
STRANGER IN A STRANGE LAND 
 
Here’s a photograph I never expected to see. 

 

It’s the “class photo” of all the nominees for the 2026 Academy Awards. It was taken onstage on February 10th at the 

Beverly Hilton Hotel ballroom at a luncheon held for all the Oscar-nominated actors, producers, directors, technicians, 

and screenwriters like me. Each nominee was summoned up to the bleachers (their names spelled phonetically on a 

black-and-white monitor the Academy president was reading from.) I’m sitting at an assigned table with the writer of 

Bugonia (who also lives in Jersey) and the young woman who wrote and co-directed the short film Jane Austen’s 

Period Drama—a comedy about Ms. Austen’s menstruation.  

 

And soon I find myself marching (to decidedly tepid applause) from the dining room onto the stage, to stand in the 

back row. That’s me—sweater and a sports jacket—standing sixth from the left. Lights in my eyes. An audience of 

diners still working on their slices of carrot cake. About 20 feet to my left stands Steven Spielberg (much shorter and 

slighter than I imagined.) A few rows ahead of me stands Leonardo DiCaprio—who carries himself with a sort of 

well-honed humility. Near him stands Benicio del Toro who took to the bleachers in a roar of applause. He has the 

bounce and the presence of a professional athlete. Ethan Hawke waves to me from a few rows down—he’s at the far 

left. He shrugs at the gathering crowd onstage, looking at me as if to say: “Can you believe this scene?” Sitting at a 

table in the front row of the diners, I can see the director Paul Thomas Anderson waiting to be summoned. (They are 

saving the heavy-hitters till the end.)  

 

Anderson is dressed casually, gray-haired, looking as if he needs a shave—and he seems to be watching the entire 

spectacle from a bemused distance. And, as I stand there watching him, I believe I recognize a brother in alienation. 

This is entirely speculation on my part, but he looks as alone and as removed as I feel. His is the only face in the crowd 

(to my eyes) who looks this way. And he actually seems to be watching me as well. 

 

The probable winners are all called near the end: Timothée Chalamet, Paul Thomas Anderson, and Guillermo del Toro 

who stands directly in the center of the nominees, arms outstretched like a father posing with his children. We are 

instructed to look up at the blinking red light on the balcony, since three photographs will be taken. About ten pictures 

are actually snapped. 

 

Moment over. Applause. And we drift off the stage into the audience—standing now, milling about, heading towards 

the exits. I see Ethan Hawke signing autographs. I’m looking for Michael Barker, the co-president of Sony Pictures 

Classics, who has been my guide and mentor through this surreal event. He knows everyone; I know no one. The 

crowd feels enormous, and it’s pressing in from all sides. I wear my nominees badge—strangers glance at it and turn 

away; I can read their eyes: Ok, this guy is nobody. I try reading their badges, but they pass by too quickly for me to 

make out their names without my reading glasses. A small crowd has gathered, laughing, around Elle Fanning and 

Emma Stone (they’re both dressed up and looking as if they’re auditioning for a star on the Walk of Fame.)  

 

People flock to take selfies with them in front of an enormous gold replica of the Oscar statue. 

 

I finally make out Michael Barker standing among the crowd—he’s deep in conversation with, of all people, Paul 

Thomas Anderson. Barker notices me approaching. “Paul just said to me he wanted very much to meet the writer of 

Blue Moon. Well, here he is!”  

 

Anderson and I are shaking hands now—looking into each other’s eyes. “It’s a remarkable script,” he says.  

 



“Thank you. You’ve made a remarkable movie as well,” I say (semi-sincerely), but I press forward, “And the best part 

is you got to hang out with Tom Pynchon.” Pynchon is the author of Vineland, the source of Anderson’s film One 

Battle After Another, and it strikes me that my primary conceit in bringing up Pynchon is to show off that I actually 

know who Pynchon is—as well as being smart enough to pronounce his name correctly: Pinch-on rather than Pinch-

in. 

 

“Do you know him?” asks Anderson. 

 

“No, but I’m amazed at how subversive and satirical his voice still is. When you see pictures of him now, he’s this 

old guy 

 

with white hair and a cane—how old is he now—in his 80s?” 

 

“At least.” 

 

“But the voice in the books is the same as when he was in his twenties.” 

 

Anderson nods. “I don’t think I’ve spoken with Tom since the film came out,” he says. “But he’s a great guy. And 

funny.” 

 

I’m smiling, thinking I’ve scored a small, smart victory here: that maybe I’m the only guy in the room who could have 

talked about Thomas Pynchon. We’re two readers meeting in a room full of people who don’t read. And for a second 

I feel less marooned. The Hollywood Reporter is giving a nominees dinner that night from 7-10, but I have to leave 

for the airport the next morning at 8 AM. Michael Barker makes a few calls and determines that it’s not essential for 

me to attend. 

 

Barker and I are both staying at the Beverly Wilshire (he’s just arrived) and we spend the limo ride back to the hotel 

talking about scripts. He tells me that The Apartment is a perfect script—and I agree, actually quoting it and referencing 

the way certain lines keep recurring. Barker seems impressed I know the film so well. And I’m impressed with his 

genuine love of movies. Since I was told he’s called “the mayor” by everyone in the film business, I delight in calling 

him that. He once called me “the maven” (because my script was historically accurate), and so we part company at 

the door of the hotel—the mayor and the maven. But before we separate I sincerely thank him for guiding me through 

this whole experience, for his generosity in flying me out here, and for his belief in me and in Blue Moon. 

 

“I believed in it from the very beginning,” he says. “Remember that.” 

 

And my alienation floats off into the street lights, finally fading away. 


