Touching genius in Truro

By DEBBIE FORMAN
I met Saul Bellow one lovely July evening in Truro. He had already refused an interview with me, but I was able to wangle an invitation to a reception in his honor at the home of Carol Green. It was 1998 and Bellow was on the Cape to give a talk sponsored by the Truro Center for the Arts at Castle Hill. Cape Cod's literati had turned out to greet the Nobel laureate, who looked very dapper in neat slacks and sport jacket, an open-neck shirt and ascot. 
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It was a beautiful summer evening. Women in pastel dresses and men in casual attire chatted. The tinkle of glasses played over the buzz of conversation. There were many familiar faces. I knew them from their book jacket photos: Anne Bernays, Justin Kaplan and Annie Dillard among them. 

Bellow was a literary hero of mine since my college days. I had read almost everything he had written and loved his sweeping language, his intelligence, the way his characters expressed themselves in their search for meaning and love. I was enamored with the way he strode across the American psyche, trying to capture the essence of life in the whirl of the 20th century. 

So it was with trepidation that I approached Bellow while he was talking to several people on that summer night. He seemed formidable, and when I introduced myself, he just nodded at me and continued his conversation about his decision to leave Chicago, a city that he had called home since his family moved there from Canada when he was 9 years old. He left Chicago and his post at the University of Chicago in 1993 to come to Boston at the invitation of Boston University to teach there. He died at the age of 89 at his home in Brookline on Tuesday. 

I took Bellow's rebuff that summer evening in my stride and faded into the cocktail party activity, striking up conversations with other guests and wondering how I was going to put together a story on Bellow on deadline. The sun was glinting across the Truro hills as it sunk toward the horizon; I knew time was short. 

And then Norman and Norris Mailer arrived, and I was about to be saved. I had never met Norman Mailer before, although he had lived in Provincetown for a number of years; I didn't know how approachable he was. Soon the two literary giants were greeting each other and they sat down on two folding chairs in the living room to talk. Justin Kaplan joined them and I watched from a safe distance. When Kaplan got up, the empty seat beside the two authors beckoned. Again I ventured to speak and as I stood over the two men, asked: "Could I eavesdrop?" 

Mailer looked up, smiled and quipped, "There are no eaves." 

"Well," I said, "could I just sit unobtrusively and listen?" 

"There's no way you could be unobtrusive," Mailer retorted. 

I took this as a compliment and quickly sat down next to them. The two had known each other for half a century and were talking about the old days. At the time, Bellow was 83, Mailer, 75. They could date their first meeting to around the time of Bellow's first book, "Dangling Man," which was a few years before Mailer had published his first, "The Naked and the Dead," a colossal achievement for a man of 25. 

The last time they met had been in the '70s, Mailer recalled. He remembered he was being interviewed on a radio show by the host who kept referring to Bellow's "Humboldt's Gift." When Mailer left the studio, he met Bellow, looking, Mailer said, "like an Italian count" and told him how his book had dominated the interview. Bellow was not surprised. 

Bellow then remembered that he and Mailer had a more recent meeting in the '80s at the Pen Club. 

Both were talkative so I didn't have to say much. Leaning forward in his seat, Mailer was buoyant and garrulous, joking and laughing often. Bellow, still looking just as Mailer had described him, like an Italian count, was lean and elegant, sitting back in his chair as if he preferred to remain a bit aloof from the conversation. Perhaps because I was there, he didn't want to reveal too much. 

Bellow did talk nostalgically about the times he came to Wellfleet in the '50s to visit literary critic Edmund Wilson And the two literary legends had cared enough to check their position on the just-released Modern Library list of 100 top novels. Bellow's "Henderson the Rain King" at 21 topped Mailer's "The Naked and the Dead," ranked at 51. 

So I had my story. But when I checked my notes against the story in print, a lot of the details had not been included. When I heard of Bellow's death I figured I could recollect them and finally publish them. 

Despite Bellow's cool reception, I do remember him warmly. The brilliance of his talent and the importance of his work override it all, and I savor the experience of touching greatness. 
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