us," that we're not going to be scared to death by 
your buggy little stories about Armageddon, that that's just 
not worth--I'm going to tell a different kind of story. And this 
was very much a different kind of story. 
"110 Shanghai Road" had, for instance, incest, but it was 
that--I'm just smiling to remember it. A brother and sister 
are in love. Well, unfortunately, it turns out she's been 
having sex with his dad, so there's a tense moment that 
involves a beaded curtain. Somebody comes out from behind 
a beaded curtain, and father and son look at each other and 
say, "You!" [laughs] We loved that. I mean, it made us so 
happy. But then it's like, "You mean that we've been making 
love for like the last 125 pages and you're my sister?" And 
then she sort of says, "Well, yeah, I guess so." And then 
they sort of do the equivalent of shrug. They're just like, 
"Oh, well, it's worked out so far, so good," and they just fine, 
and they just keep on having this impassioned affair all the 
way to the end of the book, and they live in Twin Towers in a 
luxury apartment in San Francisco, I mean, where it's like, 
what's the big deal? And other things. You know, that book is 
a little fuzzy in my mind. 

Collings 
Well, one of the questions I was going to ask you was, how 
do you think that having the industry out here in L.A. affects 
the writing scene? And this is just an absolutely perfect 
example of that. 

See 
Perfect example, yes. 

Collings 
I mean, this book probably couldn't have been written on the 
East Coast. 

See 
I think it probably couldn't have been. And I know that the 
editor, who was also my editor for--actually, "Golden Days" 
had a hard publishing life, because there's a guy, Joe Kanon, 
who I don't want to talk trash about. I thought I would only 
talk trash about my old friend Joan Weber, but I think I have 
to say a few bad words about Joe Kanon, even though he 



was a very good editor. He was a slippery fellow, and he was 
the editor for "Mothers, Daughters." He's a wonderful line 
editor, couldn't be better. He was the editor for "Rhine 
Maidens," wonderful line editor, just a perfect line editor, 
which they're hard to come by. 
And then he was the editor for "Golden Days" up until the 
day that we read in the newspaper that he had quit his job. 
We read in "The New York Times" that he had quit his job 
and was working for a holding company. He had turned into 
a financier, and he called that day, as I remember, and said, 
"Okay, I have the rights for 'Golden Days.' I've already 
bought it. I love it." And he did love it. "Will you just let me 
keep it for six months?" Wait a minute, I'm telling the story 
wrong. "I've quit my publishing job. Will you let me keep the 
book for six months?" And I said, "Yes," because he had 
been my editor for three books, impeccable taste. But then 
he went into being a financier, so then I had no editor, no 
publisher-- 

Collings 
And no book. 

See 
Well, that's right. But the book reverted back to me. That 
was fairly easy. But then when it finally got published, you 
know, it was just a hard time, and that's one of the times 
when you wish you were in the East and where you could see 
people. It ended up a good friend of mine out here, who was 
also involved with "Publisher's Weekly," said, "Oh, I know 
this guy, he's at McGraw-Hill. I don't know why they would 
want to publish it--they do school books--but let me give it 
to him." And he loved it, and it came out with McGraw-Hill, 
and it got marvelous reviews, I have to say everywhere, 
especially in "The New York Times." I mean, it really got--it 
was just what I had wished for. If it had been more popular, 
I would have been nervous about it. It had this deeply 
respectable amount of people who bought it. It had an "In 
Brief" review in "The New Yorker." It had a front-page review 
in the "L.A. Times." It was on, I believe, page three in "The 
New York Times." It was received with real respect, and I 
couldn't have been happier about that. 



But it leaves you in a sort of weird position, because you 
don't want your publisher to be McGraw-Hill, which is like 
sixth-grade algebra. I mean, it's just not the right publishing 
house. But anyway, what was the question? Oh, that this and 
also "110"--one of the problems with "110" is when it got 
bought by a darling man from Warner Brothers, who we went 
on to become family friends with, a wonderful guy, they 
hired two very sweet screenwriters, but they had their own 
fantasies about World War II, and they had their own 
fantasies about "110 Shanghai Road," and they wanted the 
Flying Tigers to be in it for some reason. So we'd go and visit 
them sometimes, and they'd be like typing away and just 
being Hollywood writers, and they'd be like stuck in the 
swamps of Burma, and we'd go home and we'd think, "This 
doesn't really fit." 
And then you'd take these meetings, and there's something 
very deeply depressing about these Hollywood meetings. 
They're just--I don't know how Hollywood writers do it. I 
mean, you have to have a certain temperament, because it's 
just so hard on your ego, and the dumbest person in the 
room always holds sway somehow. They're the ones who 
have the opinion that counts. So "110" never got made 
either, but by the time that all panned out, we were through 
with Monica. We were through with the Monica business. 
Interesting. 

Collings 
So it died a natural death. 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
Well, what is your process for writing when you're writing on 
your own? Because you talked about all the wonderful fun 
times when you were writing as a group. I mean, do you sort 
of bury yourself for days on end? 

See 
Lisa does that. She'll go for like six months; nobody will hear 
from her. And when she comes out, she's all weird. [laughs] 
She really is. 



Well, with "Golden Days" I was thinking, you know, last time 
when I was saying John was so supportive, he was 
supportive in the best way, because Tom Sturak would say--I 
think I've told you already--"Oh, Carolyn, I really believe in 
your ability to write. Really, that means everything." 

Collings 
Now where's dinner? 

See 
No, no. "I see that you're going to write now. Is that right? 
You're over here. I know you're writing. I wish I could do 
that like that. I just don't think I could do that, but I really 
admire you. I really respect your being able to do that. You 
just hand write, don't you? I just don't know how I could do 
that. Now everybody else be quiet, she's writing." So it 
would just be like, "Shut up." And I really believe he wasn't 
doing it to be awful. He was just doing it because he was 
jittery and he couldn't keep his hands off of the process. 
But John, you know, I write hand writing, and so I would 
usually just write on the couch, and I turn on Van Morrison 
very low and just write on the couch, or would write on this 
table, or sometimes write in bed. I remember one time we 
were in Hawaii, and it was early in our relationship, visiting 
friends of his on the Island of Kauai, and I didn't feel I could 
go anywhere until I wrote my thousand words, which I am a 
very fast writer, but I put everybody off by an hour. So the 
husband was not happy. He was pissed. But I was so thick 
skinned by that time that--and John never said--I mean I 
thought later, John could have really been annoyed, because 
those were his friends. They were waiting around for me. 
Why did I think I could do that? To be fair, I didn't do it very 
often, but there were times when I did it, and he just was 
just kind of like a rock or a stone. He would just walk 
through. 
I mean, especially with "Golden Days." You know, some of 
that stuff is very--and it was much longer. At one point it 
was over twice its size, so it was much longer and full of 
dead babies and misery of every kind, and I'd be like writing 
and sobbing and sobbing and writing and writing and 
sobbing, and he would just walk through the living room on 



his way to somewhere else. It just never penetrated. He did 
everything he could, but that was very mild. And then he 
would read. He and Lisa and Clara, we would all read each 
other's stuff. This is the first time I'm not reading one of 
Lisa's books-- 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
--and it's because of the National Book Award. But Clara is 
reading "Dreams of Joy" right now. But back in the day we 
would make up three copies, and I'd give one to, like, Clara, 
Lisa, and John, or they would give stuff to me, and as a 
result, we're all very, very good editors. We see different 
things, but we're all very good editors as well as writers. 
He'd find stuff and then in the most delicate possible way, he 
had just a little tiny pencil, and he would just put the tiniest 
little check, not a red pencil, just a little pencil pencil with the 
tiniest little check, and then he would say, "I'm not quite 
sure what this paragraph means. If you could maybe just tell 
me what you were getting at, because I'm just not getting 
it." He never put it on the writer. He always put it on himself. 
And then as you're explaining it, you would see, "Oh, yeah, 
well, I missed the boat here. I didn't do what I was supposed 
to do." But that would be how--he was just the most 
delicate. And actually, Joe Kanon was a very good editor in 
the same way, not engaging you but just very delicately 
suggesting there might be something off. 

Collings 
So it was almost semi-collaborative in that sense, that you 
had that feedback. 

See 
Oh, yes, yes, yes. 

Collings 
What about before John? 

See 
Lisa and Clara. And Lisa has an eagle eye. She just has an 
incredible eye. I guess it was "Mothers, Daughters" she 
pointed out that the heroine was losing and gaining weight in 
a kind of a--and, boy, it had just passed me by utterly. And, 



again, she said, "I just am a little worried, because on page 
111 she's like 137 pounds, and then over here she's wearing 
a size eight, and over here--," I mean, but she had seen it. I 
just hadn't seen it, so she sees stuff. And we're all--I mean, 
it's a very good skill to have, and I find when I'm reviewing 
books that I--of course, it's too late now, but I'll say, "The 
word 'while' occurs seven times, and in one book that 
shouldn't happen." But I'm not supposed to be noticing that, 
but I do. 

Collings 
Why did you decide to go into the reviewing? Because you do 
so many reviews, and I love the title of this one. 

See 
[laughs] Oh, my god. This is who, this is the "Washington--"? 
I just don't remember this one, of course. 

Collings 
The title is "Treacly Saga of a Deaf-Mute Couple." 

See 
But that's somebody else. Someone else always does the 
headlines. 

Collings 
Oh, okay. All right. Because that didn't sound like you. 

See 
It does, and I would bet it's from the "Post" rather the 
"Times." No, it's the "L.A. Times." Well, that just shows. 

Collings 
But you do have such a big track record of reviewing. 

See 
Yes. I started--I did occasional reviews for Digby Diehl back 
when he took over the "L.A. Times Book Review," which was 
just about the time it became its own stand-up review. You 
know, back in the day it was what it is now, that is to say, 
just a couple of pages stuck into- 

See 
Collings 

In the "Arts"-- 
See 

Yes, in the "Arts" section. But he worked very hard to get it 
to be its own stand-up review, and I'd known him for many 



years by the time he got that job. So I had done several 
reviews for him and then something happened. He went 
away. Because, I mean, that's the weird thing. As a 
reviewer, I've seen so many editors come and go. But then I 
know that Elaine Kendall and I, that is to say Lisa's mother-
in-law and I, were hired at the same time, which was just a 
little bit before Dick met Lisa. 
We were hired by Art Seidenbaum, who used to be a 
columnist and then became the book review editor. And 
Robert Kirsch, who is Jonathan Kirsch's father, Robert Kirsch 
used to do I think five reviews a week for the "L.A. Times." 
And then he died. I mean, he died early. He died in his fifties 
of, I believe, cirrhosis. He drank a lot, fooled around a lot, 
ate a lot of ice cream, had a lot of girlfriends, so he died, and 
then they decided that one person, that was crazy, so they 
divided up his job between four people, Charles Chantlin, Art 
Seidenbaum, Elaine Kendall, and me, and Elaine and I had 
never met before then. 
And then at the first "L.A. Times"--it may have been the very 
first "L.A. Times" book awards, I have a feeling it was the 
very first one--I'm surprised I haven't told this story earlier. 
I think I have--Herb Kendall came up to me and said, "I saw 
your daughter across the room the other night," with Elaine 
or whatever. And I said, "Oh, Lisa, she's as kind as she is 
beautiful." And then he said, "In that case, give me her 
phone number for my son who just moved out here. He's 
looking for a girlfriend." And I said, "Lisa would kill me if I 
ever gave out her phone number." And he said, "I don't care. 
Just give me the phone number." And then Dick asked her 
out, and then within forty-eight hours she came into my 
office at Loyola [Marymount University] and said, "What 
would happen if I married this guy?" And then she gave me 
about forty-five minutes of what would happen, because, 
again, he was like desperately rich, and handsome, and 
sweet, just not the kind of person she had been going out 
with, to put it mildly. So she just said, "We'd give many 
small dinner parties. That's what he says. We'd have to have 
many small dinner parties, and we would go hiking in the 
Himalaya. That's what I told him; we would have to do that. 



And we would--," and then she just named off this stuff, and 
I was like--I've always been very nervous of Lisa, and so I 
just didn't say anything. I just sat at my desk, as I 
remember, and said, "Mmm, mmm, ah, mmm." And then 
she said, "Oh, well--." After about forty minutes, she said, 
"Of course that would never happen," and she got up and 
left. 
And she married him, of course. And, of course, when he 
first came over--I know I've told you that story, that we had 
holes in our couches. We were broke again. We'd gone 
through the first set of couches, so there were big, gaping 
holes in the arms and also in the seats, the seat covers. So I 
went out and bought--it wasn't Costco, it was Fedco, but I 
bought a quilt for ten dollars, and we put Clara--I haven't 
told you this? 

Collings 
No. 

See 
Oh. We put Clara-- 

Collings 
Over the hole? 

See 
--on the couch. We said she had a headache. We covered her 
with the quilt and put a paperback copy of "Swann's Way" in 
her--so she's sixteen. She was like, "Hello, Dick." And I think 
just the next day or the day after, he came over to pay a 
call, and the couch wasn't exactly adequately covered, so we 
were actually draping our bodies over the couch, because it 
really was kind of gross at that time. And then we pulled 
ourselves together and got-- 

Collings 
That's a funny story. 

See 
And too true. And Lisa doesn't like for me to tell that story, 
but hopefully I'll be dead when anybody reads this, so it 
won't matter. [laughs] But it was definitely--I mean, he was 
another breed of cat, somebody that we--I mean, you still 
don't see people like Dick very often, because he's just 
immensely darling, the cutest thing, physically just the 



cutest thing you can imagine, and then he came trailing 
dollar signs. I mean, they just had so much money, and he 
was so incredibly kind. I think at the time he had this feeling 
of, "I'm going to rescue this beautiful girl from this dungeon 
she's living in. She's been held captive by these hippie dope-
smoking nut cases, and I will take her out into the real world 
and teach her how to play tennis," and he did. But it was a 
huge jump for her. She had the education, but she had none 
of the appurtenances of wealth, I mean, just kind of the 
vaguest notion, like the five-dollar fake caviar, but no real 
sense of--I mean, John had been a Rhodes scholar, but we 
didn't have any money. The end. 

Collings 
Had she been doing the Monica Highland writing before that 
point? 

See 
Yes, I think that we were into Monica. 

Collings 
So she had some credits. She had some cred. 

See 
She had been writing. Yes, she had been writing. When she 
came back from Greece with her other boyfriend, she started 
writing, and we had a lot of fun. I think I told you I took her 
to New York a couple of times with me, and, you know, you 
pay these social calls to the editors and sit in their offices 
and chat. She started--I think she was still an undergraduate 
at Loyola. There was some--I'm trying to think of the name 
of it. It's like "The Tidings." That's the old Catholic 
newspaper, but it wasn't "The Tidings." It was something 
called like-- 

Collings 
Tidelines? 

See 
Tidings, like tidings of comfort and joy. That's like the 
Catholic newspaper. It still may be around. 

Collings 
I think it is, and I'm seeing it in my mind. 

See 



Yes. Why should you know it? But then there's another one, 
ultra-conservative, where she just got these incredible 
assignments, and she was paid like five or ten dollars per 
person. But she would interview, like who was the person, 
the queen of good manners for the Kennedys, Trish [Letitia] 
Baldridge? 

Collings 
I don't know. 

See 
Trish somebody. She was like the etiquette person for, I 
believe, Jackie Kennedy. This is the society assistant. She 
interviewed Alexander Haig, very high-up people, and she 
would have to ask them their habits of prayer, and then 
they'd say, "I pray one rosary every Monday, Wednesday, 
and Friday, and do a novena when I feel like it, when 
somebody gets sick," you know, these kind of--it's a wacky 
question to ask and a wacky question to answer. 
And then when we were going back, when she had her tear 
sheets, you know, you tear out your stuff, she would pull out 
her tear sheets, but she would pull out article, which would 
be huge and long and in-depth, and then she would just cut 
out the part about praying, which was just too weird, and 
then she would put the thing back together so it just looked 
like an in-depth profile. It was published out here, and 
people in the East have no idea. They don't know one paper 
from another out here, so they just took it at face value. 

Collings 
Wonderful. 

See 
So she had this incredible set of tear sheets that she'd gotten 
started working on at Loyola, and then her first magazine 
piece was for "Forum" magazine. What is it? "How Does Birth 
Control Work?" I think is the question. It wasn't judgmental. 
It wasn't, "Do you believe in birth control?" It was how does 
birth control work, and she went around and just asked 
people in Loyola, and she was just blown away. 

Collings 
That sounds like it would be fascinating. 

See 



Well, one of the--you put a vacuum cleaner in the hall, was 
one of her--one guy said that's how you avert children is you 
put a vacuum cleaner in the hall. 

Collings 
Was he being allegorical? 

See 
No. No, he wasn't. He was just like, "You put a vacuum 
cleaner in the hall." They just had the world's goofiest stuff 
going on in their minds, so it was a terrific piece. It was just 
a wonderful piece. And we all knew the "TV Guide" guy 
pretty well. He'd become like a friend of the family by that 
time, because I had done so many "TV Guide" pieces, so she 
did some "TV Guide" pieces. And then we would write query 
letters for each other, I think I was telling you. We'd be 
sitting around like, "Oh, I really want to write the guy from 
'The Atlantic,' and I just, oh, I just can't." But we would write 
for each other, and that was easy, and that was fun. And 
that's a wonderful life, that magazine writing. I mean, it's 
hard work, and it's very, very insecure, but it really is a lot of 
fun. 

Collings 
Yes, it sounds like you learned a lot, just even about your 
own-- 

See 
You learned a huge amount. 

Collings 
--L.A. area, which has come so much into your own writing. 

See 
Exactly. So you learn about the city and then all these weird 
TV actors, who really come and go. I mean, like the 
"Barnaby Jones" person--who was I interviewing? Somebody. 
I guess it had to be Phil Saltzman himself--about Barnaby, 
and then we met them as Crossroads parents, and then the 
producer of "Barnaby" had been a student of John's. It's like 
everybody knows each other. This is really a very closed 
community in many ways. And so then we ended up--Jackie, 
my friend--Jackie and I ended up doing a couple of 
"Barnaby"s, and one of them got made, and it was, I believe, 
the worst. And that was a very bad show, so it was the worst 



one, I think, they ever did, and I once got into an argument 
with a lady up in Big Bear. They were having a writers 
conference for the Writers Guild, and we got into an 
argument over who had done the worst one. 

Collings 
Who'd done the worst episode of "Barnaby Jones"? 

See 
Yes. Hers involved a runaway lion, and my involved an 
autistic grade-school kid who seemed to know by holding a 
hairbrush who the murderer was. 

Collings 
Oh, god. 

See 
And, oh, boy, I can't even tell you how bad. And the wife of 
the killer said, "Not now, Frank. Can't you see I've got a 
problem?" And then the autistic girl, played, ironically, by 
Clara Sturak-- 

Collings 
Oh, really? 

See 
Yes, said, "Not now, Frank. Can't you see I've got a 
problem?" Because she had echolalia. She also roller skated, 
so she was a roller-skating autistic elementary school girl. 

Collings 
That's probably pretty rare. 

See 
And terrible. [laughs] Just a terrible, terrible--but whether it 
was as bad as the runaway lion, I don't know, because I 
never saw that one. But anyway, everything was entangled 
and very pleasant at that time. 

Collings 
Well, you mentioned Nora Ephron in the beginning and her 
memoir, and I've just looked at it a little bit, but one of the 
things that I get from it is, she's sort of sketching out a 
childhood where she lives in, basically, a diaspora of people 
who have come from the East, and they're involved in 
Hollywood. 

See 



And very wealthy. I just did the review last night, and it's 
hard--I mean, how did she get to be so incredibly famous 
and wealthy and successful doing all those movies? And I 
know I told you I went to this hundredth birthday party last 
week of Tyrus Wong, and in this heavily accented Chinese 
English he said, "Hard work and ruck. Hard work and ruck." 
And certainly both those things really figured with her, but 
then also just this incredible privilege and reflected fame, 
that she grew up with an incredibly privileged family life, and 
they lived in a kind of a heaven until her mother, who had 
always drunk a lot, turned into a raving alcoholic and died of 
cirrhosis, which she has dealt with on and off all the way 
through her work. But in this set of stories, she's talking 
about her mother and how great she was and how she 
served delicious food and dressed beautifully. "She could 
keep help," is one of the sentences, "and then she ruined the 
narrative by turning into an alcoholic and then died." But 
that's the sentence, "She ruined the narrative." 
So what were you going to say? I'm sorry. 

Collings 
Well, I was going to say, do you have a sense of when L.A., 
the cultural L.A., ceased to become a diaspora for people 
from the East and became a place in its own right? 

See 
Oh, I think right around the sixties. So a bunch of other stuff 
was happening, like the Women's Movement was happening, 
but I think the early sixties was when the kids who were 
born, sort of my age, started to grow up, and they weren't 
these alienated screenwriters from the East, or these 
alienated writers from Yale and Harvard and Princeton, who 
came out here with their one screenplay and failed and got 
mad and wrote a bad Hollywood novel. The people who--Jill 
Robinson, Dore Schary's daughter, she was best friends with 
Jane Fonda and my friend Caroline Saltzman, Jill Robinson 
and one other, I can't remember, but those four little girls, 
they would be--on Sundays, the people at Bullock's Wilshire 
would open up the store for them, and they could go in and 
shop. They were just these little teenage goofballs, and they 
could go and they had the whole store to themselves, 



because everybody's parents knew everybody's parents. But 
these girls grew up--this was their home, and when you talk 
to Caroline, she's very--her father was a co-founder of the 
Writers Guild, and she grew up right here, and this is her 
home, and that's it. They didn't come here from somewhere 
else. 
And Nora--I don't know her well enough to say Nora--Nora 
Ephron grew up in that same way. She was already--her 
parents were well established. Diane Leslie over at Dutton's--
do you remember her? 

Collings 
Dutton's Bookstore. 

See 
Dutton's Bookstore, the lady who wears a flower in her hair 
often and runs the book discussion group and has written 
these novels, "Fleur de Leigh does this," and, "Fleur de 
Leigh" does that--her mother was a very famous 
screenwriter, and she grew up as a child in Beverly Hills. So 
I'd say just about 1961 is when it began to coalesce and 
become its own community. 

Collings 
Right. That's very interesting. 

See 
Yes, it is interesting. 

Collings 
It is, yes. In one of the reviews of your books, the reviewer 
of "Rhine Maidens,"--"I was interested in Grace's unusual 
nostalgia for the Los Angeles of forty years ago, where she 
walked to work, to lunch, and to Bullock's to shop, just as 
though L.A. were like any city." 

See 
Yes. Who wrote that? 

Collings 
I don't have the credit. I could find out for you. 

See 
Yes. There's a little-- 

Collings 
It was from one of the reviews of "Rhine Maidens." 

See 



There's a little epigraph or an announcement at the 
beginning of the book that says, oh, it's not Chasen's--now, 
isn't that awful--the name of the--Mike Lyman's and a couple 
of other things, Matt Weinstock and a couple of--you know, 
they exist. I can't even remember what it says, but I don't 
take their--you know, they exist, but the things that they do 
are not necessarily, or the things that these attributes--in 
other words, they exist in the nonfiction world, but I'm using 
them fictionally. But that's other people. That's when they 
started to notice. It was in "Rhine Maidens," I think, that 
they started to notice that I was writing about Los Angeles as 
a--that it was as important as, maybe more important than 
the characters. 

Collings 
Yes, the location was-- 

See 
Everything. 

Collings 
--was everything. And you've been asked by the "L.A. Times" 
to--what is it, your favorite places? 

See 
Oh. "Los Angeles" magazine is having its fiftieth anniversary 
next month, and they are asking a bunch of Los Angeles 
writers what their favorite places are. And Lisa said, and I 
think it's kind of interesting--she made the distinction, "Is it 
the kind of place that everybody should go to, or the kind of 
place that everybody does go to?" And she said, "The 10 
Freeway heading east after a snowstorm, when you can see 
those beautiful mountains." And what a wonderful idea. What 
a wonderful idea. We both named off some different places 
that now I can't remember. I tried to pick places that 
everybody goes to but doesn't notice somehow, and I was 
trying to figure out a way to say there's a place--there are 
three tunnels that go, if you're coming from Pasadena down 
to Chinatown, you go through those tunnels, and on the 
right-hand side is Chavez Ravine, the old community of 
Chavez Ravine-- 

Collings 
Where it was, yes. 



See 
Yes. And in there, if you look to the left, there are just some 
beautiful palm trees. It's like that little area, it goes by so 
fast when you're driving, but it's like a little paradise, and 
there are all these little pockets of beautiful places that you 
can see. John had a--the way he got the idea for "The 
Anniversaries," which was his long, serious, historical--it was 
going to be five novels, but it was only two--he was walking 
on a Sunday morning in Eagle Rock just by some houses, 
and he got to the top of a hill and looked out, and there were 
these little, of course, little Craftsman bungalows. But they 
were in the middle of what had been an orange grove, 
because you could see the orange grove, what was left of the 
orange grove, between the bungalows. And then he thought, 
"Oh, this is what it was like when it used to be an orange 
grove. This was nothing but orange trees," and then he 
wrote about that. 
And there was a point in time when the Valley Hunt Club had 
just started in Pasadena, and it's true that they brought a fox 
to earth in the Pasadena Post Office. 

Collings 
Really? 

See 
Yes. So he loved that stuff. So he was always looking for 
what's right underneath what we see, what's just right 
underneath what we see. 

1.8. Session 8 (November 10, 2010) 

Collings 
The date is November 10, 2010, Jane Collings interviewing 
Carolyn See in her home. 

See 
And we were just talking about the Golden Gate Bridge and 
that I have an acquaintance who did a piece on suicides, on 
people who had attempted suicide and lived, and she found 
eleven of them. She said they were, without fail and without 
exception, just incredibly happy to be alive and that they 
loved life-- 

Collings 



That's wonderful. 
See 

--and that they considered flying off the bridge as this kind 
of wonderful adventure and that it had turned out beautifully 
for them, and that really all they had ever wanted--they 
didn't want to get rid of life, they just wanted to get rid of 
the pain that was associated with life. And then they just felt 
like they didn't have to have any more pain, because they 
had already taken care of that by committing suicide on the 
Golden Gate Bridge, so it was a very interesting piece. 

Collings 
Maybe that's the secret behind bungee jumping. 

See 
Oh, yes. Oh, there's the most amazing book that I actually 
read the day that John [Espey] went to the hospital the last 
time, so I'm jumping forward. But he fell and he was naked 
in his bathroom, and he had all this dignity, and he kept 
saying, "I shant be needing your attention." And he had so 
much influence over me, I guess, at that time that I still 
thought, "Well, he shant be needing my attention." So I went 
into the living room and read two books while I was trying to 
figure out what to do, because he sure didn't want me to call 
the ambulance, and it took me, I don't know, four hours to. 
Actually, my friend Jackie, I called her and said, "I don't 
know what to do. He says he doesn't want my attention." 
And she said, "Carolyn, put down the phone and call 911," 
and he was quite annoyed. 
But during that time, I read this incredible book about 
bungee jumping, the stupidest piece of journalism I'd read in 
a long time, kind of this flat-footed journalist, the son of--his 
name is Andrew Todhunter, and he's the son of kind of a 
famous old journalist and a very distinguished East Coast, 
silver-haired, paunchy guy, Tim Steele. He's Tim Steele's 
son. But Andrew Todhunter had spent a year following 
around not a bungee jumper but an extreme jumper, so an 
extreme jumper, it doesn't bounce. So in the end of the book 
was he had like a 1200-foot jump off of some bridge--yes, it 
was a bridge--and his idea was to jump with a piece of rope 
that was 1990 feet, but, in fact, so then he didn't measure 



right, and it was 1210 feet. [laughs] And the guy totally died 
in this serious way. But by that time it was the end of the 
book, and I was just like, "You idiots," that life is so, what, 
it's so valuable, it's so precious, it's so interesting, and the 
only thing you can think of to do is jump off, and you don't 
even do the math correctly. 

Collings 
Yes, exactly. 

See 
And he had like an eleventh-month-old baby, and Mr. 
Todhunter said, "Anyone who would like to contribute to the 
scholarship fund for this little tot is more than welcome to do 
it." And I was like, I don't think I would like to give money 
to--you know, I don't think the genes are very good in that 
family. Anyway, yes, extreme jumping, not a good idea. 

Collings 
Yes. So today you were going to talk a little bit more about 
your time with John. 

See 
With John, yes. It was wonderful, so it's very hard to just 
specifically say how wonderful things can be wonderful. 
Besides going to different countries, we took a lot of road 
trips, and they were just terrific and lots and lots of fun. You 
know, both of us drank a lot, and we weren't quarrelsome, 
so we would just drive out to sort of Colorado and go into 
some old bar and drink through the afternoon and listen to 
people, and we would just be endlessly amused. We just 
thought it was great. 
And he, during this time I think--I started to say that he 
didn't start writing again from an original point of view, but 
he had several manuscripts that had remained unfinished 
when he'd been married to Maude-- 

Collings 
Alice. 

See 
--Alice. [laughter] Oh, wow. 

Collings 
I thought maybe you'd skipped a marriage. 

See 



I know, whoever. God love her. I'm sorry. How 
embarrassing. Well, somebody in there is named Maude. 
There is an Alice Maude and an Alice, and maybe it's his 
older--it's terrible that I can't remember, but it just shows 
that your brain is merciful sometimes and the stuff that you 
don't want to remember, you don't remember. 
So anyway, he had a set of those reminiscences that I was 
telling you about before, the ones that he felt he couldn't 
publish when his family was alive, and it came out from 
University of California Press, called "Strong Drink, Strong 
Language," and actually, that was a compendium of some of 
the best of the early ones and the new ones. It was very, 
very nice they did that. And he had a very depressed novel 
that he'd written back when he was very suicidal, and it's 
very sad, but that's another book that I can't remember the 
name of. His daughter Susan always said it was her book, 
because she's the one who always wants to commit suicide. 
At the end--it's about coming back from the missionary field 
when he was like nine years old, and he looks at silos in the 
Middle West and thinks they're pagodas, and he has a lot of 
trouble making that jump from one culture to another, and 
he's come back into a family tragedy, which happened in real 
life, that his grandfather had either hung himself or shot 
himself in the basement of this Midwestern house. He was a 
banker, and the bank had failed. So at the end of the book, 
which I never liked this one, obviously, because it just came 
to, what, you know, John's most cherished fantasies about 
suicide, which he thought were very glamorous-- 

Collings 
Oh, dear. 

See 
But the boy goes down into the basement and says, 
"Nevertheless, I reserve the right," and I think that means, 
"I reserve the right to try this myself if I want to." I think 
that was--but I actually sort of strenuously didn't pay much 
attention to that book. 
And then he and I wrote "Two Schools of Thought." Did I 
mention that last time? 

Collings 



No. We were talking about the Monica Highland work. 
See 

Well, the "Two Schools of Thought," that came out of an 
afternoon of drinking. We were up in Santa Barbara with 
John Daniel, who's a wonderful printer and had his own small 
publishing house in Santa Barbara, and he said that it would 
be fun--we were all drunk, obviously, and there were four of 
us, and he said, "You guys are so much alike in so many 
ways, but you're so different in so many ways, and you have 
so many cultural differences, it would be fun to write about 
your respective educations." And at the time it just seemed 
like it would be marvelous fun. He would write about being a 
Rhodes scholar, and I would write about being at UCLA as a 
graduate student. 
And then it turned out that it's the first time either one of us 
actually wrote a memoir, as opposed to a reminiscence or a 
novel, and a memoir is terribly, terribly tricky, because you--
and forgive me for sounding portentous is really the word, 
but [unclear]--because you don't want to blame anybody 
else, but you don't want to take any of the blame either, or 
you only want to take the amount of blame that is yours. You 
want to be very careful and not serve yourself, but you don't 
want to serve anybody else either, and so you really, much 
more, I think, than in a novel, you really are looking for a 
very elusive truth that is very slippery. And people are still 
alive, and this is a memoir. That's to say, you're saying, "I 
remember this." And when I wrote "Dreaming" later, that 
was a harder--I don't know if it was later or earlier--when I 
wrote "Dreaming," that was harder because it was longer. 
But it also had a lot of emotional stuff, and when you write 
about your education, it's a different kind of emotion. If 
you're writing about your classmates--even it was a small 
press, but the people who cared about it were going to read 
it. 

Collings 
Of course. 

See 
So we really both ran into a little bit of trouble, and we 
ended up--we went to Australia. I don't know if I told you 



last time that I got all excited about Australian lit, oh, maybe 
twenty years ago, I guess, and I was reading a terrific book 
named "Bliss" by Peter Carey, and I'd never heard of Peter 
Carey, and I was reading this book and thinking, "This is 
absolutely tremendous, but where is it set? I don't know 
where it is. It's kind of tropical, but it's also very civilized, 
and there's this wonderful restaurant with pink tablecloths, 
and people are living so well, but they're living in a jungle. I 
just don't know where they are." And then it turns out it's 
like Queensland or someplace like that, but I didn't realize till 
about page 240 or something that it was Australian and that 
Peter Carey was an Australian writer, and that was his 
second book, I think. 
So then I got all excited about Australian lit, and I asked the 
review guy at the "Times" to send me, if there was ever an 
Australian novel, to send it to me. So I did that for a couple 
of years and then I got ever more excited. So I went down to 
the Australian embassy and said, "You've got to send me 
down to Australia, because you have these amazing novels 
that are coming out of your country and nobody knows about 
them," and they were Australians. 

Collings 
They were probably being channeled more to England than 
the United States. 

See 
They only read English novels in school. They had never 
read--the public education system didn't allow for Australian 
writing. I think it was back before Robert Hughes had even 
written "The Fatal Shore," which is, I believe, the first history 
of the first two hundred years of Australia. I mean, they were 
still in a place, so maybe it was more than twenty years ago, 
but they were still in a place where they were deeply 
embarrassed about the whole thing-- 

Collings 
Of the transportation and all of that? 

See 
Australia, yes. They were just like, "Can we change the 
subject?" And "The Fatal Shore" is a terrific book, and I 
taught Australian lit later and talked about like that when the 



Pilgrims came over to the United States, they all prayed, but 
when the first Australians came over, they had an orgy, 
because there were two ships that came in at the same time. 
One had men, one had women. They jumped off the ships 
onto the beach and began to have sex, and that was like the 
first forty-eight hours. That happened until people said, "Pull 
yourselves together. We can't just be doing this." 
So anyway, because I got this, I guess it was a grant, they 
just gave me some money to go down on what they called a 
familiarization tour, so we traveled all over Australia and 
then we ended up in Port Douglass, which is very beautiful. 
And my stepdaughter Katharine and her husband, they lived 
in Australia and they loved Port Douglass, and so we ended 
up there and worked very, very hard, oh, I don't know, for 
about a month, just hammering together these essays, these 
little essays on our respective educations. 
So we did that, and I'm just thinking of the writing, where I 
was kind of with the writing. He was resuscitating these 
books and getting them published after all these years, and 
then after I wrote "Golden Days," I wrote "Making History," 
which was set on the West Side and it was about Crossroads 
and everybody dying in car accidents. And there's this huge 
car accident at the end where eighteen people die, I think. 
It's just, you know, really, I took that as far as it could go. I 
really had a lot of fun with it, but then a friend of mine's son 
committed suicide, no, was killed in a car accident. David 
Reid is his name. He's an editor, nice man, and he was 
crying on the phone, and he said, "My life has become a 
Carolyn See novel." 

Collings 
Aw. 

See 
And I thought, hmm, maybe I ought to cheer up. [laughs] 
You know, maybe that's not how I want to be thought of. 

Collings 
And you had been much lighter than that previously. 

See 
Yes, kind of light. Well, even "Making History" to my mind 
was not--everybody lives, because the goddess Kali is paying 



attention to them. The goddess of destruction really loves 
things like car accidents. The narrator is a dead boy, and he 
is actually Clara's first boyfriend who did die, not in a car 
accident but from carbon monoxide poisoning. 

Collings 
Oh, dear. 

See 
But I just took the position that you don't necessarily die; 
some other stuff is going on. And so at the end, he goes on--
everybody just moves on from the accident to some other 
place, and, hmm, I thought it was a terrific book. I'm just 
sitting here being moved by my own material, which is kind 
of embarrassing. [laughter] But I thought it was a terrific 
book. 

Collings 
Do you have a favorite of your-- 

See 
My two favorites, and they just go back and forth, are either 
"Golden Days" or "Making History," and they're basically the 
same book. "Golden Days" is what if the whole--I think I was 
talking about this before--what is the whole thing blows up, 
or what if your daughter dies or your son dies, and I think I'd 
feel better if the whole thing blew up. I just don't think I 
could stand the other. So I thought maybe it might be nice 
to get off that disaster thing. And I think I told you about 
"The Handyman," and that was a much lighter book. 
But meanwhile, John and I were just living together, and we 
just had a lot of fun. Now, there were things that weren't 
perfect, and I'm going to say before the last part there was a 
sort of a pre-last part where he was looking--he loved 
antique, antiquarian books, and he was looking at a book 
called "Double Trouble," and he slipped on a stairway and 
broke his leg. He had been drinking. He was not out-of-
control drinking, he had just been drinking, and so he broke 
his leg. So it's really a pain in the neck to have somebody 
around the house with a broken leg. 
And I also was just thinking the other day of when--now, I'm 
going to do a little parenthesis, because this should be in just 
for fun in the story. When Tom and I divorced, we had this 



messy divorce where we really couldn't let go, and at one 
point he was on tour in Canada running, and he would write 
Clara and me these postcards every day, you know, "I ran at 
this place, I ran at that place," like we cared, and then, "I'm 
having a little trouble with my Achilles tendon," and, "My 
tendon is bothering me." So, of course, he ran so far that he 
ruptured his Achilles tendon, so then he had to come home. 
He was living in an apartment in Venice, no furniture, just 
living on a mattress, and he had the same kind of cast as 
John did, hip-to-ankle cast, and while John was very stoic 
and had perfect manners around the whole thing, I will say I 
had to empty his pee jar a lot more times than I would have 
liked. He sort of wore out his welcome during this time. 
But Tom was just home in this place, and he had--he was 
always, you know, these kids--he just couldn't manage his 
wives and kids. He had too many of them. So Katharine 
came in from Australia. She was about fourteen, and she was 
visiting him, and whenever Katharine came in, his mother 
had to come in and look at Katharine, because she adored 
Katharine. And Tom's mother drove him crazy, just crazy. 
And then Clara went down to spend a particular weekend 
with him, and it just cheered me. It made me so happy that 
all that whole drama was not going on in my house. It was 
going down-- 

Collings 
Yes. How great. 

See 
Yes. They had just taken that entire circus and moved it 
down to Tom's house, Tom's little furniture-less room. I went 
down one Sunday afternoon to pick up Clara, and Tom was 
fit to be tied. He had a terrible temper, and his mother would 
try the patience of a saint, and poor Katharine was just kind 
of like, "I don't know, I'm here from Australia. I don't know 
what to do about any of this," and Clara was running around. 
So I picked up Clara and I left, and then a little bit later 
Tom's mother finally had to drive home to San Diego, and 
Tom was like, "Oh, god. Okay, we're going out for some ice 
cream." So poor little Katharine got him up to his feet, onto 
his crutches. They went down the stairs, across the street, 



over to a parking lot where his big VW van was parked, and 
he was in a tizzy, and he slammed down his cast on the gas 
while the van was in reverse, and smashed across the 
parking lot and broke the wall of an Irish bar in Venice. It 
just went boom, and the whole wall caved in, and here were 
a bunch of Irish drunks in the rubble, coming down. They 
registered this and one of them said, "This isn't a drive-in, 
you know." [laughter] And so this is kind of like men and 
their broken legs. 
So John just sat there kind of getting moldy. The kids were 
very scornful of him doing this. I was very scornful of him. 
There was enough scorn to go around, and his daughters 
never showed up. They were like, "Oh, this is the bad side of 
our dad. He drinks," you know, that kind of thing. And so 
then after two months or whatever, he went in and got the 
cast off, got drunk, fell down and broke his leg. 

Collings 
Oh, no. 

See 
Same day. He was very frightened that he'd be thrown out, 
but I didn't feel that was right. But I must say, that was an 
annoyance, an annoyance that lasted three or four months 
that was just like very tiresome, just very tiresome. We 
never--there was not a quarrel around it, but it was just like, 
"Oh, please, this is too--," you know, just a lot of 
recrimination, I think, silent recrimination. 
But in general we went on having a good time, and then 
when I wrote "The Handyman" I was a Getty scholar. By that 
time I couldn't drive, and so he would come to all the Getty 
meetings with me, and you go around introducing yourself at 
the beginning of each meeting, and he would just say, "I'm 
John Espey. I'm Carolyn's chauffeur." And, of course, he's 
just so much more than Carolyn's chauffeur that it was kind 
of touching and funny, and they loved him there. And the 
first time he got sick, a lot of people from the Getty program 
came over to be with him, because he was really beloved. 
And then one of our very last trips came in between. He was 
hospitalized twice, and our last trip was, we went to Rome 
and then we went to the north of Italy to see the Princess 



[Mary] de Rachewiltz, a lady who if John were alive, he'd be 
very upset with me for not--but it's Ezra Pound's daughter. 
And during World War II she had been--Ezra had dropped 
her off with a bunch of peasants back in the day when he 
was just a young, thoughtless poet. He had gone to some 
peasant's house and said, "Here's my beautiful daughter. Will 
you take care of her for me? And I'll be back in a few years 
to pick her up," like some fairy tale. They did take care of 
her, and she grew up to be this beautiful blonde, and then 
World War II occurred, and, of course, Pound was so 
interested--he fell in with bad company and was involved 
with the Nazis. And meanwhile, then, she had grown up to 
be a beautiful girl, and he was then ready to accept her as 
part of the crowd, as part of the posse. Then World War II 
happened, and she found a boyfriend, and they were walking 
through kind of old Italy, just taking a hike, and found this 
broken-down castle and were able to buy it for like a dollar 
something, and then had spent the rest of their lives putting 
it together and making it this beautiful showplace, which 
then she turned into sort of a shrine for her father. And she 
always felt terrible that Ezra would never go and live there. 
He'd visit, but he said it was so damn cold that he just--he 
decided when he got out of prison and everything to stay 
over in America. 
So John had delivered millions of lectures about this 
princess, and he loved that she was a papal princess, and it 
turns out that you can become a papal princess if you just 
kind of paid $2.50 to some kind--I mean, it's just a very easy 
thing to become a papal princess. So she was a princess-- 

Collings 
Of a sort. 

See 
--but not really. Yes, you know, a princess literally in name 
only. So we got to Rome, and he was very sick and old, and 
we had been on a couple of other Alaskan cruises. I got 
junkets, Alaskan junkets, and he had begun to fall down, and 
he'd fallen down quite a lot. And no one knew what he had. 
They didn't know what he had. So then I'll just say, he went 
in for the first time and almost died. He was very, very, very 



close to dying, and his daughters came in and said, "You 
know, it's okay with us if--we're all on the same page about 
pulling the plug, because the poor guy is really not well." 

Collings 
And what did he have? 

See 
Well, they found out, actually--they just didn't know, 
although I had a nurse friend who came over to the house 
and saw him, and took a look at him and then she said, "He 
has congestive heart failure," because of his ankles and the 
way he looked. But very fancy cardiologists didn't say that. 
We went over to--that's another reason I don't like doctors. 
We went over to UCLA and a cadre of very tiresome doctors 
said they didn't know, or that he needed a heart transplant. 
But he was too old. He was old, in his eighties at that time. 
So then he went into the hospital and, well, this meant 
moving out of our house in Topanga, and we had to move 
out not just because of John, but because my eyes--you 
know, his driving had become so lunatic, and my eyes were 
so useless, much worse than they are now, actually, that I 
realized we had to move, and he was angry at me for--he 
didn't want to leave Topanga. We had to do it, though, 
because we couldn't stay, because we couldn't drive in and 
out. We were really pretty isolated. And the last couple of--
there was one year I was teaching, where the last two days 
of a particular quarter I had to have students come and get 
me. I mean, I didn't have the brains to get a cab. I will say I 
was too dumb to figure out that that's what people did. 

Collings 
That's not really an L.A. thing. 

See 
No, it's not, and if no one you know has ever gotten a cab, 
you don't even think cab. It's just not even on your radar. So 
anyway, we sold the house and we moved out, and it was a 
very difficult time, because he was terribly sick. And the last 
night that we were there, he was quite delirious, and I just 
didn't know what the hell was wrong with him, and it wasn't 
that we hadn't been taking him to the doctor. It was just one 
of those things. And his son-in-law--his daughters finally at 



that time began to come around. They were just doing the 
best they could. His son-in-law took him off to a doctor, and 
I was beside myself, I remember, trying to get things moved 
in the house, trying to get things packed up. They came 
back, and John was just like a zombie in a horror film, and I 
asked his son-in-law how John was, and he said, "Oh, he's 
fine." So they were just--you know, who knows, but that's 
where they were. That was their position. 

Collings 
Yes. So they just didn't really want to deal with it. 

See 
No, and I can understand why they didn't. So then we moved 
out a couple of days later, and Lisa had been kind of 
conspicuously absent during this process of moving. Clara 
had been fantastic, and certain other friends, but what Lisa 
did do is the moving day she took John, and then she was 
supposed to check him into a hotel. But she said that, well, 
she did check him into this hotel where we were going to 
spend the night, but he was so crazed that people thought 
he was a homeless person. They thought she was checking 
in a homeless person to the hotel. And that night--I mean, 
the night before had been awful, but that was still in the 
house. This was different. It was down in a hotel, and he had 
what was going to become one of his big symptoms, which is 
called a "sundowner," where you're very quiet all day and 
then at night you just freak out. So he was pacing up and 
down and reciting the "Cantos" at the top of his voice, and 
the next day we checked him into the hospital, where it 
looked like he was going to die. 
So then what saved him at that time, which was two years 
before the time that he did die, was they finally got around--
you know, they had tried everything. "Let's try a little of this, 
try a little of that," these wacky tests that you have no idea. 
Well, one was like they put on a bathing cap and then pulled-
-he looked like he was getting highlights. They had his hair 
pulled out in little strings and grease on, and the poor little 
guy just was utterly oblivious to whatever was going on. And 
then they drained like a quart and a half of fluid from his 



lungs, and then they said, "Oh, guess what? It looks like 
congestive heart failure." 
So then we had found--I had found--a very nice 
condominium in the Palisades, with a beautiful, beautiful 
view, but it had to have some remodeling. And so he went 
out to live with his older daughter, Alice, and I lived by 
myself for three months or something down in Marina del 
Rey, and I was so relieved to just be out of this, the stress 
and anguish of not knowing what was going to happen. So 
then we had about two more years in this pretty little 
apartment--no, large. It was probably the closest I've come 
to luxurious living. It was a luxurious condominium. 
The trouble is, he had turned into a very old man, which was 
certainly not his fault. I mean, we had talked about this 
earlier on, and, of course, I had said, "I don't care. And not 
only that, I'll take care of you until you die." And his younger 
daughter, Susan, who had very severe mental problems, but 
who really was a very sweet and straight-up kind of lady, 
had also said, "I'll take care of you until you die." But when 
you say that, you don't really know what you're getting into. 
You truly don't. And then there was two years of him just 
being a very old guy and falling down all the time. I mean, 
anyone who's been through it will know what it is. It's like 
living with somebody who's dying. Just a whole lot of falling 
down, but he had a whole lot of dignity, just hell's own 
amount of dignity. 
And so it never even occurred to me that--well, Lisa, and I 
don't mean to make Lisa the villain of the piece here, but it 
was just her role. She would come by, and we all had 
signature things that we would say, and she would say, "He 
could linger for years." She wanted me to put him in a 
nursing home, which was not an unsensible suggestion, but 
it was against my religion somehow. I just thought, he's 
done everything for me. The least I can do is something for 
him. And then there was a while then when she would say, 
"He could linger for years," and I would say, "He has lingered 
for years." He just lingered for a huge amount of time. 
And then he tuned up to get really sick again. It got worse 
and worse and worse. And then there was a morning where 



he--aw, poor little guy. He wasn't in bed--at night--oh, let 
me just say--at night--he would sleep all day, and then at 
night he would get up and roam around the house and shout 
and cry and then fall down. So several times I called the fire 
department, and then at one time they said, "Do you have a 
Do Not Resuscitate order for him?" And I said, "No," and 
they said, "You ought to get one, because otherwise we're 
going to be stuck doing something we don't want to do and 
you don't want us to do it." 
So I went to the doctor the next day. He would sleep all day, 
so it was okay to leave him in the day. And I went to the 
doctor and said, "I have to have a Do Not Resuscitate order." 
And he said, "Oh, well, he was fine in the hospital," because 
he'd then in the hospital for a second time by that time. "His 
vital signs are fine. Give him something to eat," is one of the 
things that doctor said. And I just thought, well, all right. 
There wasn't anything I could do. I came home, and I hired a 
night, not a nurse but a night person, and then that started 
the last, oh, six weeks or two months that he was alive. 
Susan came down for a lot of it, and she was a pediatric 
nurse, so she did a lot of nursing, just, you know, moving. 
You don't realize just at the level of linen and blood. You just 
don't even know what people, when they're really sick and 
when they're dying, if you don't know about it, if you don't 
know--I'm trying to finish the sentence. There's no way of 
imagining it if you don't know about it, because even 
Victorian novels that talk about death all the time, they had 
that Victorian prudishness, so they couldn't say, "Well, 
there's shit all over the wall," because they just couldn't say 
that. 

Collings 
Yes. The people tend to drift off to sleep in their bed, with 
the covers up to their chin. 

See 
That's right. They have a high fever. Exactly, and they say a 
few nice last words, but that's not how it works exactly. And 
so it was terrible, poor little guy. And I think a lot there were 
certain, perhaps, things that I could have done differently, 
but I'm not sure really. I think I waited too long in calling in 



hospice. I just did. And so there were terrible people who 
kind of climbed, visiting nurses who climbed all over him 
trying to get a blood pressure reading, and a lot of messing 
around with catheters, and he never complained. He was as 
sweet when he was dying as he was when he was alive. 
And meanwhile, Lisa was saying, "He could linger for years. 
Let's put him somewhere." And Alice was saying, "I want him 
over at my house," and she would say, "The time has come, 
Carolyn. I finally have to step in." So my signature phrase 
during that time was, "Absolutely not." I just kept saying 
that to everybody on ever occasion. And when Susan would 
come, we would get two bottles of champagne and two CDs 
and a huge steak, and the night person would come in, and 
we'd grill the steak, drink the champagne, watch the movies 
that were always fantasy movies, some weird kind of movies 
I'd never seen. I'll never see them again. 
And then there was a day when the hospice people said, this 
lady said, "Well, you won't be seeing me again, because the 
other one is coming," the one who's there for the last day. 
And so Clara and Susan and Alice and I and the night lady 
spent the night, and then the next day--we did laugh that 
last morning. We just laughed until--oh, I know. Lisa came 
over with some lox and some bagels, and she was all 
dressed up. But she brought us breakfast, and she said, "I 
just have to meet--." She was going to meet somebody in 
like the hundred most influential Chinese people who ever 
lived, something, the fanciest hundred Chinese people you 
ever saw, and she was just like, "I don't know how I'm going 
to do it or what I'm going to say, because his name is 
Edward Foo, and so how am I going to say, 'How do you do, 
Mr. Foo'? I just can't, I can't." And we just fell over laughing. 
So then later that morning he died, but he died I guess what 
could be called a peaceful death. It was a peaceful death, but 
it was hard, much harder going up to it and the death itself. 
It's hard work, I didn't realize. It's very much like birth, 
where you're sweating and grunting and, you know, it's just 
a deal. So then that's the end of my story of Mr. Espey. 



So do you want to ask me some stuff before--I'll just say the 
book reviews. That kind of makes it a nice kind of little rest 
stop. 

Collings 
Because you had said you had been doing so many of them. 
One review a week for twenty-eight and a half years. 

See 
Yes. Well, it's more than that now, isn't it? No, it's not. It's 
right around twenty-eight and a half years, because Elaine 
Kendall and I got hired as regular reviewers at the "L.A. 
Times" at the same time, and, of course, that's Alexander's 
mother, Alexander Kendall's mother, and Alexander is my-- 

Collings 
Son-in-law. 

See 
No, wait a minute. It's not Alexander's mother. It's-- 

Collings 
It's Richard's. 

See 
It's Richard Kendall's mother. So from that time--and, of 
course, Elaine got sick of it and started writing plays and 
doing other stuff, but I did one--for a while I was doing four 
to six, because two weekday ones, so doing six reviews a 
month. But I loved it. It was not a hardship. I never thought 
of it as a--even now, I mean, it amazes me how much it 
doesn't bother me or I don't feel it as a burden. It's like 
drinking gin. It's just mildly intoxicating and sweetly 
distracting, and it's just another--you're living your ordinary 
life, but then you're just living always this kind of other little 
chug, chug, chug, inner life that is just the story that you're 
in right now. 

Collings 
Do you feel that you had a particular mission or a particular 
point of view that you wanted to convey through this body of 
reviews? 

See 
At first my mission was to just make some money, because 
when you're really making your living as a writer--you know, 
I was working at Loyola for, I think, eighteen years. I think 



that's right, or maybe it's twenty-eight. That's embarrassing; 
a lot of time. But Loyola paid no money. It was the most 
amazing--I used to wonder sometimes if those Jesuits sat 
down and laughed at the scam. You know, it was an 
incredible scam, because they charged their students hell's 
own amount of money. They gave their lay people no money, 
and our Christmas bonus was two bottles of novitiate wine. 
That was it. That was our bonus, no money. 
But the incredible advantage was, especially back in those 
days of the sixties and the seventies and a little bit of the 
eighties, was it was so much fun. It was an unabashed party 
school. They never would have said it was anything else but 
a party school, and they loved their students, and they really 
were--I don't know what, back in the monastery, what they 
were actually doing, thinking and praying, I'm sure, but 
there were parties every weekend, marvelous parties. Or 
there were two summers in a row up at our second Topanga 
house where the chairman of the department, I don't know. I 
mean, I just wonder. His name was Frank Carruthers, a 
wonderful man, and he said--we were talking about putting 
in a patio, and he adored Mr. Espey, and he just was like, 
"Well, I'll put in your patio." And then he had all these kids 
because he was Catholic. He had ten thousand sons, and 
then there were other, like, graduate students, and I had 
some followers, like creative-writing followers, and so these 
darling guys who just came up and they spent two whole 
summers playing in the dirt, putting in these patios that if 
you looked at them you'd think, "Well, you could have--." Of 
course, we didn't have to hire anybody, and no money was 
involved. That's the whole point of all this stuff. No money 
was ever involved. We just drank a lot, ate a lot, had a lot of 
fun, and John wrote a sequence of incredible poems at the 
end of the project, the two summers worth, in Chaucerian 
verse and a beautiful Elizabethan sonnet for Frank 
Carruthers' wife. We just spent all this time with these 
people, and they were so sweet. They were just sweet and 
good, and you know, you really can't buy that. 
And when I went over to UCLA, I got paid at least twice as 
much money, but they were half as much fun. And I had 



been a graduate student at UCLA where there had been a lot 
of fun, but I didn't experience that as a faculty. 

Collings 
And also the times had changed. 

See 
The times had changed. But in the sixties and seventies, 
there was just no better place to be, I think, than Loyola, 
and they would have these carnivals. This is how dumb they 
were. They had a game called Clench-a-Wench. You'd all 
dress up in your Renaissance outfit, and then there would be 
one to twenty-six boys and A to Z girls in their Renaissance 
outfits, and a bunch of hay in the middle, and then they'd 
call out, "Z-eleven," and they'd run and grab each other and 
roll around in the hay. It's, you know, extremely stupid, but 
darling, just really fun. And people saved all their pennies 
because there was one day in the year when everybody 
would play poker, and there were these all-night poker 
parties with pennies as chips, and these gruff old Jesuit 
priests would come out, you know, thousands of pennies that 
they had saved over the year, so there was a constant--it 
was just goofy. And now two of the nicest people from the 
English faculty just live a couple of blocks over. 

Collings 
That's wonderful. 

See 
Well, yes and no. I mean, it's nice. They're very, very sweet. 
But we sit down and sometimes there'll be one other person 
and there are four of us, and it's four old people having 
dinner. You know, it's just not the same. And it's true, there 
was something about that whole hippie era that shouldn't 
have gone with a private Catholic college, but it did. 

Collings 
But it was so pervasive. 

See 
Yes. And I would just say the whole free-love aspect was a 
diabolical, very interesting, very Jesuitical, and I would warn, 
I would give warning lectures in class. There were no locks 
on the doors in the dorms. You could screw your brains out 
in the dorms, but there was no available birth control, and 



there was a very beautiful wedding chapel right on campus, 
so it was just a trap. And I would say--and these kids, as 
anybody, these girls would get pregnant, and they wouldn't 
know, literally, they wouldn't know where to turn, which is 
why I would always give this lecture at the beginning of 
class, and they didn't mind, because I was just one person. 
But I would say, "You know, if you want a ride to the birth-
control place, you can ask me. And if you need an abortion, 
God forbid, you can ask me. And anyplace else you can't ask. 
There's no place available. That's just not in the cards here, 
and if you have sex, you could have a kid. That's the way 
that works." And that happened quite often. 

Collings 
Did women--female students came to you? 

See 
They didn't come to me. No, no. They'd come afterwards and 
they'd say, "Yes," with a baby on their knee, but, no, they 
never took me up on the offer. But I would always--and I 
would say, "This looks like fun, but there's a trap in it." But 
they're not going to listen to a grownup. But at least I would 
say that. And the other thing I would say, because there 
were lots of guys especially who just loved to give those 
right-to-life talks, and I would say, "That's fine. I have a 
watch and equal time. As long as you talk about this, you're 
on the clock with me to baby-sit. I've got two kids at home 
and I really need it. Go ahead, keep talking." And they may 
have realized I--they would say, "Good point, Doctor See," 
and I'd say, "No, I mean it." [laughter] 
The lack of birth control I think is the only disadvantage, 
because to really complain about the lack of money would be 
to be a bad sport. But to get back, if you have to really 
support a family, one thing they gave, again, was free 
tuition, so Lisa got free tuition. That was very good. But you 
could write a novel, you did magazine pieces, and you did 
book reviews, and you taught, and then together that might 
make an income. 

Collings 
So that was what was driving the book reviews for quite 
some time, then. 



See 
Yes, yes, yes. And then I would like to think, and it was sort 
of like what John thought, is that you pretend to be a little 
dumber than you are, but you're actually a lot smarter than-
-and to be able to write in the vernacular and to write 
casually, but to be as learned as you can within a little 850-
word-- 

Collings 
Have you ever collected your book reviews? 

See 
No. Nobody wants to read a review, honey. 

Collings 
Okay. [laughter] 

See 
I mean, I may be deluded, but I'm not that deluded. 

Collings 
Well, maybe this is not the right--I suppose we might as well 
today, but you were talking about birth control and earlier on 
you had talked about "The Feminine Mystique" and how 
important that was for you. But then later on, your 
relationship with the Women's Movement vis-à-vis the issue 
of pornography went-- 

See 
Oh, to me that's an entirely different--excuse me, but 
feminists are so naive. It's like looking at a soap opera and 
getting upset about Luke and Laura, or now it has to be 
Brenda and Mr. Scorpio, I don't know, whoever. It's like 
thinking those are real people. Pornography is like, it's an art 
form. It may be a debased art form, but it's an art form, and 
you have--you don't have to do anything, but if you're an 
educated person, you should allow freedom of speech and 
freedom of the arts. It's a different thing. You can argue--
this is my point of view--you can argue--I would definitely 
argue against right-to-life people. I would get out and carry 
a sign. I would be more than happy to argue against that, 
because those are real people in real life situations. 
Even a movie is just--that's people pretending. I mean, they 
may be having--often they're just pretending to have sex. 
They're not really doing it. They're just kind of lunging at 



each other in an awkward fashion. And certainly the books 
are just books. They're print on a page, and everything that 
you ever teach anybody in Freshman Comp, that simplest 
most elementary fact, where it says ball, b-a-l-l, on a piece 
of paper, is not the same thing as a round ball. One is a 
symbol and one is reality, as far as we can look. This cup is 
more real than print that says cup. So if somebody says, "I 
jammed my dick into her pussy," that's just print on a page, 
and that is not--it may mess with some guy's mind, or 
maybe not, but I mean, this is a country with freedom of 
expression, First Amendment. To me there's no--freedom of 
expression comes before a lot of whining feminists, and I got 
a lot of letters from irate feminists. 

Collings 
Yes. I've got a couple of things here. 

See 
Did Andrea Dworkin, do you have Andrea there? 

See 
No, this is not from Andrea Dworkin, but I was looking for 
that. But it's just interesting because in many ways your life 
has been prototypically feminist, and then we reach this one 
point where there's such a divergence of ways. 

See 
Yes. Yes, and I would say respectfully or whatever, that's 
because I've met up with the reality. I read the stuff and my 
dad wrote the stuff, and I discussed the stuff, and I've been 
closer to it than these women who, I'm sure, very rarely sit 
down and read any of it. And here I see that there are some 
statistics. They have tried, both sides, and I really am aware 
of this, because I used to have to know because of being in 
court--the people have said--the people, let me be more 
straight. People who are against pornography have tried to 
find studies that show the more pornography there is, the 
more sex crimes there are. The people who are for 
pornography have tried as hard as they could, usually ending 
up in Sweden, pulling out these studies that show the more 
pornography there is, the less crime there is. But in truth, 
there are no studies. There are just the most halfhearted 
studies. 



Nobody has ever done them, and it's comparable to 
something that I just loved. A sociologist named Barry 
Glassman down at USC wrote a book about food. He's this 
very serious scholar, and he spent a lot of time writing this 
stupid book, no offense, I mean, nice book. He was trying to 
track down the myth of the more family dinners you have, 
the higher grades you get, the more monogamous marriages 
you find yourself in, the more mortgages are paid off, etc. 
And he finally tracked down where the study came from, the 
initial study, and he got the president of the institute, and 
that guy said, "Well, that's so interesting that you say that. 
We get these phone calls every once in a while. There is no 
study. There has never been a study. We never had a study. 
That's an entirely made-up--that's an urban myth." 
And these statistics on either side, and I've listened to 
witnesses on both sides get all crazy, but no one--you know, 
I don't know. I would just think that the people who commit-
-but this is just an intuition or a sense--the people who 
commit crimes, sex crimes, don't spend a lot of time reading. 
You know, they just don't. Now, I would not extend my 
argument to films, or I mean it would be much more flimsy, 
because a person could look at a film and think, "Oh, that's a 
good idea." But, see, then that goes over into, well, they 
always talk about snuff movies, but I don't believe that 
there--I don't think there are any. There may be. See, I 
don't think it's true, but I could just say snuff movie and you 
don't like the idea of it. I don't think they have any, because 
if you had them, people would track down, "Oh, like look at 
those curtains." The way they do with certain child-
pornography victims, say, "I know that hotel. That's in 
Denmark. We can track this down." That's never happened in 
a snuff movie that I know, and I'd have to say I'm a little bit 
of an expert. It's never happened, and I think it's because 
there are no snuff movies. Because if you actually killed 
somebody in a movie, people would say-- 

Collings 
There would be a murder investigation. 

See 



Yes, of course. But it's just the rhetoric. And these ladies, I 
would write them individually and just say, "I'm interested in 
your position, but again, I just have reality to contend with, 
because I've, (a), read all these books, and, (b), my dad 
writes all these things, and I know a lot of pornographers, 
and I have yet to see the connection. But I'm so happy to 
see that you're interested." But I think the First Amendment, 
not to get all worked up about the First Amendment, but I 
think freedom of speech is very important, you know? 

Collings 
Well, given that "Mothers, Daughters" was well received as a 
perhaps feminist kind of book, do you think there was any 
sort of blow back for you taking this rather public position-- 

See 
No, no, I don't. 

Collings 
--toward what one might call sort of orthodoxy of that 
period? 

See 
No. I think these people, and by these people I mean the 
ladies who--I met Andrea Dworkin once, and this is just a 
terrible thing to say, but it would be a cold day in hell that 
anybody would press his attentions upon her. She 
resembled--and she's dead now, so I shouldn't say it, but 
she resembled a witch in a fairy tale. And after I met her, 
you know, we looked at each other and nodded, and I was 
with my editor, Joe Kanon, and I said, "Is that--is she--is 
that--?" And he was like, "Yes. Don't say anything." But it 
was all--it's in her little mind. And I'm not saying that men 
cannot be horrible on occasion. They can be. But I don't 
think it's, quote, "pornography" in print. Print pornography 
or--what am I trying to say--still art, things that aren't 
moving pictures, I don't think it's that that sets off a mad 
rapist/killer. 

Collings 
Would you consider this particular discourse to be particular 
to the East Coast again, since we've been talking about East 
and West? 

See 



I think so. I think so. I think they got on a tear, feminists got 
on a tear, and they--Betty Friedan, who I was actually quite 
close to for a while-- 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
--she lived out here for a while and she-- 

Collings 
Oh, that's interesting. 

See 
Yes, and she couldn't drive, and we drove her everywhere-- 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
--and she was a very sweet woman, and she'd had some 
trouble with East Coast feminists, which I think was one 
reason she came out here for a while. I don't know. 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
I can't say for sure. But feminism, it could have gone in all 
kinds of directions, and one of the directions is equal pay for 
equal work, or adequate childcare. Now, both of those 
things, you can't get too wound up over them. You know? 
You can't raise your voice and shout and cry. It's just they're 
not very--to follow out the--they're not very sexy issues. 
Mad rapist/killers prowling in the dark, let's take back the 
night with our torches, that's just a lot more fun, and 
everybody is against a mad rapist/killer. There's not anybody 
who's going to say, "Oh, I'm all for mad rapist/killers. I like 
them. Equal rights for mad rapist/killers." Nobody's going to 
say that. So you're going to have a chance to run in the 
streets, literally, shout, weep, wave a sign, carry on, and 
nothing has really changed. And the really knotty, k-n-o-t-t-
y, issues, to me the two big issues--[equal pay for equal 
work, and child care are not addressed.] 
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All right, here we are, Jane Collings interviewing Carolyn 
See, November 23, 2010. 
Last time, off tape, you were talking about how when you 
were hired at Loyola Marymount University, the dean said 
something interesting to you. 

See 
It was actually the chairman of the English Department, and 
it was an interesting time, because it was the year that they 
were merging, that Loyola and Marymount were merging-- 

Collings 
Oh, I see. 

See 
--so they were already quite freaked out about having all 
these women-- 

Collings 
I see. The male school and the women's school was merging. 

See 
Yes, were merging. And at one point I remember in a faculty 
meeting where they were groaning on about the women and 
how they were treating everybody equally, one little nun 
spoke up and said, "Okay, well, why don't we call it 
Marymount Loyola University?" just to watch them faint dead 
away, because like that would never happen. So the 
Chairman of the English Department, Frank Carruthers, was 
sitting there just looking a little beleaguered, and he said, 
"The federal government will give us money to hire a person, 
or will subsidize it this year, but it has to be a woman. Don't 
you think that's terrible?" And I said, because I was just lily 
livered, I said, "Yes, I think it's terrible. But as long as you 
have to hire a woman, it might as well be me." But then to 
be fair, I tormented him for decades after. I mean, there was 
just hardly a party where I didn't bring it up, and then he 
would just say, "Aw, Carolyn, give it a rest." But it was not to 
be. I would never give it a rest, because two of us, too--I 
wasn't the first woman hired at Loyola, but I was one of the 
two first women hired by Loyola. 

Collings 



So if the schools were merging, presumably the male 
students had always had exclusively male teachers in the 
past? 

See 
I don't know. I'm not sure how that works, because I wasn't 
there and I never--I imagine it would mostly be men. Yes. 
Why would they bring in women? 

Collings 
Yes. So given all of these variables, how were your relations 
with the students at that time? 

See 
The students, well, see, they brought in all the Marymount 
girls came in, so it was, I think mainly, and I'm just 
remembering back offhandedly, but I think a lot of the 
priests and some of the old male lay people were--oh, they 
hated women, you know, they just hated them, and they 
didn't make much excuse for that. And, in fact, I remember 
Lisa once got in big trouble. She was in a religion class with 
Greek Orthodox priest who said that all women were vessels 
of sin, and she said, "I'm sorry." 

Collings 
Excuse me. 

See 
You know, "I don't belong to your church, but I don't think 
I'm a vessel of sin," and he really got very upset and said, 
"Well, that's just what a vessel of sin would say." 

Collings 
Oh, my gosh. 

See 
Because there were some of those old guys who really 
thought that women were the origin of evil, and it was kind 
of hard to change their minds. I mean, that was just their 
mindset. But the students, you know, they're just cute, and 
they were sweet and very good hearted and nice, and the 
students never seemed very threatened by the girls or even 
the women faculty. They just kind of took it in stride. So I do 
remember that the faculty--I know that the day I got 
promoted to associate and got tenure, one of those old guys 
came and stood in the door of my office and said, "We tried 



everything we could,"--he was on the Rank and Tenure 
Committee--"we tried everything we could to think of 
reasons to turn you down, but we couldn't think of any." And 
again I was like, "Well, thanks." 

Collings 
Guilty until proven innocent. 

See 
Yes, exactly, and I don't even remember his name. But they 
were all kind of the same. 

Collings 
So what was it like teaching in that kind of environment? 

See 
The only thing that was--actually, they were extremely open 
minded. They were extremely open minded, and the only 
place where I thought they were kind of iffy is something I 
mentioned last time, I think, which is they made it intensely 
easy for these kids to have sex with each other-- 

Collings 
Oh, right, yes, and they had a marriage chapel. 

See 
--and intensely difficult to get an abortion, almost impossible 
to get an abortion, and they had that darling little wedding 
chapel. So that was, I thought, creepy, but that's just their 
agenda. They want to make little Catholics, so it was 
appropriate for them to behave that way. That was what 
they were supposed to be doing. I just thought it was 
creepy. But a lot of it, it was the sixties, and it was Jesuits, 
and so they were very open minded. In fact, my second book 
came out, and my office mate was a Jesuit priest, and he 
wrote to his mother that his office mate had a book, and she 
lived in a small town and went and ordered it from the 
library, and she came back holding it in a brown paper bag. 
[laughs] 

Collings 
Oh, no. So which book was that? 

See 
"Blue Money," all about pornography. 

Collings 
Oh, right. Okay. 



See 
But actually, the dean of the college called me and said, "You 
may hear some stuff. Some people are upset, but don't you 
worry. It's nothing. We're not worried about it at all." So in 
that way they were perfectly decent to me, and they're very 
nice. As a general thing, they just were awfully nice people, 
a lot of fun. 

Collings 
So you were actually quite lucky to have that, it sounds like. 

See 
Oh, yes, yes. 

Collings 
So you were saying that you wanted to talk a little bit about 
what it was like for you as you were-- 

See 
Yes, the last ten years, my life as an old lady. When John 
was dying, I was working on "Making a Literary Life." I had a 
two-book deal, and that was the first book of the two-book 
deal. And I would go out--I think I've said it before, but I 
would go out on the balcony. John was dying in the 
bedroom, and I'd go out on the balcony and write my 
thousand words. 

Collings 
So you were doing that even during this time. 

/ 
See 

I worked all the way up and through his death. But then I 
was also writing what turned out to be a sixty-page 
manuscript about what it was like as he was dying, and then 
I sold that to the "New York Times Magazine," but it was cut 
down drastically. But it still, it's an amazing piece of work, if 
I do say so, just about what it's like to have somebody die in 
the house. It's a strong, strong piece of work. But so I was 
doing "Making a Literary Life." And then he died, and then I 
woke up that first morning, and I was on the couch out in 
the living room, and I just said out loud, "Keep your eyes 
open." I don't even know what that meant, but I mean, it 
was like, "Now you have a chance to really look at life in a 
different way and just for heaven's sake pay attention." 



Collings 
How old were you at this moment? 

See 
It was eleven years ago and I'm seventy-six now, so I would 
have been sixty-five or sixty-six, sixty-five, which I thought 
was really old at that time, but now I see, of course, it's not 
that old. And I also see that you don't see anything more 
than you would have when you were married. It might have 
been an opportunity to see everything clearly and do things 
differently and all that, but if it was, I absolutely didn't take 
advantage of it. I mean, just plain didn't, and, in fact, went 
into--I was very sad for quite a while. 

Collings 
Oh, yes, of course. 

See 
So it was just very strange. And so I was still teaching, and I 
would teach for six more years. 

Collings 
And you were at UCLA by this time. 

See 
Yes, yes. And that was great. I mean, it was really 
wonderful. But I did have a bad case of grief, and you don't 
know what that's like. It's entirely different from sorrow. It 
just has a different vibe. Gee, I made this kind of elaborate 
notes for today, but I notice I didn't write this down, that on 
the fourteen-month anniversary of his death, I taught, and I 
was still--you know, you get these things where you start 
gasping for breath. 

Collings 
Oh, really? 

See 
And you know, like if you're driving, you'd better know 
enough to go park-- 

Collings 
Gosh. 

See 
--because you know that your body, it's like your body is 
folding--what is the word--falling apart, I guess. 

Collings 



Decompressing maybe. 
See 

Yes, something. And then you get these like terrible fits of 
sobbing, which are just really--it's more like sunburn than 
sorrow. I mean, it's just like your whole body, you just feel 
sick and gasp and can't breathe. A lot of my friends were 
going through this at the same time, one way or the other, 
and it's very typical that you'd be out having lunch with 
somebody, or dinner, and they'd be in the same boat, and 
they would start crying. 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
And then you'd just cry, you'd cry through it. You'd just cry 
and eat your salad, or you cry, and there's one lady who was 
filing, and she had to do some filing jobs, and she would just 
file and cry. But she wouldn't stay home. You know, you'd 
just go and cry and cry through it. 
So I remember this day. It was the last class of--it couldn't 
have been the last class, because it was September twenty-
sixth, so it wasn't the last class, but anyway, I did it 
beautifully, and I'd thought going in, "I'm just going to screw 
up. I mean, just something bad is going to happen. I just 
feel terrible." But I got through the class. The way I dealt 
with the teaching was I just told them from the very 
beginning, "I'm going through this, so if I act strange, you 
just will know it. Don't pay any attention to it. It's nothing. 
I'm just going through it." So sometimes I would just break 
down and cry, and then I would say, "Oh, well, but this is 
what happens," and da, da, da, da. 
So this was a great big class in literature of the West, and I 
got through it and did very well, and I came out feeling like, 
mm, I did that very well. But then I should have noticed, and 
that's what makes me say that, I mean, just to sort of say to 
anyone who will ever listen, "If you start gasping, don't try 
and do anything." And I started gasping, but I just thought, 
well, it's okay, because I'm already done with class. So then 
I went out to the Santa Monica Pier and had a Mexican lunch 
and a couple of margaritas, and then I went home and had a 



few drinks, and then I thought, "Well, it would be a really 
good idea to drive up into Topanga and lie on top of my 
dad's grave. Doesn't that sound like a good idea?" 
So I got in the car and drove up. My dad's ashes were buried 
in the front yard of the larger Topanga house. And I got 
about halfway up the driveway and then drove off the 
driveway and then fell, got out of the car, fell in the weeds. 
My neighbor came by, my ex-neighbor came by, picked me 
up, called Clara, and they called a cab to take me home, and 
I managed to get home, and I was fine. I kept saying, "I'm 
fine, I'm fine. Just let me get in the car and I'll just drive 
home, no problem." And they were like, "No, we don't think 
that's a good idea." And so my shoulder had been dislocated, 
and actually my rotator cuff had been shattered. 

Collings 
Oh, god. 

See 
So I came in the house, and Clara just came in right after 
and took me to the hospital, and I was very embarrassed, 
you can imagine. And I said, kind of impetuously I said, 
"Well, my drinking days are over. I can't say that my days of 
drama are over, but my drinking days are over," which didn't 
turn out to be true, of course, but at the time it seemed like 
the right thing to say. And then it turned out to be a very 
serious injury, that you were supposed to have your arm in a 
cast out in front of you-- 

Collings 
Oh, how terrible. 

See 
--for six weeks at least. 

Collings 
Oh, my god. Try sleeping like that. 

See 
Yes. And the doctor said, "Well, the only person I've seen 
with this problem was a seventy-year-old, and, of course, 
she had some alcohol problems, so it was hard for her to 
heal." And I just thought, you know, I don't want to do this. 
And by that time 9/11 had happened. It was just a couple of 
weeks before, because this was-- 



Collings 
Late September. 

See 
--yes, September twenty-sixth, 2011. And so my poor long-
suffering daughters took me around to different doctors, and 
I said I wasn't going to have a cast, and I wasn't going to do 
that, and they couldn't believe what they were hearing. But 
then Clara took me to this wonderful guy who said, "I think I 
can fix it. I'll do this, this, and this, and then you keep your 
arm in a sling and do a few little exercises, but don't mess 
with it." And about that time I got a fellowship to go to a 
place called Medway Plantation, which was down in South 
Carolina just outside of Charleston, and it was owned by a 
wealthy industrialist lady who had decided to open her 
mansion to artists, and it's one of these-- 

Collings 
What a wonderful idea. 

See 
It was a great idea. She did it for all of two years. This was 
the first year. And it was culturally so weird that the first 
night she brought in servants dressed as slaves-- 

Collings 
Oh, my god. 

See 
--who sang a bunch of spirituals. 

Collings 
Oh, no. 

See 
And there were like maybe a dozen of us, and I was the only 
one who wasn't from New York City. 

Collings 
Interesting. 

See 
All the rest were. They had just been so traumatized. They 
had, most of them, seen--you know, they'd been down, they 
had the ashes in their living room, so they were utterly 
freaked, and I was utterly freaked for a whole different 
reason. And then we lived for a month in the lap of luxury, of 
a kind of luxury I'll never see again. 



Collings 
Really. 

See 
It was just amazing the kind of dinner--she'd give dinner 
parties where there was like a black servant behind every 
guest. 

Collings 
Oh, god, that's so weird. What was she thinking? 

See 
Oh, man, it was weirder than you could imagine. It was just 
bizarre. But that first night with the spirituals was just 
amazing. They had a butler named Jim. They were Gullah 
people. I know I'm getting off the subject, but I'll come back. 

Collings 
No, no, this is fascinating. 

See 
All the black families spoke Gullah, and they had been with 
the house since the beginning of the house, which was at 
least two hundred years, and so there were some wonderful 
pictures of, like, Jim's grandfather-- 

Collings 
Oh, gosh. 

See 
--on a horse with a rifle. The whole place was built around 
hunting. It was a rice plantation, but the rich whites would 
go out and shoot ducks and stuff, and the blacks really ran 
the place. They knew everything, how to work everything, 
and that still held true even now, so like we just had the 
most amazing food from one of those truly an Aunt Jemima 
kind of lady, who would cook up like fifty-five ducks and then 
we would just eat these ducks until we were dizzy, and other 
wonderful southern regional dishes, and again people 
standing behind us all through dinner. She would bring plates 
and leave the plates, and none of the artists or writers who 
were there had any inkling of this kind of life, and it just blew 
us away. 
But I remember my arm--it was just such a weird time-- 

Collings 
It sounds like it. 



See 
--because everybody said that I would never have any range 
of motion in my arm, that my arm was ruined and-- 

Collings 
And your right arm, as well. 

See 
Yes, exactly. And at that time, they thought I was--and they 
were not wrong--I'm thinking my family thought I was crazy, 
that I wouldn't have a cast, that I wouldn't--the doctors 
would look at these x-rays. They were horrified. Everybody 
was kind of horrified, and I was just crying away and doing 
the reviews. And by the time I got to Medway, which was like 
fourteen months after John had--well, it was about sixteen 
months after John had died, I was revising the bound galleys 
of "Making A Literary Life." That's what I was doing. So on 
the one hand, it's a wonderful thing if you have a book come 
out. On the other hand, I was just incredibly squirrelly. 
And then you sort of pass into--you go into a different life, 
which is very much like the life of a divorced person, except 
you're a widow, and you have no idea until you're there what 
that is like or what it means, because all of American social 
life is based on couples, and if you're not part of a couple, 
you're just in trouble. You see that when you're divorced. 
That's why I'm sure a lot of ladies wait until they find 
another person before they leave their husbands. That's just 
sanity. That's sanity, because to be a woman alone is just 
very creepy, and to be a widow is just very, very creepy. 
So in that first year after John died, I had dates with three 
different guys. I mean, I went out. I just thought, again, I 
thought I just can't go over into that world of--you know, 
they're really outcasts, single women. Older single women 
are outcasts, and there's not much you can do about it. I 
mean, the only thing you can do is find an old man, or a 
young man. So you just go through--we were talking in a 
different context about a membrane--you go through a 
membrane where you're over with people who are very 
strange, because they are women who've been alone for a 
very long time. And they just have--when you talk about 
people who are set in their ways, they're set in their ways. 



So I met my first Republican-- 
Collings 

Oh, really. 
See 

--and that was when John was dying, and we would drink at 
least, well, we'd drink two bottles of champagne every night. 
And, again, we'd be out on the balcony drinking the 
champagne, and he'd be just so, so dead. But she was just 
as Republican as you can possibly imagine, and I would just 
think, I never in my life--and I tried not to put a negative 
spin on it. I just was like, "Well, this is my chance to meet 
people and go places and do things that I haven't done 
before," even though really I had done quite a lot of stuff, I 
think, but to just see different ways of living. So I became a 
Lion, a member of the Lions Club. 

Collings 
Really? 

See 
Yes. Because, you know, you just did. So I'm still a member 
of the Lions Club in the Palisades. 

Collings 
Wow. 

See 
And I mean every time I go, there's not a time I go that I 
don't think, I could be having dinner with zebras. They're 
just so--I mean, I am strange to them, they're strange to 
me. We're just strange to each other. And I think my friend 
Jeanette is the only one who really mourned when Meg 
Whitman didn't get governor, but we just decided that we 
were not going to argue about that kind of stuff, and we 
have managed to. I think the only time we ever had a fight--
her father back in the day, she was thirteen and she'd stolen 
some money from the family and went out and spent it on 
the pier. They lived in a hotel, and he got so upset that he 
dangled her outside. And when she told me that, I was like, 
"My god, Jeanette. Oh, my god. It's terrible." And she was 
like, "Oh, you Democrats. You would think that, wouldn't 
you. Just bleeding hearts. It wasn't anything." I called him a 
murderer for about a year, but it didn't mean anything. And 



it really was like it just didn't mean anything to her, because 
she just lives in a harder world, a tougher world than-- 

Collings 
A Republican world. 

See 
Totally, where she's just looking for an illegal immigrant to 
send across the border. Except in real life, she's extremely 
generous and kind. That's the thing. The doctrine that would 
come out of her mouth was horrifying, but in real life, she 
was just as kind and good as anybody I've ever met. It's 
kind of strange. 
So I met quite a few women who were people I would never 
in a million years have known otherwise. But you're really 
down--it's a little bit like after my first, I don't know, after 
my second marriage, when you're divorced, you're just down 
at the bottom of the ocean. It's a little more extreme, 
because you're down at the bottom of the ocean and there 
isn't much hope. I mean, you can say--you can go on 
Match.com, but you're going to find some pretty horrible 
people. 

Collings 
No, it's really true. You have to pick from the women who 
happen to be single, because if they weren't single, they'd be 
busy tending to their relationship. 

See 
That's right. They don't have time for you, because they've 
got their children to raise and they've got their husbands to 
please and they've got a thousand other obligations that a 
single woman doesn't have any obligations. It's really, I 
mean, if you could just cheer up about it. 

Collings 
Yes, exactly. 

See 
You know, looked at another way, it sounds like heaven. 

See 
Right. It does. 

See 
In fact, I think I mentioned last time that a dear friend of 
mine had her ninetieth birthday, and I went to that party this 



weekend, and she was talking--and it was so sophisticated 
and so elegant and so funny, and it had Brazilian dancers 
with big headdresses dancing amongst the old folks. It was 
very rowdy, and everybody drank too much, and it was just 
a wonderful party. And then Luchita talked a little bit about 
how much she loved her life and that when she woke up, she 
was free, entirely free, and that if she wanted to, she could 
go to bed at two in the afternoon and get up at three in the 
morning and pretend to read the paper and make coffee. It 
would be three in the morning, but nobody would be there to 
tell her what to do, and she loves it. She loves being alone. 
And I think I come in kind of sixty-forty on it. Most of it I 
really, really like, and I do love the freedom, and there are 
times when I forget just what a nightmare it is to be--I 
shouldn't say that, because families are nice, you know, but 
sometimes, you know, you look sometimes when you're 
sitting in a room with your family, and you just think, "I'm 
going to go crazy if I don't get out of here or if they don't 
shut up." And you know they're feeling the same way about 
you. So she talked about how happy she was with her life. 
But I think also, if you had a husband who you had mixed 
feelings about, but I really had very strong feelings about 
John. I really liked him very, very much, and admired him. 

Collings 
It sounds like your lifestyles and personal energies just 
meshed together-- 

See 
It just went together. 

Collings 
--in a very lovely way. 

See 
Yes. I mean, we just really got along beautifully, and even 
the end, even the last four years had some very nice parts to 
them. So anyway, when you're alone, you have this kind of--
it's a mixed feeling. So I went out with Ed Moses for a while. 

Collings 
Oh, really? 

See 



Yes. Which I'll just say very quickly, Ed Moses is deaf as a 
post and he can't read. 

Collings 
Oh, really? 

See 
Yes. But he gets around it very interestingly, because, for 
instance, when he's handed a menu, he just says to the 
waiter, "What's the special?" The waiter says, he says, "I'll 
have that." So he never needs to read anything. He has 
agents and everything for his contracts, and he has a 
wonderful life as a bachelor. He told me when we first met, 
"I want to go live on a Greek isle with eight women, and you 
can be the one in charge." Yes, and then he said, "Because 
you're the oldest." And I was like, "Thanks. So I'd get all the 
responsibility again." And he was like, "Yeah, yeah, yeah. But 
you'd like it." So that's what he wanted. 
And then another guy who was married to another one of my 
office mates, who loved jazz, so we went out. I mean, it's 
just so weird. I can't even explain how weird it is to go out 
and spend time with a man who you don't know very well, 
and you're going through this formula. You're having dinner 
and then you're going--with this guy, we went to listen to a 
lot of jazz. And he was very nice, but he had just lost his 
wife, and if anything, he was more grief-stricken than I was. 
He was just--I would look at him sometimes and--well, one 
terrible time I met somebody I knew, and I couldn't 
remember his name, because I just didn't know who he was 
in the most profound way. But I'd look at him sometimes and 
he'd be looking at me like, "Who are you? Why am I even 
here? Who are you?" Another time I went over to his house 
and he was opening a package, and he just looked like Mr. 
Crazy. Sweetest possible man, and he said, "I've just bought 
these cookie tins. Don't you think it's a good idea to have 
cookie tins?" And I was like, "Well, sure, if you're pushing 
seventy and all alone, I can't think of anything that would do 
better for you, honey, than cookie tins." I mean, it just broke 
my heart, and his heart was always being--you know, he was 
just heartbroken, so that didn't work out very well. 



And then the person that made me decide that this was a 
very stupid thing to even consider seeing men was a guy I 
went to high school with, who was a cab driver, and I am 
sure that in the cab if it was just a customer, he was a pretty 
good driver. But we almost got killed enough times that I 
told--I would give him these lectures and say, "Look, David. 
You cannot go through another signal." 

Collings 
Red light or something? 

See 
"You can't go through another red light." 

Collings 
Oh, no. 

See 
Then he'd be saying, "I never do that. I never do that. I'm 
fine." And we would have gone through a red light. So finally 
the last time we were at the Chart House, and he drove up 
the wrong lane of PCH-- 

Collings 
Oh, god. 

See 
--so that was last. I didn't see him-- 

Collings 
You see that in the paper from time to time. 

See 
Yes, you do, and then you just know it's David Shapiro. 
[laughs] I just thought, it's like obviously there is something 
in my own body or soul or whatever that was so broken that 
the vibe that went out just pulled in these extremely broken 
people, and it was better for everybody concerned if we just 
didn't do that. 
So then I was thinking of things that I thought, well, I mean, 
what did I like about John? I loved that we traveled a lot. 

Collings 
Yes, it sounds like it. 

See 
So I traveled. I had to go back East several times. The first 
two times I went back without John, one of the ways, I went 
one way in a train. 



Collings 
Oh, how nice. 

See 
It was really fun. It was what I thought would be the plucky, 
brave, innovative, interesting thing to do, and it really was 
fun both times. And I'm very glad I did it, because I had 
this--you know, my eyes were already going badly, and I 
know I couldn't do it now, and I'm so grateful to be able to 
travel with Clara, or I'm going with a friend to Morocco this 
summer, but I wouldn't be able to go alone. 

Collings 
You can't navigate the airports and things. 

See 
Get lost. Several times I've gotten lost in airports and had 
to--it's very embarrassing. You have to go up to a stranger 
and say, "I can't see anything," hope that they respond in a 
nice way, because you don't know. So I did that, and then I 
went to Mexico twice. I'm just talking about the last ten 
years. I went to Mexico twice, because that was one thing, 
John didn't like Mexico, so I was glad to be able to go back, 
and I went to Michoacan for the Day of the Dead, and that 
was great. And I thought, well, maybe the Day of the Dead is 
like, that's a good thing, and maybe I'll get something kind 
of spiritual out of it, because you sort of--but you don't. But 
it was extremely interesting and beautiful, and we went with 
very, very small--it was a buying trip for a Folklorico art 
outfit here in town, so it was people who loved Mexico, so 
that was great. 
And then another time I went with the same people to 
Oaxaca and that was fantastic, you know, beautiful and 
takes you out of yourself, all the things that you're supposed 
to have happen. Then I went to Argentina and Chile for a 
little trip with UCLA people, and I was alone. I mean, you get 
very nervous. I get nervous when you go alone to 
someplace, but I met some very nice people, and, again, 
they were very decent. 
Then I went to China for the third time in my life, and I don't 
have to go back there again. I mean, I saw it enough to see 
that they're really screwing it up. And then I went to India, 



which was, I think, my favorite trip I've ever taken. It's like 
all of this has been like just sort of to confront grief, because 
what happened, I realized, and I think I've said before, my 
mother, who I didn't like, of course, but she was my mother, 
and my friend Harvard, and John all died within three months 
of each other, and then-- 

Collings 
Oh, did they? 

See 
Yes. So it was just a madhouse. It was a madhouse of 
sadness and disorientation, and my mother didn't speak to 
me on her deathbed, that kind of thing. She's such a pill, 
really. 

Collings 
I mean she spoke to others but didn't speak to you, or? 

See 
Oh, here she was. She had been saying she was dying, and 
the way we knew is her friends from Victorville would call up 
and say, "You know, I was talking to Kate, and she said the 
last thing in the world she wants is to see you any time that 
she's dying. She just--that's one thing she doesn't want. She 
doesn't want you to come up there. She really is very clear 
about that." 

Collings 
How odd. 

See 
It was terrible, but you know, just exactly what my mother 
would do. So I was in a quandary, because, now, I can't 
remember if John had died yet or not. I know that it was just 
like they were all tumbling down. I remember his death was 
September twenty-sixth, but I don't remember hers, and I 
don't remember the date of Harvard's death. I do remember 
Harvard's funeral service was over at Campanile, and they 
put a little plaque up on the bar for him. But Lisa, who had 
taken care of Harvard, was so--she didn't go to the memorial 
service, because she was sure that--and, of course, it's true 
that Harvard's friends made a lot of fun of him because he 
was peculiar and eccentric, and she felt that they would go 
for the wine and the wonderful food, because the people at 



Campanile, they loved him so much that they just put 
together this gorgeous feast. And I'm sorry that I went, 
because there was a couple there who said to me, "What was 
wrong with Harvard? Was he gay or not?" I was like, "I want 
to take you out--," and this was all-- 

Collings 
How disrespectful, to just be talking about somebody in 
some casual way at their memorial. 

See 
Yes. Meanwhile they're just chomping down--yes, at their 
memorial, eating. I mean, again, the woman had an hors 
d'oeuvre in one hand and a wine glass in the other, and 
totally--she's just like a pitiless little bird, you know, a little 
beady-eyed bitch. And I said, "Well, you know, if he was gay, 
I'd hate to see straight," because he was certainly an 
enthusiastic heterosexual person. But I was so angry and yet 
I was so helpless. There was no way to answer. There was 
nothing to do. So, you know, you get these fits of rage when 
things like this happen. 
So then with my mother, I just didn't know what to do. I 
thought the psychologists would say, "She's trying to make 
you come up there." Anybody who knew my mother would 
say, "She hates you and she doesn't want you to come. I 
mean, can't you hear what she's saying?" So then I was 
talking to my agent one morning, a very sweet woman, and 
telling her this, and she said, "Oh, Carolyn, you must go up 
today. You must go up. Just drive up there now." So I called 
Lisa--I haven't told you this before--I called Lisa and I said, 
"How do you feel about driving up to Victorville?" And she 
said, "I wouldn't cross the street to see that bitch," which 
was the honest--that was the honest rejoinder. But Clara 
said, "I'll drive you," and we went up, and we heard her 
talking when we walked in. And we knew--we hadn't seen 
her for maybe, I don't know, eight years, something like-- 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
Yes. We'd been estranged for a long time. But the first time--
it was eighteen years before, from the first time she almost 



died, had the coma and all that, to the time she died, and 
she'd been in and out of that hospital so many times, and 
Victorville is so small. So we walked in and we know the 
hospital like it's a second home, even to us. And then we saw 
her friends, and they were like, "Oh, god, there you are." 
They looked horrified, and we could hear Mother talking, 
laughing. And then we went in, and she went into dying 
mode, with her head back and her hands out with her palms 
up, and the nurse said, "Well, Kate, your daughter's here. 
Aren't you going to say hello?" And Mother said, "Hello," and 
that was the last she said. And then the nurse left. I mean, 
the nurse was like--everybody was freaked. The nurse left, 
and it's like you watch a flower in slow motion turning from 
the bud into a blossom. I was on like her left side, and she 
would be moving in slow motion, turning her head to the 
right side. You could barely see it. And then I'd gallop around 
to the right side, and then she'd turn her head in slow 
motion and move it to the left side. And then we saw that we 
weren't getting very far with this, and so then we sort of 
said, "Well, we'll just each of us spend a little bit of time 
alone with her," and I told her--I tried to think of--I said that 
I had told Maureen, and that Maureen was making every 
effort, that she was coming as soon as she could. 

Collings 
Maureen was dead, if I-- 

See 
No, she wasn't dead yet. 

Collings 
Oh, okay, I'm sorry. I thought maybe your mother didn't 
know about it or something. 

See 
No, but she's not looking at me. She's looking into the 
middle distance because she's dying. And then I said that 
she looked very beautiful, and she did. She looked 
fantastically beautiful. I think that's pretty much--oh, I said I 
appreciated how hard she'd worked to raise us, but that was 
all I could say. And Clara said that her--I'm sure she was 
very kind to her, but she said afterwards that her whole 
impulse was to say, "Well, now that you can't get up, you 



vicious bitch, let me say a few words, because you can't get 
to me," because she couldn't stand up or sit up. 
So then we left. We were there about a total of forty minutes 
and then we left, and I didn't feel any--I was talking about 
grief earlier--I didn't feel any grief, but I felt like somebody 
punched me in the chest, just had given me a punch. And 
we're driving back down the Cajon Pass, which is a very 
dangerous road, and I said to Clara, "I'm sure it's just my 
imagination, but wasn't she not speaking to me?" And Clara 
said, "Oh, that couldn't--oh, that--," and then she started to 
laugh, and she laughed so hard we were like skidding from 
one lane. She was helpless with laughter. We just laughed 
ourselves sick. And then my mother died later that night and 
that was the end. 
So it was John and Harvard and my mother, and then within 
about six months after that, Dash was diagnosed. I really 
think in some ways it was the Dash diagnosis, that I would 
just--you know, I would go into grocery stores and I'd think, 
"All of you people, you're standing up, you're buying food. 
You think you're fine, but you're all going to be dead, or 
something really so bad is going to happen to you that you 
won't even--that's really what life is about." 
So I was trying to break that shell of thinking, so then I 
started working on "There Will Never Be Another You," which 
is, of course, half and half. That's the story of being 
widowed, and the other half of the story came from Harvard, 
because when he was dying, he would torment this poor man 
who came over to take care of him, and he would find fault 
with the salmon, and he would find fault with the blueberries, 
and he would find fault with everything. And this poor man 
thought of Harvard as a father figure. He was so needy 
himself, and a very decent man. And so he told Harvard 
some stories, like the family stories that you and I were 
talking about before, stories that probably shouldn't have 
been told, about trying to get his kid into a good school, and 
so that's the other half of the story, and it's about two kinds 
of love and the extremes, what you try to do to make love 
work when it's not working out for you, you know, it's just 
not working out very well. 



Collings 
And in the end, the man and his son-- 

See 
They escape. 

Collings 
--take off on a-- 

See 
On a tramp steamer, which I know is just silly. I mean, at 
some levels it's a very dopey novel, but I would think and 
think, and think the only way--you can't get out of this mess. 
It is inescapable. The only thing you can do is get on a tramp 
steamer and never set foot on land again, because the 
minute you do, some horrible thing is going to happen to 
you. So one way you can get out of that is to just opt out 
entirely. So I know that it's a very flawed novel, but I'm kind 
of fond of it, because it just shows these people who are 
trying so hard. I mean, she has this really stupid son who, in 
fact, turns out to be the worried dad for this kid with a bad 
personality. There's a kid like that in "The Handyman" as 
well, the little boy who almost drowns, and then twenty 
years later it turns out that he's just fine, and he's very 
much like the kid in "There Will Never Be Another You," who, 
he's just going to dance his life away. He's just never going 
to set his foot on dry land. 

Collings 
What a great idea. 

See 
I know. [laughs] I just have thought--and there are people, I 
mean you hear about people, again widows, widowers 
usually, who there are these tiny little rooms in cruise ships 
where you can live for less than you can on dry land-- 

Collings 
Oh, really. 

See 
--and especially if you're an old man. They always need old 
men-- 

Collings 
Oh, to be dance partners. 

See 



--to dance with the old ladies, and so it's not a growth 
industry, but it's an actual industry that's out there, that's a 
way of living where you never have to--or in another vehicle, 
Charles Kuralt was like that, the newsman. He would never--
you could never catch him, because he was always in the 
car. He was just on the road. That's why it was called "On 
the Road." You couldn't get to him. That was somebody I 
went out with. 

Collings 
Oh, yes, you mentioned that. 

See 
Yes, and a girlfriend of mine said, "Pay attention to what he 
does for a living. Does it say, 'In the House'? No, 'On the 
Road.'" 

Collings 
How did you come up with the title for "There Will Never Be 
Another You"? You mentioned that it was a jazz title. 

See 
Yes. The text of the song was in the text itself for a while, 
and they wanted it--publishers can be irritating. I wanted it 
to be called "Slipstream." The idea-- 

Collings 
That's a good title. 

See 
Yes, it is, and the people who just get caught in the 
slipstream and then they take a ride. Somebody else is doing 
the flying, and they just take a ride. But they said no, they 
thought that was a terrible title, and it turns out that they 
gave that title to another book written by a young up-and-
coming girl in her thirties or something, like they thought I 
wouldn't notice. You know, the book came to my house and I 
wrote--and, of course, all that was happening too. At that 
time, Random House was undergoing a horrible purge, and 
not just my editor, who was a terrific woman, very nice 
woman, but the editor in chief of Random House, who had 
been my editor before, was fired and got off--a wonderful 
woman was fired. She went in-- 

Collings 
One day? 



See 
She went in. At nine in the morning, she was the editor in 
chief of Random House, and at ten o'clock-- 

Collings 
She wasn't. 

See 
-- she was fired. Yes. She had fifteen minutes to talk to her 
own special employees, and they were like, "Get out," and 
that was it. She couldn't take her stuff. 

Collings 
Oh, no. 

See 
The way they fire you in those big places is just horrible. So 
there was all that coming down. So during this process I lost 
two editors along with these other people, and I had just this 
savage beast who got my novel but didn't read it, because it 
wasn't her book. She hadn't chosen it. That's a sad story 
that's often told, so it doesn't matter, but when you're going 
through it, it hurts. It was terrible. So that was another thing 
that made me feel that life as I knew it was just changing so 
fast I couldn't figure it out. 

Collings 
Right. Which must have been very disorienting if you were 
having problems with your eyesight at the same time. 

See 
Oh, yes. I couldn't see, and my arthritis was kicking up, and 
I could see that I just wasn't the dating type. And hold on 
one minute. So then what I did, I moved down here to this 
little place, which the place I lived in the Palisades was quite 
luxurious, but then I moved very quickly, and this place is 
modest in the extreme, but it was very expensive. 

Collings 
Now, had you met this circle of women through "The Artist's 
Way" before all of these deaths had occurred? 

See 
Yes, that was before. Yes, yes, yes. In fact, for a while we 
thought we would change our names to The Future Widows 
of America, and then that wasn't funny because everybody's 
husband started to die, and they just died left, right, and 



center. They just died all over the place. But we had known 
each other maybe say five years by that time, something like 
that, five or seven years, and the husbands died pretty much 
within a period of three or four years, just one right after 
another. And a couple of women got very, very sick, lung 
cancer and stuff like that. 
So I would say that there was a period of time after "There 
Will Never Be Another You" came out that what I really felt 
was I didn't want to do any writing at all anymore, but that 
wasn't exactly true. But I just couldn't see what I wanted to 
write about. And then I started a book about death and 
dying, on the process, and I think in a way that somebody 
probably should write it. It would be very useful, just stuff 
that is sort of boringly topical right now of when they try to 
push you into a certain kind of medical procedure, you know, 
how to say no. So I couldn't decide if it was a philosophical 
book or if it was a how-to book, so I worked on it for a long 
time and then I threw it out, because it wasn't going the 
right way. And this had happened to me a couple, two other 
times in my life, but it was a little discouraging. 
So what I really did in sort of the last three or four years, 
outside of the reviews I've only done three very good 
anthology pieces. I mean, I've done some other anthology 
pieces, but the good ones--one is "The Scholar and the 
Pornographer," and it's in something called "Muses, Mentors, 
and Monsters." It's about my dad and Dame Helen Gardner 
as being these wonderful influences. And then another one 
about our coyote that we used to have in Topanga, some 
sappy book. I shouldn't say that, but it's written for--I'm 
sure it'll do very well. It's not out yet. But it's for the 
bereaved, people who are going through bereavement of 
their pets. That's the audience. And they got a lot of writers 
to talk about when their little wacky pet died, and I just can't 
imagine, but I know the piece on Isha is very good. 
And then another piece that was in an anthology that I really 
disapproved of, and it was about getting old and dying, but 
it's these sappy women who--I got so depressed when I read 
the book and was so sorry that I was in it, because it's all 
these women who are like, I mean, who am I to say, but, 



"Mother didn't love me." That was one of the favorite topics. 
"My daughter doesn't understand me," and, "My husband ran 
off with his secretary." Those were like the three topics. And 
I knew that's where it was going, because it was all, again, 
taking these same women that I was talking about, these 
pariahs, and saying, "How does it feel to be a pariah?" Well, 
it really doesn't feel so great. But I wrote a piece about 
moving, because Leonard Woolf said that you can tell more 
about--that the really significant eras in somebody's life are 
not who you're married to but the houses you live in, so that 
was a good piece. 
So that's not very much work for, say, seven years. But I 
have been working on this family memorial, which has taken 
this weird--you know, again, it was going to be about getting 
old and dying, but within the context of family life, and I 
really thought my agent couldn't go for it. But she likes it, 
and she wouldn't say that if she didn't. You know, life is too 
hard, so she wouldn't. 
But then this other thing has happened. I thought I would 
just take a year, and I was banking on a couple of people 
dying, and nobody's died, and I've only got a month or two 
left here to work with. But Dash has come to life, so that's 
just like an extremely--to me a very interesting thing, 
although she told me kind of sweetly this weekend in New 
York that I had to be careful, just have that be one little 
piece of a much larger family mosaic. But I hope that that 
will be done next year. 
And then I would say that the people that I have met have 
been people that ordinarily they're not literary. The 
Republican lady would never read. I have a neighbor here 
who we're very close now, because, well, I think my index 
used to be how smart is somebody. I used to say, in fact, for 
men, if they were smart, funny, and nice, and in that order, 
which was wrong, and nice should be changed to kind, you 
know, kind, funny, and smart I think is the right way to look 
at it. But some of these people aren't smart in the old-
fashioned way that I would look at it, that I would measure 
it, but I've really found that people are extremely kind, much 
kinder than I knew. I used to think maybe John was--I 



mean, John was exceedingly kind, but it turns out that there 
are a bunch of people who are exceedingly kind. 
So that's pretty much it. Oh, no, I told you, I think, I had a 
date. I mean this guy just recently asked me out, and then 
he told me on this first date that he was married. I mean, he 
didn't tell me, I asked him. I think I told you-- 

Collings 
No. 

See 
He was telling me the story of his life. Well, he's eighty-five, 
so he's got a lot of life and he's very intelligent, very well 
read, beautifully read. So he was telling me the story of his 
life, just beautifully orchestrated, and then there was a little 
silence after law school, and I just looked over at him and it's 
like, my eyes are bad but not that bad, so I could just see he 
was a little low life. He was just this tiny little player. And I 
said, "You're married, aren't you?" And there was a silence 
and then he said, "Yes." 

Collings 
He's eighty-five years old and he's stepping out on his wife? 

See 
He's stepping out on his wife. I mean, it's just amazing. Then 
he told me about how wonderful that was for everybody and 
that he had an agreement with his wife, and we were going 
to go out--is today Tuesday--we were going to go out 
tonight. And I didn't--I mean, it shows--I mean, I thought 
about it. I said yes to him and then I thought, you know, you 
are so stupid that you would even think of even--it's just 
ridiculous. So then I wrote him an email to that effect, that it 
was just too crazy. 

Collings 
Just too crazy, yes. 

See 
Ever hopeful he said, "Well, if you just get bored some night, 
give me a call. I'll be right over." 

Collings 
Well, I did want to ask you while we were here wrapping up, 
your narrative has come together like so nicely, and-- 

See 



Thank you. [laughs] 
Collings 

It's very much the narrative of a consummate storyteller. 
See 

Thank you. 
Collings 

Yes, and I really wondered what it is like to live your life as a 
storyteller. I mean, is it something that you feel while you're 
having experiences? 

See 
That's a very interesting thing, because Clara and I were 
having a little back-story telephone conversation about if Lisa 
didn't want anybody to know--oh, this is something we 
haven't talked about on the machine here, but there's a 
secret that Lisa has that she didn't want anybody to know, so 
she told Clara, which, that's crazy. That's like going on NPR. 
But then I was thinking about it, and I said, "The thing is, 
anybody would tell that story, because it's such a terrific 
story. You couldn't just hear it and say, 'Oh, how tiresome is 
that.'" 

Collings 
I'm not going to tell that story. 

See 
Yes, "That's not worth my effort." It's a terrific story, so then 
if you tell it to somebody, a story like that asks to be told 
again because it's a great story. And sometimes you'll see 
people, well, who are married to storytellers, and they get 
kind of like they've had to listen to these stories a hundred 
times, and sometimes the stories will change, but that's 
partly because the person who's telling the story is fiddling 
with it. Either consciously or unconsciously, they're fiddling 
with the story to see how it works. And a couple of times I 
think I've told a story that I think is just marvelous. 
It's a marvelous story--oh, well, I think I can mention that 
Dash--we've been talking about him before--that Dash, who 
has been not only he can read and write, but he sounds like 
everybody's prize-winning high school essayist, because he's 
just writing all this kind of soulful bullshit probably is what it 
turns out to be, and so he said some things that were biting 



and acerbic a couple of nights ago, and it's amazing and 
amusing and interesting and scary and all these things. 
And so a couple of days ago, the son of an old friend of mine 
from when I was married to Tom Sturak--Tom and I were a 
couple, and our best friends were another couple named Dot 
and Jim, and Jim died a long time ago of a heart attack. But 
first he was having a tantrum around the house, because 
their story, Tom and Jim, their story was, "Where have all 
the dreams gone? I could have been a--there's a great novel 
still in me, but--," and then as Tom would say to me, "--
wives and children have killed more artists than the cholera." 
He loved to tell me that. And so Jim was going on one night 
late at night, thirty years ago maybe, telling Dot, his very 
matter-of-fact decent wife, how his life as an artist had been 
ruined because he'd married this wife, and now he was 
trapped by a wife and two children. And Dot was listening 
along, and she said, "Well, then, Jimmy, I think probably it's 
a good idea if you leave. It's probably just a good idea." And 
he was like, "What?" [laughter] 

Collings 
It's better for you, dear. 

See 
That's it. And she just bounced him out of the house. And he 
was, well, he was bewildered by that, and he had had this 
girlfriend all the time, the great love of his life, a Latvian girl 
named Solveig, and so, I mean, he was pretty dead game 
about it. He went off and married Solveig, and that night, in 
fact, was the night that I, quote, "found out about" Tom and 
Linda, was the night of their wedding, so drama. And so 
anyway, Dot went away to--poor Jim had to just be married 
again. He went from Dot over to Solveig, and Solveig was 
much more unstable and probably not as good of a cook, and 
he just was stuck in marriage. 
But then Dot went over to Hawaii and took up with a guy 
who lived in a nudist colony and just lived on a sailboat in 
that main island, you know, that bay, and took the kids with 
her, and they bought separate little sailboats for Charles and 
Suzanne. So then they lived together for many years and 
were very happy, and they still have lived together for many 



years and they're very happy. But two nights ago I came 
home from New York and found this email from Charles, who 
is now forty-three years old, he's not a little boy anymore, 
saying, "My mom--." And he's been pelting me with e-mails 
about how he's unemployed and how his life isn't worth 
living, and he knows he's wasting his life. I mean, he's just a 
little carbon copy of his dad. He's wasting his life and there's 
just no point, and then I write him these heartless emails 
saying, "Oh, perk up. This is ridiculous. This is silly to talk 
like this." 
So anyway, he told me two paragraphs about how sad his 
life was, third paragraph, his mother finally got an email. 
She'd had a cancer operation and wouldn't it be nice if I 
called her in the hospital, and a fourth paragraph about how 
hard his life was. So I got Dot on the phone and she'd had 
something called the Whipple procedure, where they take 
away half of your pancreas, half of your stomach, all of your 
spleen, and all of your gallbladder, and all of your bile ducts. 

Collings 
Oh, my god. Oh, no. 

See 
And she's like, "Well, I'm fine." She's still in the hospital. 
They won't let her go home. "I'm fine. Everything is fine. 
Things have been--but I just realized, Ron and I are going to 
have to change our ways, because--," and then she's telling 
about how to make her life better, just relentlessly strong. 
And I told her the story of Dash and, you know how you hear 
it only hurts when you laugh? She started laughing and then 
she was like, "Oh, oh, ah." And then she'd laugh some more. 
So, I mean, she was in agony, but I was making her laugh, 
and that's what I was trying to do, to kind of stay on that 
sort of surfboard level of, you know, you ride the wave. 
And I have that. I mean, I can make people laugh, and that's 
a good quality to have. You don't hear about it too much. 
Norman Mailer wrote a very interesting piece once about how 
if you are a storyteller, you know you can be fighting with 
your beloved on the streets of New York, screaming at the 
top of your voice, and part of you will be thinking, "Is this a 
twelve-page piece or is it a whole novel?" 



Collings 
Right. 

See 
And you hear these wonderful things and then you don't 
really know, I mean, but you think of them like, oh, god, 
that's just a terrific thing, a piece of work that you can play 
with. And so, I mean, how is it to grow up to be a 
storyteller? I would just say I don't know, because I don't 
know what it's like not to be one. But I know my dad had it, 
and another way of looking at it is, you can make something 
out of nothing, and when you're really poor, that's another 
marvelous time to have this thing. 
Years ago when I was visiting my dad and Linda when I was 
twenty-five and just miserable, we went off--they had no 
money and I had no money, and we went to a triple-feature 
drive-in in the deep woods of North Carolina, and the last 
movie on the bill was something that was made in 
somebody's back yard with like some American negroes 
dressed up like African savages, and they were after each 
other. One of them was-- 

Collings 
Oh, this was Mootoo and-- 

See 
"Maga and Footoo." 

Collings 
"Maga and Footoo." See, I've done some reading. 

See 
Yes, so there you go. And my dad--we were just making 
salad the next night, you know, in just a kind of quiet 
domestic silence, and he said, "I wonder what Maga and 
Footoo are doing tonight." And that just brings up another, 
you know, an alternate universe. You could just play around 
with Maga and Footoo, and you don't have to have any 
money for that. You just have to have time and nothing to 
do. 

Collings 
And an imagination. 

See 
Yes, and nothing better to do. 



Collings 
Well, shall we leave it there, then? 

See 
Yes. 

Collings 
This has been a privilege and a pleasure, I must say. 

See 
Oh, honey. Well, now, when it gets typed up, will you bring it 
to me, and I can take you to lunch again at Michael's. 

Collings 
Let me try to stop this thing. 
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