

[image: ]










Crime


of


Passion


JOHN BOORMAN









[image: ]


























 







When Agamemnon arrived home from Troy his treacherous wife said, ‘Step down from your chariot, my lord, but let not your foot touch the earth. Walk upon this crimson carpet set before you.’


Agamemnon knew that only gods walk on such richness. ‘I am mortal man,’ he said. ‘I cannot trample on these tinted splendours without enraging the gods.’


Aeschylus






















ONE





Shadow of a Smile was the 8 PM film in competition at the Cannes Film Festival and its director, Daniel Shaw, stepped on to the red carpet alongside his star, Alison Mulhoney. Her full-length frock cascaded in frothy layers to the carpet, and when Daniel offered her his arm he inadvertently trod on one of the dress’s trailing effusions. Alison shot him a withering look before summoning the radiance she needed to present to the three hundred photographers banked up on both sides of the red carpet.


Daniel looked back and beckoned his wife, Hope, to join him. She shook her head and clung to the comfortable arm of the film’s producer, Jack Diamond, whose other arm supported his wife, Bella. They watched Alison swirling and posing for the frantic snappers.


‘She’s a goddess,’ said Jack, reverently.


‘Of what?’ said Hope. ‘They all had jobs, didn’t they, the Gods?’


‘How about the Goddess of Eastman Kodak?’ said Bella.


‘Eastman Kodak is on the skids,’ said Jack Diamond. ‘Film is finished. Those cameras are all digital.’




 





The projection of Shadow of a Smile was drawing to a close. On the screen in tight close-up, the luminous Alison Mulhoney shed a single teardrop, which the forty-foot screen magnified to the size of a ping-pong ball as it made its slow-motion journey down her high cheekbone. Daniel recalled that after thirty takes he had given up on getting Alison to cry. The tear was CGI, a computer-generated image. That globe of saline water had taken two operators eighteen hours on their terminals to get right and had cost $30,000 – and to Daniel it still looked fake. It looked like a tear all right, but not hers. It came out of her eye as though escaping incarceration.




 





‘Now?’ Alison asks her ailing lover, who, a wider shot, reveals is cradled in her arms in a composition nudgingly like the Pieta of Michelangelo.


‘Yes,’ he replies, ‘now.’


She pushes the needle into his arm with a gasp that Daniel hoped would metaphorically suggest sexual penetration. As the lethal dose of morphine floods his bloodstream, her lover sighs in post-orgasmic content.


As the end credits crawled up the screen, applause erupted. Daniel had had other pictures in competition at the festival, and he knew that almost every film was applauded. He squeezed Alison’s hand. Both their hands were moist with the cold sweat of anxiety. They slipped and slid together like miniature sumo wrestlers. In a spirit of equity, he groped for his wife’s hand on his other side, but it was not on offer. The event was being televised close-circuit in every bar and festival office, every hotel room, and somewhere amongst the forty thousand press, forty-five thousand producers, distributors, actors and directors, she knew that her jealous lover would be keeping an eye on her.




 





At this moment, more than anything else in the world – even the Palme d’Or or his wife Hope’s estranged affections – Daniel wanted to urinate. This would become a dilemma in the next few minutes because the applause, sitting or standing, its intensity and duration, would be carefully measured and noted, and affect the fate of the film. He would urge it to go on, but for the sake of his bladder, he needed it to be over. He regretted his lack of restraint at the champagne reception before the screening, where all those whose fortunes rested on Shadow of a Smile had gathered to fortify themselves for the ordeal.


The applause faltered, then a spotlight illuminated Shaw and his star. Pierre Dachenet, the gloomy French press attaché, sitting behind Daniel, leaned forward to hiss in his ear, ‘Stand up.’ Daniel stood; so did Alison. The applause surged. He turned and bowed to the crowd and flapped his hands in an upward motion, urging his producer, Jack Diamond, and writer, Brad Tullio, to rise too. They both stood and bowed. The applause flagged again. The credits on the screen were celebrating the contributions of the Honey Wagon driver and Alison’s masseur. Pierre hissed to Daniel, ‘Kiss Alison, kiss her.’ Daniel obeyed and Alison hugged him, wallowing in the rising applause. She had the ecstatic radiance of Bernadette communing with the Holy Virgin. Daniel noted that at last she was truly beautiful. After all those weeks of cajoling, bullying, pleading, flattering, tricking her into a performance, wanting to love her but never achieving even affection, she was now incandescent. His heart opened to her. He looked into her eyes, eyes that shot past him to the blur of faces offering her adulation. He did not exist.




 





Now, having watched the film with the eyes of an audience, he knew that it did not quite work. The history of the project unspooled in his mind as the aural flattery of applause rattled around his ears; the thrill of the first idea, the excitement of writing the script with Brad Tullio; they had both felt that this was the one, the Ur-movie they had been put on this earth to make. He had wanted Kristin Scott-Thomas, but the financiers had demanded a bigger star. Alison was wrong for the part but he had compromised, since it had been the only way to get it made. In the happy expectation of shooting in Manhattan, he had rented an apartment and put the children in school there, but it had proved too expensive to shoot in New York, so they ended up faking Manhattan in Bulgaria, with post-production in Stuttgart in order to get German tax-shelter money. Hope, his wife, was stuck in New York, and he hardly saw her or the children for eight months. Feeling abandoned, she took up with an old boyfriend, Paul, whom she had known when she was single and working as a dancer. What had started out as an escapade to spite her husband had developed into an exquisitely painful love affair.




 





‘Film is war,’ as Sam Fuller defined it. ‘You shoot and are shot at, battles are won and lost.’ You hope that the film is not fatally wounded by compromise.


The three thousand black-tied, ball-gowned members of the audience dutifully kept the applause alive but, despite Pierre’s protestations, Daniel led his team from their seats up the long aisle towards the exit. Cannes protocol demanded that no one leave until the director and stars had left. There are further rituals back on the long red carpet, where the insatiable photographers await the disgorging stars, and behind the snappers, the fans, the autograph-hounds and the mildly curious.


But Daniel had to pee. Following him blindly, his entourage found themselves piled up at the entrance of the men’s toilet.




 





Two hundred people in evening dress sat down to dinner. The cost was shared between the festival and the sales company. After a great deal of haggling, the festival put up 40 percent, and Phyllis Silverstein, whose task it was to sell the film, put up the other 60 percent – making a dent in the $300,000 from the film’s budget allocated for sales expenses. Gilles Jacob, no longer programming the festival, as he had for twenty years, was still president, and behind the scenes, the most grise of eminences. He floated among the tables greeting the guests he had invited – present, and hopefully future, contributors to the finances of the festival. The jurors were invited to all these events but mostly stayed away for the sake of their amour-propre, so Daniel was surprised to see John Boorman, President of the Jury, talking with Gilles. Daniel tried to interpret his presence at the dinner. The jury would have seen the film at the 8 AM press screening that morning, when two thousand critics and hacks from forty-eight countries staggered in with their hangovers, clutching their press kits, and many snatching an hour’s sleep during the film. All eyes panned with Boorman as he approached the top table. Would he speak to Daniel; would his body language reveal his feelings about the film? Boorman passed Daniel, tossing him a friendly wave and a nondescript smile which all present tried to decipher. He headed to the other end of the table towards Daniel’s wife Hope. She had choreographed a dance sequence in Boorman’s last film. There was something at once too intimate and awkwardly formal in their greeting. Daniel watched them kiss, and Boorman whisper in her ear. They laughed, sharing a confidence. Had they had an affair? Surely not. He was much too old. Daniel had always trusted her, been sure of her, but perhaps this thing in New York was not the first betrayal. Shamefully, his first thought was, would it help or hinder his cause, would Boorman’s fondness for Hope make him sympathetic to the film, or less so. Daniel had sometimes been called ‘the new Boorman’. Did he resent that, or was it flattering?




 





Brad Tullio, the suave Italian screenwriter, was watching Daniel’s reaction closely through his dark smiling eyes, amused and relaxed as always. His task was to explore and translate Daniel’s intuitions and intentions. When Billy Wilder was asked how he and his writing partner I.A.L. Diamond shared the work, he replied, ‘He writes down the words and I go into the cage.’ The writer is not at risk. Brad had no desire to tame lions. Lee Marvin once advised a young director on how to deal with actors, ‘All you need is a whip and a chair.’


‘It’s not you, Daniel,’ said Brad, ‘it’s Cannes. Infectious paranoia.’


Daniel winced and tried to control the twitch in his left eye.


‘Every time I promise myself I’m going to be aloof and detached, but I always get sucked in,’ said Daniel. ‘I’m disgusted by the person I become in this place. All I want to hear is people trashing the other films in competition.’


‘You know what they say,’ said Brad. ‘To be really fulfilled, it’s not enough to have a hit. It’s necessary that your best friend has a turkey.’




 





Quentin Tarantino loomed over Daniel’s shoulder, his big moon-faced smile embracing the whole table. Jack Diamond, the producer, and Fred Schneider, Daniel’s agent, fawned over him.


‘Hi, Quentin,’ ‘You look great, Quentin,’ ‘Terrific tux, Quentin.’ How they loved his name passing their lips. The men beamed and the women metaphorically curtsied.


Alison, still in the afterglow of the applause, stood and fell into his arms. He was, Daniel thought, what I will never be: Hollywood royalty. He was anointed.


‘I was blown away. It was so wacky, I bought it,’ Quentin gushed. ‘That opening, the anamorphic compositions, and those landscapes, it was, like, straight out of Deserto Rosso. And the party scene in the gay bathhouse: boy, that was Fellini on speed. And the last act was pure Bergman, devastating, and her face when he died, that tear rolling down her face was like her life ebbing away. Jesus.’ He leaned down to Daniel’s ear, ‘I heard a rumour the tear was CGI.’ Daniel managed a convincingly scoffing laugh, ‘No, no, what bullshit, Quentin, she’s a great actress. She can do anything.’


‘Except cry, is what I heard.’


‘Well, now you know different.’


Quentin patted and squeezed Daniel’s shoulder, ‘Great movie.’ His attention had drifted to the next table. ‘Hey, there’s Sean Penn,’ he cried.


Quentin gathered up his goodwill and took it to the next table. Virtue was sucked from Daniel’s table as the Tarantino effect shifted onto Sean Penn, hotly tipped for the Best Actor prize.


‘He plays a hunchback. A shoo-in,’ said Jack Diamond ruefully.


‘But a hunchback and a club foot. That’s too much for Cannes,’ said Daniel. ‘That’s an Oscar performance, not a Cannes performance.’


Daniel’s agent, Fred Schneider, had sat silently polishing his enigmatic yet knowing smile. When he pronounced, the table fell silent, attending to the oracle. ‘Not Sean – Sebastian,’ he decreed, and the name flowed like warm oil across the table; they all fluttered with pleasure and excitement. Sebastian was the lead actor in Shadow of a Smile, and also Fred’s client. Fred had put Sebastian and Daniel together and packaged the picture, taking an extra fee. They all waited for further enlightenment, but none was forthcoming. Sebastian was now in New Zealand, shooting Peter Jackson’s new film, and Fred was negotiating to have him be the next Bond: a $20 million gig. Fred felt an inner glow as he contemplated the deal and mentally credited his $2 million commission. Brad was the one person at the table who did not revere Fred, possibly because he had offered himself as a client and been gently rejected. ‘Conflict of interest,’ Fred had claimed. ‘You and Daniel are buddies but you surely will come to blows one day, and I would find myself in the middle of a divorce, caught in the crossfire.’


Consequently, Brad loved puncturing Fred’s pomposity.


‘You think hunchback is too much for Cannes, Freddie? Our AIDS is sexier? It’s more “today”?’


Jack Diamond flicked his eyes around in alarm.


‘Keep it down, Brad. We never say Sebastian has AIDS in the picture. He’s dying, but we don’t say what of. Let the gays think it’s AIDS, if they want. But we have that line, like it was something he caught from the water in the Nile. Let’s keep it that way,’ he chided, wearing his responsible-producer face.


Daniel noted that Hope was drunk, and that her blonde hair was escaping its severe bondage. She was literally letting her hair down, letting herself down, and her voice was louder than she intended it to be.


‘Oh, come on, Fred, don’t be so mysterious. Spill the fucking beans,’ she said.


Fred’s career had been built on strategic pauses. While everyone around him, though exponents of a visual medium, frantically filled every gap with words, Fred had abrogated to himself what Hitchcock called ‘dog’s feet’ – the pause. And he took one now, let it run, and finally pronounced, ‘The jury.’ They waited, puzzled, but Fred offered no further explanation.


Jack guessed: ‘They have something against Sean Penn?’


Brad: ‘Lot of gays on the jury?’


Fred’s latest wife, a very young, confused blonde who had been fitfully studying for conversion to Judaism, was defiantly swilling champagne, despite Fred’s stern, reprimanding eyes, and now felt emboldened enough to speak. ‘Ask him how many of the jurors are clients of the agency.’


‘Wow,’ said Jack, genuinely moved by the insidious penetration of Hollywood power.


Daniel was fretting because Fred had avoided pronouncing on the film, despite having been offered several openings. Unable to endure it any longer, Daniel blurted out, ‘So what did you think of the movie, Fred?’


Fred looked up with a querying eyebrow, a pause.


‘Our movie,’ added Daniel weakly.


The table hung on Fred’s heavy, drooping lips. Fred raised his eyes to the distant wall as though re-projecting the film from memory. His large bulk shifted in its seat, reproducing, Daniel feared, restlessness while watching the movie. Fred allowed himself another lavish pause, then, ‘You did it, Daniel. It was all up there on the screen.’


A further pause, then confirmation, ‘Every single frame.’


The table seemed pleased and relieved by that, but Daniel knew that although Fred never publicly lied, he also rarely told the truth.


‘It’s everything you wanted it to be,’ was another of his pieties. So, his reputation grew because he was never proved wrong, just as the most enduring studio executives are the ones who never green-light a project, and therefore never father a failure.




 





A tap on Daniel’s shoulder. He looked up at the kind, lined face of a man in his late sixties who was disappointed that Daniel did not recognise him.


‘Nigel Bateman, Daniel.’


Daniel jumped up and gave him a hug. Nigel was unused to such effusion, and his body stiffened.


‘Nigel, I didn’t recognise you in a tuxedo, I’ve only ever seen you in a white overall.’ ‘Were you happy with the print, Daniel?’


Nigel had timed and graded Daniel’s last three movies at Technicolor. His excessively deferential manner invited bullying. Directors confronted by the shortcomings of their movies often blamed the labs, and berated Nigel. Daniel had done so himself, frustrated by the deficiencies of Eastman Kodak film stock, which had been devised to flatter the skin-tones of white movie stars. The emulsion was far too saturated, and there was little Nigel, or anyone else, could do about it. ‘A little more Cayenne, Daniel?’ He counted it a privilege to be on first-name terms with his directors and liked to confirm it constantly.


‘Touch less Magenta, Daniel?’ ‘Two points denser, Daniel?’ Mole-like from thirty years of night-work in the lab, developing negative and making rush prints, he had emerged into the light of day eight years ago, promoted to a grader, and day-work. He had remarkable sensitivity, and a religious devotion to his work. Filmmakers abused him but always asked to have him back, and hated the younger, cocky graders who watched the films with condescension at best, and more often with ill-concealed contempt. The graders were the first people to see the finished film – when directors were at their most vulnerable. A print of Shadow of a Smile had been made brighter and with more contrast especially for Cannes, to contend with the long throw and huge screen. Technicolor would send the grader to keep an eye on the print, as a perk.


‘It was a fine print, Nigel.’


‘Thank you, Daniel.’


He hovered at Daniel’s shoulder. Daniel turned back to his guests, but Nigel patiently persisted.


‘This is my last job, Daniel. Retiring.’


‘Oh no. What are we going to do without you?’


‘It’s all going digital, the grading, Daniel. I’m too old to work a computer.’


Daniel offered muttered sympathy but was privately elated at the prospect of digitally grading his films. It allowed de-saturation, revising the lighting, and absolute control.




 





Bella, Jack Diamond’s wife, walked towards the table. Her severe dress, chosen to conceal her figure, had the contrary effect, her shapes and curves offering the faintest of erotic hints. Men penetrated her camouflage with darting looks. Her long auburn hair was an ungovernable riot of curls leaping out of her head, half concealing her face, and suggesting incipient passion. She sat down, alert, tense, critical. She had been conducting an interview with the distinguished French director Bertrand Tavernier. The interview was the beginning of her forensic process, which would involve watching his films and speaking with his actors and collaborators. She sought Jack’s welcoming eyes. She needed him to anchor her, handle her, indulge her. He was immensely proud of her, and pleased with the effect she had on men.


‘Good interview?’


She nodded.


‘In English or French?’


‘French.’


Bella spoke several languages. She had studied semantics at Harvard. She’d done her thesis on Wittgenstein.


‘I asked him one question, and he spoke brilliantly for an hour.’


‘What was the question?’


‘Were you in love when you made this movie.’


Alison perked up. ‘Was he?’


‘In love with the film. In love with the actress. In love with the process.’


She sat down next to Jack, and they squeezed hands beneath the table. Although Jack chuckled at Daniel’s jokes, encouraged him, indulged him, backed him – and was the last man in Hollywood to smoke a pipe – he nevertheless often left Daniel feeling gloomy. In contrast, Bella’s pessimism and (often unnecessary) honesty cheered him up no end. She had never interviewed Daniel, his close association with her husband put him off limits, and she seemed neutral, to negative, about his work.


Jack had wounds from her honesty, so it was with some trepidation that he asked her, ‘Get any sense of the press reaction?’


‘To what?’


‘To our movie.’


‘The French loved it. The Americans thought it was soft, and the English, as ever, faint praise. And there was something about a CGI teardrop they kept on about.’ Daniel winced. To prevent the plastic tear from shedding its lachrymose gloom over the table once more, Jack tapped his knife on a glass and stood up. He folded away the smile from his kind face and put on a deeply serious air that was on the verge of comical.


‘I just want to say this. Whatever happens here, Daniel, you made one hell of a movie. Alison, I’m proud to have my name on a movie that is illuminated by your performance.’


Alison managed a regal smile of modesty.


‘Sorry Sebastian couldn’t be with us. He was damn good – better than good. We talk about chemistry; well, this was it. You and Sebastian. Sparks coming off the screen.’


Jack was defining exactly what the film lacked, Daniel realised. It was Hollywood inversion, making a taboo negative into a wishful positive.


‘And I want to thank Fred and the agency for their help in putting the picture together,’ Jack continued. ‘He bullied the studio into submission. I know all we got was a prints-and-ads deal, but he found us soft money too. Fred, I owe you one.’


Fred acknowledged this with a slight, sage nod, as befits an oracle.


An agitated Pierre Dachenet hovered at the table. He whispered to Daniel and then to Alison, putting Jack off his stride.


‘And Hope,’ Jack went on, ‘sorry. So sorry. It was going to be just great. Making a movie in Manhattan. You and the kids moving there and all. My fault. Had to do it in Bulgaria to save the picture. You were so brave about it. Thanks for your …’


The speech petered out as Daniel and Alison crept quietly from the table, guided away by Pierre for a live interview on Arte TV.


‘… your understanding.’


Hope, now fuelled by Moët, flared up at Jack.


‘Understanding? I was dumped! And there he is, slinking away again. Everything has to be sacrificed for the movie. And for what? For this … this …’


Jack took the blow on the chin and fell back into his chair.


Hope got to her feet, knocking a wine-glass over. She wanted to storm off, but was too shortsighted to locate the exit. She stood, swaying and peering across the blur of tables. She fumbled in her purse for her glasses, then checked herself. She was not going to put them on in front of all these people. Her fingers located her lipstick. She felt a desperate craving to feel the scarlet slash of Chanel Rouge Noir across her mouth. While she was thinking it, she became aware that she was doing it, and her brain, functioning in jerks and jumps, informed her that this action meant that she was very drunk. Jack sent urgent signals to Bella – hands, eyes, twitching eyebrows – the Morse Code of marriage. She sent irritable but compliant messages back, and finally stood up and took Hope by the arm.


‘Let’s go fix our faces.’


‘I just fixed mine.’


‘Well, try it with a mirror.’


At the door of the ladies confessional, they brushed against Meryl Streep. Hope, in her louche manner, fell upon her.


‘Oh. My. God. You, you were so beyond everything in … in …’


She failed to recall the name of the movie starring Meryl, which she had seen the previous night. Meryl kindly supplied the title.


‘Polite Hysteria.’


‘Yes, Polite Hysteria. Wonderful.’


Meryl extricated herself with effortless aplomb.


‘How can you be so perfect,’ Hope asked. ‘You act like an angel. You hung on to your husband. Lovely grown-up kids, men still desire you, how do you do it?’


‘Read what your friend wrote about me in Vanity Fair,’ said Meryl. ‘She told me more about myself than I wished to know. I said “ouch” five times when I read it.’


Hope turned to Bella accusingly.


‘How could you?’


Bella herded her through the door with an apologetic smile for Meryl.




 





Hope sat on the toilet seat with her mobile phone to her ear.


‘I know they’re asleep; I still want to talk to them.’


Bella, leaning against a washbasin, watched Hope coolly through the open door of the stall.


‘No, don’t wake them. I’m sorry, I’m silly, I’ll talk to them in the morning before they leave for school …. Yes, of course. No school tomorrow. Sunday. Oh Sophie, I’m so pissed.’


Hitching up her hair, Hope peered at Bella through the mirror.


‘Thanks for the rescue,’ said Hope. ‘Dragging you away from the table.’


Bella managed a wan, forgiving smile that irritated Hope.


‘Don’t you ever let go, Bella? You’re so fucking poised. Just the way you stand makes me feel like a slob. And I was a dancer. A dancer with stretch-marks.’


‘I wish I could be as loose as you, as spontaneous,’ said Bella – and meant it.


Hope lifted her breasts up in her bra, straightened her back, pulling all her bits together.


‘I can’t imagine you making love, Bella. I just can’t see you out of control. Is Jack a good lover? He looks too comfortable.’


In all the time their husbands had worked together, they had never talked intimately. Bella was amused and touched by Hope’s openness. She chose her words carefully.


‘He’s sensitive and considerate.’


‘I wonder if anyone ever said that about a movie producer before.’


They both got a fit of giggles.


‘Don’t you ever feel like taking a lover?’ said Hope.


‘It’s all very delicately balanced in my marriage. We’re both surprised at how well it works, so we try not to disturb anything.’


‘I’ve taken a lover. An old lover – I mean a previous lover, before Daniel. Well, he is old too, as it happens, older than Dan – which seems to upset him more than anything. I would have thought a young lover would have bothered him more. Anyway, it’s fucked me up; I’m all fucked up.’


‘So Daniel knows about it?’


‘Yes, I told him. I was so angry at being dumped. I wanted to hurt him and I hated hurting him. I love him so.’


She stared at the stranger looking blearily back at her from the mirror.


‘Daniel disappears into his movies, and when he surfaces he expects me to be exactly the same. Turn me off, turn me on,’ she said.




 





Back at the table, Alison’s young lover, Lance – an out-of-work American actor – had sat silently through the meal, but now found himself alone with a Hollywood producer and a top agent, Brad having gone off table-hopping. Lance seized his moment.


‘I mean, like, is it better to be with a smaller agency, as I am, where you mean something, or be a nobody in a big agency like yours, Mr Schneider, that, like, has more leverage with the studios? Like I say, Stan Cohen is not just my agent, he’s my best friend. He breaks his balls for me.’


‘But you’d fire him in an instant if I’d take you on,’ said Fred.


‘No, I’d sure have to wrestle with a decision like that,’ said Lance, with a show of Actors Studio torment. Fred fixed him with an eye practised at reading the wiles of young actors.


‘You want my advice?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You have a skill. Use it.’


‘I know I am a good actor, sir.’


‘Not acting, fucking. Alison is a star. She has the muscle to oblige her agency to take you on. Keep your pants zipped until she does.’


Jack felt sorry for the boy, who looked crushed.


‘I saw you in Beastly Bikers, Lance.’


‘Really?’ said Lance in alarm. He had scratched it from his CV, it was so awful.


‘You were good and open and honest,’ said Jack softly. ‘Don’t lose that. The problem for actors is that they often need to be ruthlessly ambitious to cut it, but that can kill off the very thing that made them appealing in the first place,’ said Jack, thinking of Alison.


The boy expressed his gratitude with a show of modesty and humility, and called them both ‘sir’ in every breath, but could not altogether conceal his resentment. Why don’t these old farts move over and give youth its due, he thought.




 





It was 2AM when Daniel arrived back at the Carlton Hotel with his bow-tie in his pocket and his shirt open. There were a couple of diehard autograph-hounds in the lobby. He knew them and gave them a nod. He walked past but they overtook him and blocked his path, shuffling backwards.


‘Great movie, Daniel.’


‘How would you know? You haven’t seen it.’


‘Daniel, do me a big favour. Would you sign these five cards?’


‘You got me this morning.’


‘I know, but with five Daniel Shaws I can get one Steven Spielberg.’


Amused, he signed them. There were a few stragglers in the lobby. He glanced in at the bar on his way to the elevator. Nigel had been waiting for him. He jumped up from his stool and ran after Daniel.


‘Sorry to bother you, Daniel.’


‘It’s all right, Nigel. What is it?’


‘I’ve been trying to get my nerve up, Daniel.’


‘What for?’


Holding it reverently in both hands, he presented a script to Daniel. In forty-eight hours, Daniel had had scripts from two waiters and three festival volunteers.


‘Took me five years, Daniel, this opus. You’re the first to see it.’


Nigel winced as Daniel rolled it up, disappointed that Daniel did not show it proper respect.


‘It may take me a while, Nigel.’


‘No problem. I’ll wait down here until you finish it.’


‘Nigel, it’s 2 AM in the morning. I’m dead beat; I’m talking weeks, maybe months.’


Nigel stood his ground. Having found his courage, he was not going to back down.


‘It’s good, Daniel. I see films all the time, and this is better than all of them.’


Daniel felt a surge of anger and was too tired to conceal it.


‘Better than mine?’


Nigel was belligerent: ‘Yes, Daniel, ’fraid so.’


‘Do you know how many scripts get made,’ said Daniel, exasperated. ‘Every Hollywood studio makes maybe two in fifty of the ones they develop themselves, that they finance and spend big money on. Then there are another two thousand a year submitted by experienced writers and agencies, and on top of that there are thousands of unsolicited scripts that don’t even get read.’


Nigel had his chin thrust out, and his eyes were blazing.


‘Even so, Daniel. Even so.’


Daniel turned away and stepped wearily into the elevator.




 





He reached the door of his room and hesitated, for two reasons. Firstly, could he face another episode of recriminations in the continuous but endlessly inconclusive discussion of their tottering marriage, particularly if she was still drunk? Secondly, he felt bad about Nigel. He went back to the lobby, but Nigel had gone. The day had started with a difficult press conference, where even those who admired the film felt there was something intangible missing. Then a succession of interviews right through the day. Like most directors, when he was finally finished with a film after two years’ work, his interest in it was at its lowest ebb, but it was at this point that he was required to extol its virtues to critics and journalists. He felt like a whore. Fellini had once suggested that all the directors should get together and agree to make the films for free, but be paid for the interviews.


He felt empty, hollowed out. Back in the room, he was relieved to see that Hope was asleep, her clothes strewn across the floor, lights blazing. He took a shower, dimmed the lights and levered his long, lean frame into the bed. Hope shifted in her sleep and rolled towards him, her face only a foot from his. He felt insubstantial, with no sense of self. He recalled how Hope’s zest and earthy humour had always anchored him, and how he missed it, how he needed it. An overwhelming love for her engulfed him, and he forgave her in his heart, and acknowledged his own sins of omission, and commission, for driving her into the arms of another man. He kissed her lightly and tenderly. Her mouth opened and she kissed back passionately. He responded, and took her in his arms. Her eyes opened as she surfaced from sleep. She cried out. He was the wrong man. She turned away angrily.




 





In the bedroom of the coveted seventh-floor corner suite of the Carlton, Jack and Bella lay in the huge bateau bed with their three-year-old son Orson – named after Welles, of course – lying asleep between them. Outside, rich young men in open-top sports cars were still cruising the Croisette lusting after starlets; beyond, the feeble waves of the Mediterranean flapped prissily against the manicured beaches of the hotels. Indigent, aspiring filmmakers in sleeping bags were scattered across the sand. Further out twinkled the armada of yachts lying at anchor, hired by producers and distributors who were out to impress.


It was the invariable custom of Bella Diamond to give an account of her day to her husband in a dreamy, numinous stream of consciousness. Her sharp, critical mind was put to rest, and she allowed her subconscious to float up and wander at will. She mused on her encounter with Hope, and speculated on the dynamics at the dinner table, and how the screening had been received.


‘You know, Jack, only the films seem real at Cannes. The people are all fake … fictional. I see them all losing their grip on themselves – even you, darling Jack, the most rooted of men …. I watch you emotionally levitating … drifting away from me … becoming strange … a stranger … and Fred, with that calm absolute control … even in him, I see cracks appearing … I can smell the sulphur, the molten magna about to erupt in his mind … that’s what gives him his power, the threat of the inert volcano … he scares me … and Daniel, at the screening, sandwiched between his wife and his star, both floating off out of his control … he’s become a wraith. I could see his substance leaking away … sucked into all those cameras … and Hope, drinking to hide her radiance …. She tries to dull it down in front of Daniel. Love is so treacherous, so selfish, so …’


She was drifting from dreamy to dreaming. Jack stretched his arm over Orson and took her hand. The tentative, opening move in their ritual. Her hand fluttered, which signalled that he could take the first turning in the maze. He slid out of the covers and walked around to her side of the bed. Her eyes were closed and her breathing had shallowed. He knelt on the floor and brushed her hair and neck with his mouth, and waited for a response. She stirred and sighed. He slipped his hand under the sheet and ran it delicately and slowly down her body until he reached her Venus mound. He threaded his fingers through her silky pubic hair, so unlike the tumultuous tangle that framed her face, another country. He ran his middle figure delicately down the groove of her vulva, up and down, waiting for permission to enter. He had been in a dead marriage, with children who were strangers to him. As he had gradually abandoned the religion of his fathers for a vague humanism, his wife had become a fanatical Zionist and had influenced the two boys to take the same course. They despised him for his secularism. He had been forty-eight when he’d met Bella, five years ago. She had interviewed him – and mesmerised him. He had never understood what she saw in him. He was running to fat, balding, with poor eyesight, but he was kind and gentle, selfless and generous. When he asked her why, she said, in one of her numinous humours, ‘We fall in love at the dictate of a child wanting to be born’ – and thus he discovered the vein of romanticism beneath her sardonic and rational mind. He had married ‘out’, and so was a dead man to his sons. He wrote to them every week, but they never responded. He was awash with guilt. On those occasions when Bella rejected his advances, he would lie for hours wallowing in his shame. He worshipped Bella, and access to her body was a privilege he never took for granted. It was a gift the goddess bestowed upon him at her whim. Kneeling at her bedside was utterly appropriate.




 





He felt a slight arching of her back, and eased his finger into the slit, and found her clitoris. She turned on her side, away from him, and he feared he had failed. She was ovulating and she desperately wanted another child. Her ‘yes’ was so softly sibilant that it took a long moment to register. He slipped under the covers and folded into her contours. He parted her vagina and inched slowly into her. He burrowed his head under her wild curls and bit lightly into the back of her neck. He moved slowly inside her, exploring, roaming. He had learnt not to progress to faster strokes unless she signalled her need. Here, more than anywhere, he was required to respect her privacy. Suddenly her cunt tightened, she gasped, and came in a rush, and he spurted into her and bit harder into her neck.


They lay still and his penis shrank out of her. She turned her face to him. It was wet with tears, as it always was. She kissed him lightly.


‘I love you, Jack. I love you so very much.’


He had no words. He was far beyond them. She turned away again, and fell instantly into a fathomless, dreamless sleep. Jack lay awake, keeping vigil at the altar of his love, as the last echoes of his orgasm rippled through his body, and he felt, as always, unworthy and blessed. He lifted his head and reassured himself that Orson was still asleep. He liked the thought that perhaps the boy had been present at the conception of his sister.



















TWO





Daniel fell under the spell of a recurring dream. He was a child actor in a movie and was approaching a closed door, the camera tracking behind him. He reached out to open it, but it filled him with terror. He looked back. The director was Daniel’s adult self, and urgently demanded that the boy open the door. He reached for the doorknob, but the terror was overwhelming. He woke with a cry, drenched in sweat.




 





He looked at his watch. It was 8.55 AM. He had agreed to do an interview at 9 AM, followed by others for the rest of the morning. He pulled on white linen pants and a plain white T-shirt. He had an aversion to wearing messages or promoting makers’ names on his apparel. His quest for no-logo trainers was becoming more and more difficult. It had finally driven him back to those blue canvas shoes with a yellow rubber sole that he had worn as a schoolboy. He couldn’t afford to wait for the Carlton’s notoriously sluggish lift, so he dashed down the six flights of stairs. Each landing announced the presence of film companies whose film posters cried out for his attention. How depressingly unoriginal they were. Star with a gun. Star in a clinch. Close-up of star staring out at the viewer, expressing strength, resolve. Whatever happened to clever graphics, the surreal Polish posters of the seventies? Where was the contemporary version of Saul Bass? These present images expressed the dim naturalism of modern movies. Movies are not real, movies are metaphors, he shouted at them.


In the lobby, he snatched Variety and Screen International from the piles of copies that were freely distributed in the hotels. The magazines relied on income from the ads: hundreds of movies begging to be made, to be seen, to be loved. He flipped over to the reviews of Shadow of a Smile. Variety: ‘Will need careful marketing to find its audience. Absorbing drama but takes time to build up steam.’


Screen International: ‘Great display of British acting talent, but the American star Alison Mulhoney seems to be in another movie. Daniel Shaw’s direction is assured as ever. The gay bar scene is the steamiest ever shot, but for the wrong reasons: you can’t see anything. It looks as though the studio was worried about the rating and added CGI steam to cover up glimpses of genitalia. And what about that tear?’


The twenty-one-year-old New York director Sidney Abel, whose low-budget horror film, shown in the movie market, had been discovered and lauded by the critics, was preening himself with admirers when he spotted Daniel buried in the trades.


‘Mr Shaw,’ he called out respectfully to the ancient forty-four-year-old Daniel. ‘I’m your biggest fan. Would you do me the favour of watching my movie? It’s on again tomorrow at midnight.’


‘Thanks, I will if I can.’


Daniel tried to slip away.


‘Mr Shaw, I love your trainers. What are they, sneakers? Do they still make those? So cool.’


He himself was dressed from tank-top to toe in regulation black Nike. Daniel waved and smiled and jogged away backwards, to make his escape onto the Carlton Terrace, where the distinguished French critic and editor of Positif, Michel Ciment, was waiting.


Squinting at the blinding sun and the aggressive blue of the Mediterranean, Daniel ordered a double espresso and a croissant. He gulped down a glass of water and yesterday’s alcohol jumped out of his pores. Positif had championed his films, and Michel, to Daniel’s relief, liked Shadow of a Smile very much.


‘The surreal edge you put on the suburban scenes reminded me very much of Stanley Spencer,’ said Michel, ‘and the last scene was clearly influenced by Francis Bacon. Just as one could say that the puerile Damien Hirst attempts to be a sculptural version of Bacon, so you have achieved a cinematic Bacon. I like the way you deal with very mundane subjects but shoot them in a heightened fashion. All those oval shapes in the decor are clearly eggs to go with the Bacon, so to speak.’


Michel’s mastery of English was often demonstrated by some very good puns. Many of his questions, Daniel had learned from the past, thankfully did not require answers. They were rehearsals for his review.


‘I was going for the metaphor, not the real,’ Daniel said, regretting right away how pretentious he sounded. He hadn’t thought about Francis Bacon at all, but Stanley Spencer had always been an influence on him – and not necessarily for the good.


‘You recall that Magritte painting of a pipe under which Magritte writes “This is not a pipe”?’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Michel, picking up the reference, ‘exactly. It is not a pipe, it is a painting of a pipe, just as your film is not attempting reality, but a metaphor for it.’ These little cultural connections between critic and director cemented the relationship.


‘Your work has always had a strong narrative drive,’ said Michel. ‘So how do you sustain pace in a film like this, where there is very little narrative.’


Clearly Michel thought he had failed to do so.


‘I was hoping the film would be driven by the emotional dynamics of the characters.’


It was suddenly clear to him that he should have edited the film with that in mind, that the cutting was too conventional; maybe he could do some re-editing before the picture was released; there was still some money in the contingency fund.


The purpose of these interviews was to publicise the film and get the maximum number of column-inches and pictures as possible, so as to make the film sound attractive. Most regular movie-goers do not read reviews, but they read interviews and gossip, and sniff out from these whether they want to see the film or not. Most people who read reviews, read them instead of seeing the films.


Telling enthusiastic lies about the film was exhausting, and Daniel was too tired to be mendacious.


‘Michel, making a film is always a process of discovery: it shifts and alters at each stage, as new elements enter. You hang on to your vision, but it gets kicked around, and you never know quite what sort of animal it is,’ he said, mangling his metaphors, ‘until you have it in the cutting room, and even then …’ A great weight of weariness was upon him. ‘I got the dynamics wrong, Michel. It doesn’t work, does it?’


Father, I have sinned. He looked up to meet Michel’s eyes, and saw horror there. His confession was unwelcome. In fact, Michel was indignant.


‘You’re wrong. The film has an inner force. If anything, the pace is faster than it needs to be. It is about characters going through human emotions without feeling them – which is a very contemporary issue. In emotional situations, we replicate scenes we have seen in the movies. The Japanese novelist Osamu Dazai, in No Longer Human, argues that we have lost our humanity and are merely acting out emotions that we no longer feel.’


Daniel laughed. He was feeling much better.


‘That is a very kind way of saying that the acting was unconvincing.’


It was Michel’s turn to laugh.


‘It always astonishes me how little directors understand their own work.’


The waiter appeared. ‘Another coffee?’ Michel offered.


‘Fuck it, Michel, let’s have a beer.’


His next interview was with a young German woman who was more hung over than he was. She asked lazy catch-all questions that meant she probably had not seen the film. He could see she was clutching the synopsis from the press kit.


‘Why did you make this film?’


It was a question that always emptied his mind, made him a blank, a nothing. He looked at her dead eyes and was animated by anger.


‘I made it for people like you, people who have lost their connection with nature, with authentic feeling. Have you read Osamu Dazai’s novel No Longer Human?’


He was shocked by his own facile ability to use secondhand ideas and parade them as his own, and he realised that his anger was largely because she was very attractive and clearly had no interest in him as a man.


‘I thought it was about love,’ she said, ‘about how stupid it is to fall in love.’


Her eyes filled with tears. Daniel’s anger ebbed away, and he felt ashamed. She had seen the film.


‘Are you in love?’ he asked.


‘Yes, with a horrible man.’


She buried her face in a tissue. Daniel sighed; his weariness returned.


‘OK, turn on your tape-recorder and I’ll give you some quotes, and then I’d advise you to get some sleep.’


He dictated, giving her the standard stuff, while she yawned and searched the tables and the people strolling on the Croisette, clearly looking for the horrible man she loved.


He stood up to conclude the interview. She switched off her recorder and gathered her things.


‘I ask you one more question for me,’ she said. ‘The plastic tear, is that a metaphor for – what you say – the loss of authentic feeling?’


Daniel winced, hoist by his own petard. She walked off without a word. What a bitch, he thought … No, what a pompous arse I am.




 





There was to be a late lunch at the Hotel du Cap, a strategy meeting with Fred, his agent; Jack, his producer; and Pierre, the press attaché. The festival provided a car and driver for directors and actors in the competition. The cars flew the official flag and were manned by volunteers, usually young men in love with the movies. Daniel had finished his last interview with a Swedish journalist, who, like most of the others, wanted to know if the teardrop was CGI. With the alcohol sweated out, he fell into the cool soft leather of the back seat of the car lent by Peugeot to the festival. He hoped to be able to have a snooze. The driver was a pale young man with a chauffeur’s hat that fell into his ears. When he turned to speak to Daniel, the hat wobbled and tipped over his face. He shook it back, revealing eyes gleaming with intent.


‘Traffic very bad, it will take more than one hour to the Cap d’Antibe.’ He picked up a script from the front passenger seat and waved it in Daniel’s face.


‘Plenty of time to read my script. It would be an honour for me. Someday I hope to make great movies, like you.’


Daniel took it, and his heart sank. He opened it up.


‘It’s in French.’


‘You can read French?’


‘Well yes, but I was hoping to sleep.’


Daniel caught the boy’s disappointment in the rearview mirror. He was on the point of tears. Everyone can cry, he thought ruefully, except my star. He relented.


‘Look, why don’t you pitch me your story as we go along.’


‘Pitch? What is pitch?’


‘Just tell it to me.’


The driver’s name was François. He began his story as they nosed up the coast. It was Sunday morning, hot for May, and the beaches were filling up.


‘It’s about a boy in love with a beautiful girl. She love him but she don’t want to make love with him. He can kiss her, but no feel. He can hold her tits but only with bra on. He can’t believe she is so old-fashioned, but she is religious and she has a confessor, this old horny priest. She tell him everything. OK, boy say, at least suck my dick. She cry and cry but in the end she does it, but he push it in a bit far and she throw up all over his dick. So she tell her priest and he starts to laugh and laugh so much he has heart attack. She calls ‘help help’ and she puts him on the floor of the church and as he dies he puts his hand up her skirt and grabs her pussy.’


Daniel winced at the crudeness of the story, but it evoked Hope and her New York lover, and his imagination threw up images of them coiled together.


François droned on with his story.


‘This priest makes her not so sure about religion. Maybe she change her mind. But the boy is driving movie star at festival who is very, what you say, piss-ed about her husband who cheats her, so she takes boy to her bed.’


They were passing Tetou, the famous fish restaurant. Daniel salivated in honour of past meals eaten there on the beach.


‘Girl fed up with church, goes to boy ready to make love now, but finds him in bed with movie star. She so sad she jumps out of window. Great story, yes?’


Daniel had faced these situations many times. How to let him down gently but firmly enough to shake him off.


‘Not yet, François. You have an idea and a situation, but you need to develop it. Why not have the movie star help the boy get back together with the girl.’


‘Yes, maybe.’


‘And don’t you need a few more characters, friends, family? And weave in some festival event; after all, the movie star must have a picture in competition if the boy is driving her.’


‘Maybe,’ said François defensively.


‘And the boy seems a complete asshole. I mean, there is nothing about him that would make a nice girl and a movie star want to bed him, and very little that would interest … an audience. You might be better off making it as a farce. Farce is never far away in Cannes.’


They were crossing from a congested Nice into the narrow gridlocked streets of the Cap. François was scowling at Daniel in the rearview mirror. Daniel smiled back.


‘How a farce?’ said François.


‘Well, maybe the girl jumps out of the window but she forgets it is on the ground floor, and the boy crashes the car and injures the movie star. The star is so depressed she takes barbiturates, and the boy has to drive her to hospital to be pumped out. Her husband has a heart attack while making love to a young girl. The star wins the best-actress prize and arrives on crutches with a Venetian mask, and so on.’


‘Now you make laugh at me.’


‘No, I’m serious, think about it.’


François scowled.


‘How much of this happened to you, François?’


‘The first part only.’


‘Up to where?’


‘Up to when she throw up on me.’


‘And the priest?’


‘No, he didn’t die, but I know he want to fuck her.’


‘Did you get to drive a movie star?’


‘Not yet, but tomorrow I have your comedienne, Alison.’


They pulled into the great white arch of the Hotel du Cap.


‘Well, good luck, François, you have a lot to do on your story.’


François opened the door for him.


‘I think I know better than you what story young people like to see.’


‘I’m sure you do, François. Now get to work while you wait for me. Two hours at least.’




 





Daniel got out and was drenched in the perfume of the hotel’s rose garden, out of which emerged Irwin Wilby and the Russian oligarch billionaire Vladimir Bradavitch, their white shoes pink from the brick dust of the tennis courts. Irwin gave Daniel a sweaty hug. Irwin had been the head of Traction until it went bust. He found himself a studio head without a studio, so he set up his own company, which, with commendable irony, he called ‘Ashes Pictures’. He raised a lot of money, much of it from German tax shelters, which for several years had kept the Hollywood studios precariously solvent. The big hits had eluded Irwin, his taste being alternately too high or too low. Irwin had a wicked charm and a raunchy laugh that signalled to the recipient that he was aware that the whole business was based on bullshit, and not to be taken seriously. He knew everybody, was a buddy of Bill Clinton, and Daniel was not surprised that he had found a rich Russian. Irwin grinned and put his arm around Vladimir.


‘I’m open for business again, Daniel. Come on in.’


‘I will, Irwin, I will.’


‘I hear great things, Danny.’


Daniel knew that Irwin had not been at the screening the previous night. Part of the Cannes Festival ritual is that American studio executives stay at the Hotel du Cap, confirming their importance by paying US$2,000 a night for their rooms, and in cash, since the hotel does not accept credit cards – thus proving itself as arrogant as its guests. The studio executives are able to demonstrate their power by holding court at the Cap and obliging supplicant filmmakers to make the pilgrimage. Fred had insisted on meeting here – where, of course, he was also staying. It was important for him to demonstrate his status as a senior agent, that his company was willing to pay these prices, and that his clients valued him so highly that they were ready to make the journey.




 





The chastened trio, Jack, Fred and Daniel, sat by the pool hollowed into the rocks at the very tip of the Cap and ordered $30 hamburgers. Pierre came by, and his tense and gloomy presence dampened their light-hearted gossip. He was pressing Daniel to do more interviews. Alison was giving him trouble. By the time she had finished her makeup, half the day was gone and many of the journalists had given up and left. She was having tantrums with her boyfriend, Lance. She had stormed back to her room, and Lance had taken the makeup girl to lunch.


‘Any leaks from the jury?’ Jack enquired of Pierre.


‘I heard that this jury, after each film, they vote, and if not more than one person supports the film, it is eliminated. Well, apparently we are still in there, but the press is so-so. We need one or two rave reviews.’


‘What’s your take, Fred?’ Jack asked.


Fred’s eyes surveyed the Mediterranean, sweeping the horizon, searching. Will our ship come home? They waited respectfully on his silence. Finally he declared himself.


‘We’re not commercial enough for the mainstream, and the picture cost too much for the art market. We’re stuck in the middle – which is not a good place to be, because the middle has gone. There is no middle any more. There’s a hole where this picture sits, a black hole, and we’re in it, the middle of the middle.’


‘Fred, this is a great movie. We busted our asses to get this on the screen, and Daniel has surpassed himself,’ said Jack.


‘It’s a very good movie. It’s not a great movie, and only greatness can break this market open – and not always then.’


Daniel mused that Fred was looking and sounding more like Henry Kissinger every year – without the accent, of course.


‘So what do we do, Fred?’ Jack asked.


Fred threw him one of his long, eight-months-pregnant pauses, then leaned forward, glanced around to make sure no one was in earshot, and said, conspiratorially: ‘We market the shit out of this baby. We need a great “must-see” quote, and I think we have it. Today’s trades.’


He pointed up, as though it was written in the sky: ‘Steamiest scene ever shot.’


‘But Fred, he was making a joke, it was sarcasm,’ Jack protested.


‘So who the fuck cares; we have the quote. And that quote can market us right up into the mainstream.’


Daniel laughed out loud.


‘You can be such a pompous old fart, Fred.’


Fred flushed and stiffened with indignation. Jack was in convulsions, trying to stifle his laughter. Daniel was approaching hysteria, all the pent-up tension erupting at the expense of Fred. Even Pierre was sniggering behind his hand. Fred was trembling, mortified, his dignity punctured, and then he too exploded in a paroxysm of laughter.
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