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From the Introduction: Four different interests came together to produce this book, a somewhat
unusual combination of diary excerpts from the first 30 years of my life and my reflections on
these entries during my seventh decade. These interests unfolded independently, but at a certain
point in time it seemed convenient to link them into a single book. ...

The eighteenth century paintings of Giovanni Antonio Canal (=Canaletto), “notable for
their accuracy,” as one curatorial marker put it, are as much the Venice of the artist’s imagination
as they are “real.” Thomas Cole’s nineteenth century paintings of Kaaterskill Falls — and dozens
of others — seemingly so “real,” are the result of his assimilation of imaginary landscapes into
what one Cole exhibition curator, Alan Wallach, called “a mythic-historical framework.” And |
have seen at least a dozen photography exhibitions at the National Gallery in Washington, D.C.
where the divide between documentary and fiction is never clear. Photographers repeatedly
condense their fragments of reality according to their fantasies, ideas, and patterns of
remembrance. ...

What has struck me more than anything else about autobiography is the truth of William
Maxwell’s observation that “in talking about the past [they] lie with every breath [they] draw.”
Marthe Richer’s first of four memoirs, | Spied for France (1935), is filled with direct discourse
from twenty years earlier. At the very least, autobiography is the boundary between truth and
lies. Or where does autobiography end and fiction begin? ...

Autobiography is really a special kind of fiction, a fiction in which memory and
imagination conspire to reconstruct the truth of the past. This is only to say that most of us —
think Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes — tolerate a huge amount of fiction these days in works
we accept nonetheless as somehow factual accounts of their authors’ lives; we don’t bat an eye.
So, feeling that an autobiography would only be my memory’s report — years later — of what was
once thought or felt, only remembered consciousness fraught with the considerable dangers of a
living subject trying to become both author and character in his own narrative, | choose to begin
what is technically a memoir, or a partial autobiography, with my diary entries, with a self that is
not distinct from its story. ...

This is both a history of a Los Angeles Jew in the middle of the last century, and a history
of my reading of that history. Psychologists such as Jerome Bruner explore the “narrative
identity thesis,” the idea that the very conception of selfhood (what Rabbi Henry Berkowitz once
called “an autobiography of your own [sic] soul”) depends on having a narrative of self. This is a
narrative of self, for Oliver Sacks is mostly correct, | think, when he notes that “It might be said
that each of us constructs and lives a ‘narrative,” and that this narrative is us, our identities.”
Mostly, | think, because surely people can develop and deepen in valuable ways without any sort
of explicit narrative reflection. Living well, for many, is a completely non-narrative project. But
not for me, who has wondered for years what is the self that it could be the subject of its own
representation. How can one be narrator and subject, or, as Walt Whitman put it in Song of
Myself, “both in and out of the game”? So this is the story of one self, and how this self related
to Los Angeles, to family, to friends, and especially to Judaism.
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