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A Note About the Author

Nora Ephron was the Academy Award-winning screenwriter and film director of When Harry Met Sally, Sleepless in Seattle, You’ve Got Mail and Julie  & Julia.

She was also a bestselling novelist (Heartburn was made into a film starring Jack Nicholson and Meryl Streep) and journalist. Her last books, I Feel Bad About My Neck and I Remember Nothing, were huge international bestsellers. She died in 2012.
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Introduction:by Dolly Alderton

NORA EPHRON IS my only imaginary friend of adulthood. I was in my early twenties when I turned the final page of I Feel Bad About My Neck for the first time and began a now-permanent habit of having conversations with her in my mind.

Coincidentally, while writing about her various infatuations with cookbooks, Nora herself describes how she would follow Michael Field’s and Julia Child’s recipes and, as she cooked, have ‘imaginary conversations’ with them both. Whenever I finish a column, I read it aloud to her and I hear her tell me when my wording is too florid or my jokes aren’t punchy enough. When I write scripts, I imagine her letting me know when my dialogue isn’t truthful. While I was writing my memoir, I was always asking her whether I was hitting the right balance of soft and hard, which she always did perfectly – somewhere between cynicism and enthusiasm, with the right amount of earnestness and curtness, just enough reality and just enough romanticism.

Everybody trusts Nora. She was a skilful journalist, an authoritative and witty essayist, a genre-defining storyteller of the silver screen (her films such as When Harry Met Sally and Sleepless in Seattle rank amongst the greatest romantic comedies of all time) and the best friend every woman longs for – shrewd, hilarious and utterly unimpeachable, equal parts Dorothy Parker, Coco Chanel and Mrs Beeton. I Feel Bad About My Neck takes her most distinctive qualities as both a writer and a woman and neatly packages them into a pearls-of-wisdom jewellery box that should sit on every woman’s bookshelf as a life guide.

Her voice is reassuringly, wonderfully forthright –  never more so than in this book. If she tells you to make lima beans with pears, you make lima beans with pears. If she tells you you can never own too many black polo necks, you empty M&S of their cashmere. If she tells you to install a discreet waste-paper basket into your desk, you take a saw to your Ikea LINNMON. I ask her opinion on nearly everything, and the words on the pages of this book are never far away from me as I go about day-today life. I think of her when I’m having a pedicure (‘when it’s over, your feet really do look adorable’), when I’m clothes shopping (‘don’t buy anything that is 100 percent wool’), when I’m anxious on a flight (‘the plane is not going to crash’) and when I’m in a restaurant (‘overtip’). In a world where there is an overwhelming volume of choice, Nora Ephron’s exacting, precise, didactic, tried-and-tested, sophisticated-woman-wearing-all-black wisdom is a comfort and a relief. It’s why I give this book as a present more than any other. I buy it for people so often that I’ve been known to give girlfriends two copies, one birthday after the other.

And while I’ve given it to male friends too, her bold truth-telling on the trivial and political complexities of womanhood makes it an essential manual for women. Writing in a time before social media’s moral mafia existed (although I have no doubt Nora would have been completely unbothered by it), she is refreshingly candid about modern femininity’s requirements. She details both her bewilderment at much of it, and her acquiescence to some of its demands – a confusing quandary that we women face every day and feel subsequent guilt about. Ephron invites us in on where she toes and trashes the line, while carefully contemplating the lunacy of it all.

Handbags, for example, are something she won’t be persuaded by, due to their expense and the fact that they immobilize you. ‘That’s one of many reasons why you don’t see the guys-with-purses trend catching on. If one of your hands is stuck carrying your purse, it means it’s not free for all sorts of exciting things you could be using it for, like shoving your way through crowds, throwing your arms around loved ones, climbing the greasy pole to success, and waving madly for taxis.’ Bikini waxes, she argues, are only needed when you’re wearing a bikini, and if that time comes she suggests breathing exercises she learnt in antenatal classes: ‘I recommend them highly, although not for childbirth, for which they are virtually useless.’ She goes to the hairdresser for a blow-dry twice a week because it’s ‘cheaper by far than psychoanalysis, and much more uplifting’. And she recommends upper-lip threading as beauty maintenance, so you can ‘walk out the door knowing that if you go to the market and bump into a guy who once rejected you, you won’t have to hide behind a stack of canned food.’

These self-effacing, self-aware observations are the lingering base note of her instantly recognizable comedy. She doesn’t need to tell us how chic she is,  how smart she is, how well-loved she is; it’s effortlessly evident. Instead, she valiantly reveals the least appealing truths about herself with alacrity – whether it’s confessing she and her friends wear mandarin collars to cover their ageing ‘turkey necks’ and end up looking like ‘a white ladies’ version of the Joy Luck Club’, or when she informs us: ‘I’m sorry to report that I have a mustache.’ In ‘The Story of My Life in 3,500 Words or Less’, she explains: ‘When you slip on a banana peel, people laugh at you; but when you tell people you slipped on a banana peel, it’s your laugh. So you become the hero rather than the victim of the joke.’ Nora Ephron’s comedy proposes a way of life. An undefeatable, good-humoured, gutsy verve for experience on your own terms.

Another treat of her writing is the way in which she delves into detail. She was a great believer in the art of specificity, and that was evident in all her work  –  from her journalism to her dialogue to her recipes. In this book, her obsessive nature emerges repeatedly and makes for hilarious reading. Whether it’s her paragraph-long potted history of lettuce, her emotional investment in, disappointment and one-way relationship with Bill Clinton, or the passionate affair she has with her apartment block, which she eventually recognizes as unrequited love when the rent-stabilization laws change. It is these highly analysed specifics that make her work so consistently original, always elegantly dodging cliché, even when considering the most discussed of subjects.

I find every anecdote of Nora’s a page-turner, thanks to her skills of timing – even in her essays, her credentials as an Oscar-nominated screenwriter are visible. Cinema was in both her ink and her blood (both her parents were Hollywood screenwriters) and she knew how to shape any narrative with suspense, tension, relief, surprise and finale. In ‘The Lost Strudel’, she manages to make the story of searching for a particular pastry in New York as compelling as a murder mystery. In ‘Me and JFK: Now It Can Be Told’, she makes a point of testing her storytelling skills with a perfectly paced, determinedly anti-climactic tale and pulls it off with aplomb. Nora’s screenplays nearly always feature references to cinematic history – in Sleepless in Seattle, some of her best jokes are a riff on An Affair  to Remember; You’ve Got Mail is based on the 1940 film The Shop Around the Corner, and in When Harry Met Sally, there is an ongoing debate between the two protagonists about the ending of Casablanca. (‘Of course she wants to stay. Wouldn’t you rather be with Humphrey Bogart than the other guy?’, ‘I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in Casablanca married to a man who runs a bar. That probably sounds very snobbish to you, but I don’t.’)

But I love that Nora the journalist features in these chapters just as much as Nora the screenwriter. She began her career in a newsroom, and she adored the craft and camaraderie of being a reporter. Magazine editor Tina Brown wrote in The Vanity Fair Diaries that a good journalist is a person who notices the right things, which you can’t teach. And Nora had that exact talent by the bucket-load. Her essays are scattered with stories she’d heard from friends –  I particularly like the one about Jane sleeping with a famous author who kept a pile of his books by the door and urged lovers to ‘take one on your way out’. She was always observing and collecting – her mantra was ‘everything is copy’. It was a line that her mother had said to her, growing up. And in this book, she writes that her mother also advised, while she lay dying in hospital, ‘You’re a reporter, Nora. Take notes.’

Written when she was in her sixties, I Feel Bad About My Neck explores Nora’s thoughts on ageing, but traverses universal territory. It is a theme perfectly suited to her signature scepticism: ‘Every  so often I read a book about age, and whoever’s writing it says it’s great to be old. It’s great to be wise and sage and mellow; it’s great to be at the point where you understand just what matters in life. I can’t stand people who say things like this. What can they be thinking? Don’t they have necks?’ In retrospective ruminations, she reflects on the decisions we make, the regrets we feel; the lessons learnt, wisdom accrued and mistakes made. As  a twenty-something, I read it as an invaluable prophecy from beyond (‘Oh, how I regret not having worn a bikini for the entire year I was twenty-six. If anyone young is reading this, go, right this minute, put on a bikini, and don’t take it off until you’re thirty-four.’); now in my thirties, more of its references resonate with my own experiences of adulthood. I’m sure when I read it as a middle-aged woman, it will offer a new perspective for me. Like all great literary love affairs, I Feel Bad About My Neck is a book you can have a lifelong relationship with.

It is the final essay, ‘Considering the Alternative’, that I find the most powerful, in which the sadness of ageing is juxtaposed with gratitude for being alive, alongside frustration that our heroine is not really allowed to talk about any of this, for fear of seeming morbid. Tragically, shortly after she wrote this book, she herself had to confront the alternative when she was diagnosed with leukaemia. She kept her illness private right up until her death at the age of seventy-one  –  I found out while sitting in an office, reading the news online in tears. Like many of her fans, I was initially shocked  –  and then entirely admiring – that Nora Ephron had ultimately decided that everything did not, in fact, need to be copy.

No one captures both everyday and existential bitter-sweetness like Nora Ephron, and the parting thoughts of ‘Considering the Alternative’ are both confronting and comforting – a low-key lament as well as a love letter to life. Which is something you really feel Nora Ephron adored – life. It’s what makes the final chapter so heart-breaking and beautiful. And it’s why this book – sceptical and optimistic, logical and joyful – will always be one of my all-time favourites. It was written by a woman who found it hard to consider the alternative, because her life, with all its joy and disappointment, destiny and coincidence, mundanity and momentousness, was something she took so much pleasure from. Combing a city for cabbage strudel, being nosy about her neighbours, filling her tub with too much of her favourite bath oil, mastering recipes, revelling in her friends’ stories, collecting copy. Nora Ephron loved the business of living and learning. And how very, very lucky we are that she gave us her notes on it all.




I Feel Bad About My Neck

I FEEL BAD about my neck. Truly I do. If you saw my neck, you might feel bad about it too, but you’d probably be too polite to let on. If I said something to you on the subject—something like “I absolutely cannot stand my neck”—you’d undoubtedly respond by saying something nice, like “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” You’d be lying, of course, but I forgive you. I tell lies like that all the time—mostly to friends who tell me they’re upset because they have little pouches under their eyes, or jowls, or wrinkles, or flab around the middle, and do I think they should have an eye job, or a face-lift, or Botox, or liposuction. My experience is that “I don’t know what you’re talking about” is code for “I see what you mean, but if you think you’re going to trap me into engaging on this subject, you’re crazy.” It’s dangerous to engage on such subjects, and we all know it. Because if I said, “Yes, I see exactly what you mean,” my friend might go out and have her eyes done, for instance, and it might not work, and she might end up being one of those people you read about in tabloids who ends up in court suing their plastic surgeons because they can never close their eyes again. Furthermore, and this is the point: It would be All My Fault. I am particularly sensitive to the All My Fault aspect of things, since I have never forgiven one of my friends for telling me not to buy a perfectly good apartment on East Seventy-fifth Street in 1976.

Sometimes I go out to lunch with my girlfriends—I got that far into the sentence and caught myself. I suppose I mean my women friends. We are no longer girls and have not been girls for forty years. Anyway, sometimes we go out to lunch and I look around the table and realize we’re all wearing turtleneck sweaters. Sometimes, instead, we’re all wearing scarves, like Katharine Hepburn in On Golden Pond. Sometimes we’re all wearing mandarin collars and look like a white ladies’ version of the Joy Luck Club. It’s sort of funny and it’s sort of sad, because we’re not neurotic about age—none of us lies about how old she is, for instance, and none of us dresses in a way that’s inappropriate for our years. We all look good for our age. Except for our necks.

Oh, the necks. There are chicken necks. There are turkey gobbler necks. There are elephant necks. There are necks with wattles and necks with creases that are on the verge of becoming wattles. There are scrawny necks and fat necks, loose necks, crepey necks, banded necks, wrinkled necks, stringy necks, saggy necks, flabby necks, mottled necks. There are necks that are an amazing combination of all of the above. According to my dermatologist, the neck starts to go at forty-three, and that’s that. You can put makeup on your face and concealer under your eyes and dye on your hair, you can shoot collagen and Botox and Restylane into your wrinkles and creases, but short of surgery, there’s not a damn thing you can do about a neck. The neck is a dead giveaway. Our faces are lies and our necks are the truth. You have to cut open a redwood tree to see how old it is, but you wouldn’t have to if it had a neck.

My own experience with my neck began shortly before I turned forty-three. I had an operation that left me with a terrible scar just above the collarbone. It was shocking, because I learned the hard way that just because a doctor was a famous surgeon didn’t mean he had any gift for sewing people up. If you learn nothing else from reading this essay, dear reader, learn this: Never have an operation on any part of your body without asking a plastic surgeon to come stand by in the operating room and keep an eye out. Because even if you are being operated on for something serious or potentially serious, even if you honestly believe that your health is more important than vanity, even if you wake up in the hospital room thrilled beyond imagining that it wasn’t cancer, even if you feel elated, grateful to be alive, full of blinding insight about what’s important and what’s not, even if you vow to be eternally joyful about being on the planet Earth and promise never to complain about anything ever again, I promise you that one day soon, sooner than you can imagine, you will look in the mirror and think, I hate this scar.

Assuming, of course, that you look in the mirror. That’s another thing about being a certain age that I’ve noticed: I try as much as possible not to look in the mirror. If I pass a mirror, I avert my eyes. If I must look into it, I begin by squinting, so that if anything really bad is looking back at me, I am already halfway to closing my eyes to ward off the sight. And if the light is good (which I hope it’s not), I often do what so many women my age do when stuck in front of a mirror: I gently pull the skin of my neck back and stare wistfully at a younger version of myself. (Here’s something else I’ve noticed, by the way: If you want to get really, really depressed about your neck, sit in the backseat of a car, right behind the driver, and look at yourself in the rearview mirror. What is it about rearview mirrors? I have no idea why, but there are no worse mirrors where necks are concerned. It’s one of the genuinely compelling mysteries of modern life, right up there with why the cold water in the bathroom is colder than the cold water in the kitchen.)

But my neck.
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