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FROM THE AUTHOR OF

THE FIRST AMERICAN

“A fine, robust
telling of one of
the greatest
adventure stories
in history.”
—DavIp MCCULLOUGH,

Pulitzer Prize—~winning author of
John Adams

“An engrossing,
multifaceted history....

Its auther, fike the miners of the
Gold Rush themselves, leaves
no stone unturmed.”

—JANET MASLIN,
The Netws York Times

“The unlorgettable story of
California and the Gold Rush—
big, brassy, raucous—Is one of
dieams made and dashed, grent
destinies forged. and of endlessly

fascinating heroes,
scoundrels, and
misfits.... Terrific.”
——JAY WINIR, author of April 1865
@owleday
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BUMPING INTO MR. RAVIOLI

A theory of busyness, and its bero.

BY ADAM GOPNIK

ydaughter Olivia, who just turned
three, has an imaginary friend
whose narne is Charlie Ravioli. Oliviais
grawing up in Menhattan, and so Chae-
lie Ravioli has alot of local traits: he lives
in an apartment “on Madisen and Lex-

‘ ington,” he dines on grilled clicken, fruit,
: and water, and, having reached the age of
i seven and a half, he feels, or is thought,
i “old.” But the most peculiarly local thing

about Olivid's imaginary playmate is this:
he s always too busy to play with her.
She holds her toy cell phone up to her
car, and we hear her talkinto it “Ravioli?

¢ It’s Olivia... It’s Olivia, Come 2nd play?
+ O.K Call me. Bye.” Then she snaps it
: shut, and shakes hes head. “ always get

his machine,” she says. Or she will say, “I
spoke to Ravioli roday.” “Did you have
fun?” my wife and I ask. “No. He was
busy working, On a television” (leaving it

! up in the air if he repairs electronic de-
{ vices or has his own talk show).

On a good day; she “bumps inte” her
invisible friend and they go to a coffee
shop. ‘1 bumped into Charlie Ravioli,”
she announces at dinner (after a day
when, of course, she stayed home, played,
had a nap, had lunch, paid a visit to the
Central Park Zoo, and then had another
nap). “We had coffee, but then he had to
run.” She sighs, sometimes, at her in-
ability to make their schedules mesh, but
she accepts it as inevitable, just the way
life is. “T bumped into Charlie Ravioli
today,” she says. “He was working.”
Then she adds brightly, “But we hopped
into a taxi.” What happeried then? we
ask. “We grabbed lunch,” she says.

It seemed obvious that Ravioli was a
romantic figure of the big exotic life that
went on outside her little limited kife of
parks and playgrounds—drawn, in par-
ticular, from a nearly perfect, mynah-
bird-fike imitation of the words she hears
her mother use when she talks about fer
day with ber friends. ("How was your
day?” Sighing: “Ch, you know. I oied to
nake a date with Meg, but I couldn’t find

her, so I left a message on her machine.
Then I burmped into Emily after that
meeting I had in SoHo, and we had cof-
fee and then she had to run, but by then
Meg had reached me on my cell and we
arranged . . ."} I was concerned, though,
that Charlie Ravioli might also be the
sign of some “trauma,” some loncliness
in Olivia’s life reflected in imaginary
forrn. “Tt seems odd to have an imaginary
playmate who's always too busy to play
with you,” Martha, my wife, said to me.
“Shouldn’t your imaginasy playmate be
somneone you tell secees to and, I don't
know, sing songs with? It shouldn't be
someone who's always Aepping into taxds.”

‘We though, at first, thar her older
brother Luke might be the original of
Charlie Ravioli. (For one thing, he is
also seven and = half, though we were
fhirly sure that this age was merely Olviak
marker for AsOldas Man CanBe.) He is
too busy to play with her rouch anymore,
He has become a true New York child,
with the schedule of a Cabinet secretary:
chess club on Monday;, T-ball on Tuesday,
tournament on Saturday, play dates and
after-school conferences to fill in the gaps.
But Olivia, though she counts days, does
notyet really Aawe days. She has o day, and
into this day she has introduced the figure
of Charlie Ravioli—in order, it dawned
on us, to Insist that she docs have days, be-
cause she is too harried to share them, that
she does have an independent social life,
by virtue of being too busy o have one.

Yet Charlie Ravioli was becoming so
constant and oddly discouraging a com-
panion—-"He cancelled lunch. Again,”
Olivia would say—that we thought we
ought to lock intoit. One of my sisters is
a developmental psychologist who spe-
cializes in close sentific studies of what
goes on inside the heads of one- and
two~ and three-year-olds. Though she
grew up in the nervy East, she lives in
California now, where she grows basil in
her garden and jars her own organic mar-
malades. T e-mailed this sister for help
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with the Ravioli issue=—~how concerned
should we be?—and she sent me back an
¢-matl, along with an artachment, and,
after several fhiled cell-phone connec-
tons, we at last spoke on a land line.

Tt turned out that there is a recent book
on this very subject by the psychologist
Marjoric Taylor, called “Tmaginary Com-
panions and the Children Who Create

“Animaginary playmate isnt any kind
of trauma-marker,” my sister said. “It’s
Just the opposite:it’s a sign that the child
is now confident enongh to begin to un~
derstand how to organize her experience
into stories.” The significant thing about
imaginary friends, she went on, is that
the kids know they're fictional. In an in-
stant message on AOL, she summed it

We hap into taxis and leave messages on machines and kecp missing owr friends.

Ther,” and my sister had just written
a review of it. She insisted that Charlie
Ravioli was nothing to be worried about.
Olivia was right on target, in fact. Most
under-sevens (sixty-three per cent, to be
scientific) have an invisible friend, and
children create their imaginary playmates
not out of wauma but out of a serene sense
of the possibilities of fiction—sometimes
as figures of pure fantasy, sometimes,
as Olivia had done, as observations of
grownup manness assembled in tranguil-
lity and piven a name. T learned about
the invisible companions Taylor studied:
Baintor, who is invisible because he lives

é it the light; Station Pheta, who hunts sea
£ anemones on the beach, Charlie Ravioli
& seerned pavement-bound by comparison.

up: “The children with invisible friends
often interrupted the interviewer to re-
mind her, with a certain note of concern
for her sanity, thar these characters were,
after all, just pretend.”

I also learned that some children, as
they get oldes, turn out to possess what
child psychologists calf a “paracosm.” A
paracosm is a society thought up by a
child--an invented universe with a dis~
tinctive language, geography, and history,
(The Brontés invented a couple of para-
cosms when they were children.) Not all
children who have an imaginary friend
invent a paracosm, but the two might, I
think, be related. Like a lonely ambas-

_sador from Alpha Centaurt in 2 fifties sci-

fi movie whe, misunderstood by paranoid

earth scientists, cannot bring the life-saving
news from his planct, perhaps the invisible
friend also gets an indifferent orhostile re-
sponse, and thenwe never find cutabout
the beautiful paracosm he comes from.

“Dor’t worry about it,” my sister said
in a late-night phone call. “Knowing
something’s made up-while thinking that
it mattersis what all fiction insists on. She’s
putting a name on a seres of manners.”

“Burthe seems so real to e objected.

“Of course he is. T mean, who's more
real to you, Becky Sharp or Gandalf or
the guy down the hall> Giving amanner

4 name makes it real.”

1 paused. “I grasp that it’s normal for
her to have an imaginary friend,” I said,
“but have you ever heard of an imaginary

» friend who's too busy 1o play with you?”

She thought about it. “No,” she sad.
“T'm sure that doesn’t occur anywhere in

- - theresearch literature. That sounds comr~
- pletelyNew York.” And then she hung up.

he real question, { saw, was not

“Why this fiend?” but “Why this
fiction?” Why; as Olivia had seen so clearly,
are grownups in New York so busy, and
s0 chsessed with the language of busy-
ness that it dominates their conversation?
Why are New Yorkers always bumping
into Charlie Ravioli and grabbing lunch,
instead of sitting dovn with hir and ex-
changing intimacies, as friends should,
as peaple do in Paris and Rome? Why is
busyness the stuff our children make their
invisible friends from, as country children
make theirs from light and sand?

This seems like an odd question.
New Yorkers are busy for obvious rea-
sons: they have husbands and wives und
carecrs and childeen, they have the Gau-
guin show to sec and their personal train-
ersand accountants tovisit. But the more
I think about this the more I think it is—
well, a lot of Ravioli. We are instructed
to believe that we are busier because we
have to work harder to be more produc-
tive, but everybody knows that busyness
and preductivity have a dublous, arm’s-
length refationship. Most of our struggle
in New Yorl, in fact, is to be less busy in
order to do more work.

Constant, exhausting, no-tme-to-
meet-your-friends Charlic Ravicli-style
busyress arrived as an affliction in modern
life long after the other parts of bourgeois
city manners did. Business long predares
busyness. In the seventeenth and eigh-
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it's a start.

Take the
time to
stop and
smell the
reduction
of sulfur.
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RETURN TO ACHZIV

Every yearwe come back here, to Achziv,
every year at this appointed time, as in the Bible, we
return to the house where we were together years back, the

house destroyed

entirely, and in its place 4 lovely field of grass above the

shoreline, Butwe

return to the house and still go up the stairs, ourlegs in

motion,

and we duck our heads to keep from hitfing the low lintel
thatis not there, the bowing and the bending of the heads

like a wondrous cerernony.

"Fhis, too, is the beginning of a new religion.

—Yehuda Amichai

(Translated, from the Hebrew, by Bernard Forn.)

teenth centuries, when bourgeois people
! were building the institutions of bourgeois

life, they seem never to have complained
that they were too busy—os, if they did,
they left no record of it. Samuel Pepys,
who had 2 Navy to refloar and a bumed
London to rebuild, often uses the wond
“busy” but never complains of busyness,
For hirm, the word “busy” 1s a synonym for
“happy,” not for “stressed.” Not once in his
diary does Pepys cancel lunch or struggle
to fit someone in for coffee at four-thirty,
Pepysworks, makes love, and goes tobed,
but he does not bump and he does not
have to run, Ben Franklin, a half century
later, boasts of his industriousness, but
he, too, never complains about being busy,
and always has tme to publish a news-
paper or come up with a maxim or swin
the ocean or invent the lightning rod.

Until sometime in the middle of the
ninetcenth century, in fact, the normal
afffiction of the bourgeois was not busy-
ness at all but its apparent opposite:
boredom. It has even been argued that
the grid of streets and cafés and small
engagements in the nineteenth-century
city—the whole of social life—was de-
signed self~consciously as an escape from
that numbing horedom. {Working peo-
ple weren't bored, of course, but they
were engaged in labor, not work. They
were too busy to be busy) Baudelaire,
basically, was so bored that he had to get
drunk and run out onte the boulevard in
the hope of bumping into somebody.

"Tiarn to the last third of the nineteenth

century and the beginning of the twenti-

eth, though, and suddenly cverybody is
busy, and everybody is complaining about
it. Pepys, master of Flis Majesty’s Navy,
may never have complained of busyness,
bt Virpinia Woolf, mistress of motion-
less lull, is continually complaining about
how she spends her days racing across
London from square to square, just
like—well, like Charlie Ravioli. Ronald
Firbank is wrung out by his social obliga-
tons; Proust is constantly rescheduling
rendezvous and apologizing for being
overstrerched. Henry James, with noth-
ing particular to do save five, complains
of being too busy 4l the time. He could
not shake the world of obligation, he
said, and he wrote a strange and beautiful
story, “The Great Good Place,” which
begins with an exhausting flood of corre~
spondence, telegrams, and manuseripts
that drive the protagonist nearly mad.

What changed? That James story
helps supply the key. It was trains and
telegrams, The railroads ended isolation,
and packed the metropolis with peo-
ple whose work was defined by a com-
plicated network of social obligations.
Pepys’s network in 1669 London was, de-
spite his offical position, relatively small
compared even with that of a minor aes-
thete like Firbank, two centuries later,
Pepys had more time to make love be-
cause he had fewer friends to answer.

¥ the train crowded our streets, the
relegram crowded our minds. It intro-
duced something into the world which re-
mains with us today: a'whole new class of
communications that are defined as in-
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complete in advance of their delivery. A
letter, though it may enjoin a response, is
meant to be complete in irself. Neither the
Apostle Paul nor Horace Walpole ever
ends an epistle with “Give me a call and
let’s discuss.” By contrast, itisin the nature
of the telegram to be a skeletal version
of another thing—a communication that
opens mere than ircloses, The nineteenth-
century telegram came with those busy-
threatening words “Letter follows.”

Every device that has evolved from
the telegram shares the same character.
E-mails end with a suggestion for a
phone call {“Anyway, ler's meet and/
or talk soon”), faxes with a request for
an ¢-mail, answering-rmachine messages
with a request for a fax. All are devices of
perpetually suspended communication.
My wife recalls a moment last fall when
she got a telephone message from a
friend asking her to check her e-mail
apropos a phone call she needed to make
vis-3-vis a fax they had both received
asking for more information about a bed
they were thinking of buying from Tre-
land online and having sent to America
by Federal Express—a grand slam of in-
complete communication.

In most of the Western world outside
New York, the press of trains and of tele-
graphic communication was alleviated by
those other two great transformers: the
car and the television. While the train
and the telegram (and their love children,
subways and commuter wrains and e~mail)
pushed people together, the car and the
television pulled pecple apart—taking
them out to the suburbs and sitting them
down in front of a solo spectacle. New
York, though, almost uniquely, got hit by
adouble dose of the first two technologies,
and averylimited dose of the second owo.
Carlife—car obsessions, car-defined hab-
1ts—is more absent here than almost any-
where else in the country, while television,
though cbviously present, is less fatally
prevalent here, New York is still a subject
of television, and we compare “Sex and
the City” to sex and the city; they are not
yetquite the saume. ere two grids of busy-

ness remain dominant: the nineteenth-
and early-twentieth-century grid of burnp
and run, and the late-twentieth-and early-
twenty-first-century postmodern grid of
virtual call and echo. Busyness is felt soin-
tently here because we are both crowded
and overloaded. We exit the apartment
intoa still dense nineteenthcentury grid of
street corners and restaurants full of peo-
ple, and come home to the late-twentieth-
century grid of faxes and e-mails and
overwhelming incompleteness.

We walk across the Park on a Sunday
moming and bump into our friend the
baker and our old acquaintance from grad-
uate school (what the hell is she doing
now?) and someone we have been avoid-
ing for three weeks. They all invite us
forbrunch, and we would love to, butwe
re oo . . . busy, We bump into Charlie
Ravioli, and grab a coffec with him—and
corne home to find three e-mails and a
message on our cell phone from him, won-
dering where we are. The crowding of our
space has been reinforced by a crowding of
our time, and the onlyway to protect our-
selves Is to build structures of perpetual
deferral: Tl see you next week, let's talk
soon. We build rhetorical baffles around
our fives to keep the crowding out, only to
find ¢hat we have let nobody we love in.

Like Charlie Ravioli, we hop into
taxis and leave messages on answering
machines to avoid our acquaintances, and
find that we keep missing our friends, I
have one intimate who lives just across
the Park from me, whom I e-mail often,

and whom I am fortunate to see two or !

three times a year. We are always. .. |
busy. He has become my Chartie Ravi-

oli, my invisible friend. T am sure that he
misses me—just as Charlie Ravioli, I re-
alized, must tell his other fiends that he
is sorry he does not see Oliviamore often.

nece I sensed the nature of his pre-

dicament, I began to feel more
sympathetic toward Charlie Ravioli, I
got to know him better, too, We learned
more about what Ravicli did in the beief
breathing spaces in his busy life when he
could sit down with Olivia and dish.
“Ravioli read your book,” Olivia an-
nounced, for instance, one night at din-
ner. “He didn't like it much.” We also
found out that Ravioli had joined a gy,
that he was going to the beach in the
sumumer, but hewas too busy, and tharhe
was working on a “show.” (“Ttisn'ta very

In 25
years,
we've

never
heard of
a solar
Crisis.

It's a start.

beyond petroleurn-
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good show,” she added candidiy.) Char-
lie Ravioki, in other words, was just an-
other New Yorker: fit, opinionated, and
trying to break into show business.

1 think we would have learned to live
happily with Chartie Ravioli had it not
been for the appearance of Laurie, She
threw us badly: Ar dinner, Olivia had been
mentioning a new personage almost as
oftenas she mentioned Raviolt “T tatked to
Laurie today,” she would begin, “She says
Ravioli is busy.” Oz she would be closeted
with her play phone. “Whe are you talking
to, darling?” I would ask. “Laurie,” she
would say. “We're ralking about Ravioli.”
Wesurmised that Laurie was, so to speak,
the Linda Tripp of the Ravioli operz-
tionr—the pexson you spoke to for consola-
tionwhen the big creep was ignoring you.

But a fittle while Jater a more ominous
side of Lauric’s role began to appear,
“Laurie, tell Ravioli I'm calling,” I heard
Olivia say. ] pressed her about who, ex-
actly, Lauric was. Olivia shook her head.
“She works for Ravioli,” she said.

And then it came to us, with sicken-
ing clarity: Laurie was not the patient
friend who consoled you for Charlie’s
absence. Laurie was the bright-toned
person who answered Raviolis phone
and told you that unfortunately Mr.
Ravioli was in a meeting. “Laurie says
Ravioli is too busy to play,” Olivia an-

nounced sadly one morning. Things
seemned to be deteriorating; now Ravioli
was too busy even to say he was too busy.

1 got back on the phone with my sis-
ter. “IHave you ever heard of an imagi-
nary friend with an assistant?” I asked.

She paused. “Imaginary friends don't
have assistants,” she said. “That’s not
only not in the literature, That’s just. . .
I mean—in California they don’t have
assistants.”

“You think we should ook into it?”

“T think you should move,” she said
flatly.

Martha was of the same mind. “An
imaginary playmate shouldn’t have an as-
sistant,” she said rmiserably. “An imaginary
playmate shouldnt have an agent. An

imaginary playmate shouldnt have a pub-
licistora personal trainer or a caterer-—an

imaginary playmate shouldnt have . . . peo-
Hle. An imaginary playmate should just
ey, With the child who imagined it.” She
started leaving on my pillow real-estate
brochures picturing quarnt houses in New
Jersey and Connecticur, unhaunted by
busy invisible friends and their entourages.

ot long after the appearance of
Laurie, though, something remark-
able happened. Olivia would begin to
tellus tales of her frustratians with Char-
Jie Ravioli, and, after telling us, again,

A MacArthur, the lecture civenif, and thou!”

that he was too busy to play, she would
tell us what she had done instead. As-
tounding and paracosric tall tales poured
out of her: she had been 1o a chess wour-
nament and brought home a traphy;
she had gone to a circus and told jokes.
Searching for Charlie Ravioli, she had
“saved all the animals int the z00”; head-
ing home in a taxi after a quick coffee
with Ravioli, she took over the steering
wheel and “got all the moneys.” From
the stalemate of daily life emerged the
fantasy of victory. She had dreamed of 2
normal ife with a few close friends, and
had to settle forworldwide fame and the
front page of the tabloids. The existence
of an imaginary ftiend had liberated her
into a paracosm, but it was a curiously
New York paracosm—it was the unob-
tainable world outside her window:
Charlie Ravioli, prince of busyness, was
not an end but a means: a way out onto
the street in her head, a declaration of
potential independence.

Busyness is our art form, our civic rit-
ual, our way of being us. Many friends
have said to me that they love New York
now in a way they never did before, and
their love, I've noticed, takes for its object
all the things that used to exasperate
them—the curious combination of free-
dom, self-made fences, and paralyzing
preoccupation that the city provides.
“How did you spend the day?” Mastha
and I now ask each other, and then, in-
stead of listing her incidents, she says
merely, “Oh, you know . ., just . .,
bumping into Charlie Ravioli,” mean-
ing, just bouncing from obligation to
electronic entreaty, just spotting a friend
and snatching a sandwich, just being
busy, just living in New York. If every-
thing we've learned in the past year could
be summed up in a phrase, it's that we
want to go on bumping into Charlie Rav-
icli for as long as we can,

Olivia still hopes to have him to her-
self someday. As I work late at night
in the “study” (an old hallway, an Aalto
screen) I keep near the “nursery” (an an-
cient pantry, a glass-brick wall), I can
hear her shift into pre-sleep, still mut-
tering to herself. She is still trying to
reach her closest friend. “Ravioli? Ravi-
oli?” she moans as she turns over into her
pillow and clutches her blanket, and then
she whispers, almost to herself, “Tell
him call me. Tell him call me when he
comes home.” 4
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