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			CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR DAVID THOMSON

			‘Witty, expansive, convincing, honest, more than a little mischievous and, so often, absolutely on the money. Thomson’s voice is one of the most distinctive and enjoyable in film criticism. It leaps from the pages of this spruced up classic like flames from a bonfire… For as long as there are films worth writing about, Thomson’s opinions will remain worth reading’ – Telegraph

			‘David Thomson is a giant in the world of film criticism, and his book is the chest-crusher you might expect: erudite, delightfully tangential and surprisingly polemical’ – Times

			‘Full of unexpected insights, it’s learned and beautifully produced. It’s also tremendous fun’ – Guardian (Books of the Year)

			‘Chatty and authoritative… Both wonderfully informative and a beautifully written paean to the movies and their continuing ability to inspire and enthrall’ – Sunday Times

			‘The greatest living writer on the movies’ – New Statesman

			‘Thomson at his best (which is, bluntly, better, more intriguing, more infuriating, more fun than just about any other critic)’ – Sight & Sound, the BFI Magazine

			‘Rigorous and rewarding, and a page rarely passes without insight’ – Independent (Books of the Year)

			‘Thomson proves anew that he is irreplaceable… His monologue has blossomed into an unlikely, searching dialogue about what to value in the movies – how to love what’s come before without nostalgia, and how to find the courage to demand more from the stuff being made right now… Deservedly treasured… One of the most probing accounts ever written of a human being’s engagement with the movies’ – New York Times Book Review

			‘Delicious. One of the best and most useful books written about the movies’ – San Francisco Chronicle
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			‘We cannot erase the perplexity that comes from assuming our mental health practitioners are sane – just because that is their aim in life. Don’t a patient and a doctor need something in common? And doesn’t the patient dictate the rules and rhythms of this game? Under some guise of being unwell, he or she tells a story. So doesn’t the doctor need to be a little disturbed, just to keep up?’

			Dr Frederick Kinbote, private conversation

			‘Accordingly, we should regard the midsummer’s eve in the Connecticut forest not as the preparation for a wedding ceremony but as an allegory of the wedding night, or a dream of that night.’

			Stanley Cavell, ‘Leopards in Connecticut’, Pursuits of Happiness (1981)

		

	
		
			for Douglas McGrath

		

	
		
			A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER

			Our author, your author, has never lived in Connecticut – but there are so many places he has not lived, and that shortcoming has not deterred him. (We can’t be everywhere – we couldn’t even feel that possibility until the movies came along.) 

			But our man is resigned to living in his head, and suspects that most people are familiar with that zip code. The head can create many locations that have enough external ‘reality or atmosphere’: a job, family life, a place, common interests, being American, industrious wickedness, tragedy, whatever. You know those dreamy aspirations and the generous ways existence plays along with them. 

			Our author’s residence was more truly the movie screen. And that’s how he has lived in Connecticut – in films like Bringing Up Baby, The Lady Eve, Sullivan’s Travels, My Man Godfrey… the list goes on.

			Connecticut was often an idealized setting for retreat in films of a certain era (just before the War – which one? you ask!), an Arden or an al fresco canvas where people who made books, theatre and movies (and money) often liked to go, to ‘a weekend place in the country’, where they could relax, run a little wild, and think up their next projects as if they were sane and businesslike ‘successes’. 

			Think of Connecticut as the hoped-for countryside in an age when the city was beginning to be a collection of solitudes, crammed together, like a prison. The rural state was a place for ease and abandonment, for screwball comedy, and wondering if you were in love. That is my Connecticut, and I like it in black and white.

			It is where the actress Margaret Sullavan chose to live when she fell out of love with the movies, yet not quite aware how being there could endanger her precious yet precarious marriage to Leland Hayward. It was in Connecticut, on 1 January 1960, in a hotel in New Haven, that she was discovered dead. 

			We’ll come to that, alas.

		

	
		
			PART I

		

	
		
			ONE

			There I was, busily writing my book about the kiss in cinema – I had a deadline – when these two strangers walked right in and told me I had to go to Connecticut.

			‘Why? Why there?’ I said. Haven’t you felt the dread of being abruptly taken away? 

			My lithe young research assistant from the Dominican Republic, a danseuse, so alert, trembled – as if perhaps she had inadequate papers – at this intrusion. Then she simply slipped away: I’ve never seen her since. Let me tell you, researchers like that don’t grow on trees. 

			The only thing that happened in the face of my protest was that the two strangers in gray and grey, my ‘they’, gave me the civilized runaround. I felt like a ball bouncing off walls, unable to avoid the thrash of their rackets. 

			‘Oh, it’s lovely in Connecticut,’ rhapsodized number one. ‘This time of year: summer, with cuckoos in the distance.’ Who expects such feelings from uninvited strangers?

			‘I would go to camp there as a lad,’ added number two. ‘Happy days. Blue nights. The pals we had then. Marshmallows? I believe we had marshmallows. Doesn’t one toast them over a camp fire?’

			‘Connecticut’s days away,’ I told them. No one does geography any more. I like to read maps, as if they were books. But the point about Connecticut, it seemed to me then, was its rural remoteness, a sense of never needing to go there, while entertaining idle thoughts of it as an innocent retreat. If one ever felt a need to escape.

			‘Its distance is its charm,’ explained number one.

			‘So the closer one gets,’ I interposed, ‘the less charming it becomes?’

			‘Don’t be so lawyerly,’ said number one. ‘It’s not what one expects from a learned fellow with your credentials, writing an entire book about the movie kiss.’ 

			‘Connecticut has a gentle, pleasing shore,’ number two advised. He could have been quoting. ‘With many sylvan prospects in the interior.’

			‘Fuck Connecticut,’ I said, just to be clear about my position.

			‘You can’t.’ One smiled at two. ‘That can’t be done.’ He seemed rather smug about this.

			‘No physical dignity in it, much less satisfaction,’ said his friend. Have you caught their rhythm by now? The way they took turns. Their lines might have been scripted for them.

			‘You’ll feel calmer there. It’s known for being salubrious, soothing and –’

			‘Very quickly you’ll feel better,’ the other interrupted.

			‘Better?’ I pounced on that. ‘Who – may I ask? – has decided that I need to be better?’

			‘Look,’ – this was number two – ‘it’s where people like you go. In the nicest way, old sport. There are as many clinics there as wayside inns. Be grateful for small mercies.’

			Number one chimed in: ‘It’s all a matter of safety.’

			‘Safety?’ I asked. ‘Whose safety?’

			‘Yours, old chap.’

			‘What do you mean people like me?’ I said. All this old chap, old sport, smokescreen: it was getting me down.

			There was throat-clearing between one and two and then they explained it to me.

			You may have known this, but I had never heard it before (and I do think it has been kept suspiciously quiet): Connecticut, the entire enterprise, all 5,567 square miles, the Nutmeg State, Branchville and Darien, New Haven and Hartford, Brookfield and Hazardville, Windsor Locks and Crystal Lake, Sandy Hook and Southbury (you can look them up – you’ll need a map), its varieties of landscape, town and country, the condition, the state, the idea, was a mental hospital, or reservation, the way Yucca Mountain in Nevada once upon a time was where we were going to put all our horrible, shit-faced nuclear waste. Those were the days. If only we could have them back.

			‘But I’m writing a book,’ I insisted.

			‘Nearly everyone in Connecticut is,’ said number one reassuringly.

			‘It helps to pass the time,’ number two concurred. ‘And I hear it can have some therapeutic benefit, over the long haul.’

			‘You said “quickly”,’ I pointed out. ‘Quickly I’ll feel better. You did say that.’

			He sighed. He rolled his eyes at the notorious volatility of ‘creative’ people. ‘There you go again,’ he said.

			‘You’re really too suspicious.’

			‘Paranoid.’

			‘Not well.’

			‘Nuts.’

			‘Loopy.’

			‘Off the deep end.’  

			‘Screwball.’

			* * *

			It wasn’t my doing. They told me to think of myself as someone in a story, but that was not helpful. I couldn’t tell whether I was meant to be a character or an author. It didn’t matter what I said. They had a grammatical inversion ready for making any defense seem like self-incrimination. I protested that I was in the middle of a sentence when they had knocked on my door, and number one just shrugged a shoulder and said, ‘Most of us are, most of the time.’

			Did he mean the life sentence? That is one way of looking at things. I nearly wrote a movie once, about a fellow living what seemed like an ordinary, humdrum life, until bit by bit clues appeared to suggest he was actually in some kind of institution, an asylum or a kindergarten. An intriguing set-up, maybe, but I never knew how to end it. If you have any ideas… 

			Here is the odd thing. I’m warning you. No matter how wronged you are, you can begin to think you do need to go to Connecticut. Is there a fundamental shame just waiting to be identified?

			‘So what are you thinking now?’ asked one.

			‘Yes, I thought I saw some secret thought,’ said two.

			There was an air of mocking hide-and-seek in their interplay. I felt I was hiding in a doll house with huge faces gazing at me through its tiny windows. It felt slightly lewd.

			‘I really don’t remember,’ I said, and folded my arms like a determined child. ‘After all, I think of many things.’

			‘Oh, my word, isn’t he a marvel?’ said one. ‘Too many things, I daresay.’

			‘Loss of short-term memory is common in your condition,’ said two. ‘It’s just one more bit of proof. I’ll make a note of that.’

			‘I wouldn’t be surprised,’ said one, ‘if you don’t even remember our names.’

			‘You never told me!’ This made me furious. ‘You never said your names. Come to think of it, you offered not a jot of identification or authority.’ I wondered if that omission might still keep me out of Connecticut.

			‘Of course, we told you,’ cooed number one. ‘Let me say, old bean, in the friendliest way possible, you may be a little farther gone than you realize.’

			Two chipped in: ‘As for our authority, I hope one glance is sufficient. We’re hired for that, you know. One and two. I mean to say, no one ever asked John Wayne about his authority, did they? Do I mean John Wayne?’ 

			‘Of course, you do,’ said number one. ‘No one ever doubted the Duke. His authority was as plain as the nose on your face.’

			One took a couple of steps sideways, as if to reappraise my nose – and I can tell you that I have never had a discouraging word about that part of me. Indeed, several ladies have noted how tidily it fits during the act of kissing – which, as you know, is a professional matter with me.

			‘You never uttered one word about your names!’ I insisted. I was getting scared and angry, and often in those moods I need to laugh out loud or have other people laugh at a joke. ‘You’re just the party of the first part and the party… of the eleventh part,’ I added. Eleven, I find, is often comical. I don’t know why.

			‘No,’ said one, shaking his weary head sadly. ‘We are better placed as numbers. You’ll learn to live with it, if you’re patient.’

			‘Why mention patients?’ I asked.

			‘Why, indeed?’ despaired one. ‘Instead, let’s think of you as our companion on the journey.’

			‘That sounds agreeable,’ said two. ‘You’ll have the back seat of the car to yourself. You can stretch out, if you want to. Let it be a vacation. The leather there is like chamois, and there are magazines in the pockets behind the front seats. Are you a golfer?’

			‘I am not,’ I said. I tried to make golf sound like an unnatural or unAmerican activity.

			‘Pity,’ said one, ‘I seem to remember some golf magazines in the flap. But I think there’s the usual departmental porn, too. More to your taste, kisser?’

			‘I abhor pornography,’ I told them. You have to make some things clear as soon as you can.

			‘You’ll get over that in Connecticut,’ said one – really, I found it more comfortable to think of them as numbers. ‘Connecticut is vigorously against abhorrence, you know. Its liberalism is a byword, and that will bring enlightenment in your treatment. All the latest research – whatever. You’re a lucky fellow. You do realize, before Connecticut things were on the primitive side, brainbox-wise, if you know what I mean.’

			I didn’t know what to say, but like most of us I harbored grim pictures of how the allegedly insane passed decades and decay in state hospitals for the some-such. I could hear the groans, the screams, the announcements of drab routine, and the bored mirth of the guards. In my head I had been there. You too? 

			‘Connecticut can go to hell,’ I decided to say.

			‘So be it,’ said two in an easy-going way, ‘but let’s get you there first. And don’t be taken aback, old boy, if it turns out heaven.’ 

			‘Anyway,’ I remembered. ‘Show me your identification. Just exactly what are you two? To whom do you report?’

			‘To whom?’ echoed one, and two chuckled in an amiable way. Sometimes laughter can chill your marrow. 

			‘What are we?’ said two. ‘We’re company for each other – what does it look like? And we’re here to take you to Connecticut.’

			‘Do you have a requisition order?’ I demanded. ‘Do you have a note or a chit? Some paperwork?’

			One looked at me in a pitying way. He shook his head and seemed tired, or was it just nostalgia, a memory of the time when authority had meant something? ‘No, we don’t have a chit, not even a billet-doux. But we have you. Come along, kisser, like a good boy. You don’t want us to summon up a touch of the nasties. Do you?’ 

			I didn’t say anything. Not yet.

			* * *

			I awoke slowly in the back of the flowing car. My waking and its motion merged, like fluids in suspension. That restful coming back from wherever – sleep, the night, anxiety – hadn’t happened to me for years, so I tried to make a gradual act of self-composure. Usually in those days I woke up suddenly as if a gun had slammed or a door been fired. So it was pleasant to see a passing canopy of foliage and trees watching over me. I felt I was being looked after, on an early summer afternoon. Isn’t that what we’re hoping for? I yawned, I stretched, I was at ease, even if the heads, one and two, were still there, like placards in the front seats. 

			On that afternoon, my dreaming tended in opposite directions: a part of me was kissing Grace Kelly (or was it Sandra Dee?); another wondered if I could feel a tumor growing in my head. Sometimes it can be best not to puzzle over one’s own mind.

			‘Good nap?’ suggested one. He did not look back at me, but I saw kind eyes like gray pigeon breasts in the rear-view mirror. 

			‘Must have been,’ I realized. I was still having to appreciate what had happened. ‘Yes, a satisfying sleep, quite a good one. I feel I got some rest. Reminds me of Sussex.’

			‘Ah, Sussex!’ sighed one. ‘Did you ever know Eartham Woods?’

			That name struck a chord. ‘I did once,’ I told him. ‘Yes I did.’ (But this was no time for heartbreak – you see, I had my own life, kept it to myself. I was very far from just their character.) 

			Two said, ‘We’re going to stop for a leak and a sandwich. Interested?’

			‘I never eat leeks,’ I said. ‘They don’t agree with me.’

			Two laughed in a good-natured way. He turned and looked at me. ‘Not the vegetable,’ he explained. ‘A pee.’

			‘Yet a pea is a vegetable, isn’t it?’ said one, and the three of us chuckled together. It was an escape from our tension. Who can keep that up? I can but I suppose that does seem hostile. 

			‘A pee might be handy,’ I said. Might be very welcome. Like all ordeals, stress has its consequences. I suppose on the trains, to Auschwitz or wherever, people relieved themselves in their clothes, as they stood. (No, I’m not going to cut that just because it’s upsetting. What’s a story without some dismay?)

			The car pulled off on the side of the road with softened bumps and the squeak of grass against the tires. We were in the heart of a forest, not dense to the point of impenetrability; there were glades and clearings, natural resting places and what looked like promising picnic spots. But there was not another person in sight. It was what you like to expect of the depths of the countryside, in the forest. I could see birds spinning lazily between the treetops on thermals of warm air. 

			There were ferns beneath the trees that came up to our waists, and that thick brewery aroma of growth cooking humidly in June and July from ground so soft it might be flesh. I guessed there could be rains here, thunderstorms, or temper fits in the weather. The ferns had the span of an eagle’s wings, with every arrowed frond flawless, every serration immaculate and shivering. I had not encountered nature in so long, or so luminous in the shade from the trees. 

			There I was, there I had been, attempting to compose a provocative gift book on kissing in the movies (it was that or car crashes), recasting every sentence, laboring, striving, organizing, and suddenly I was in a part of the forest, one small aspect of it all, without any other observers except for one and two, and the profusion of unimpeded growth. There was no anxiety, even if an owl and a fox had rhyming eyes of knowingness at what might come. 

			‘It is lovely,’ I agreed. The word came out like a sigh. I heard myself say it.

			The three of us walked into the woods and each found a tree to pee against. The glossy ferns bounced and swayed as I touched them. I saw two chipmunks watching me, as if no humans had been there before.

			I could see the distance through the trees. There was the fissure of a path, or some kind of passage, to get away, like the vein in a leaf.

			‘You could escape perhaps,’ murmured one, beside me, surveying the way into the woods. ‘You’re younger than us – if you can run.’

			‘I was a promising half-miler once,’ I admitted, amazed at my impulsiveness. ‘1 minute 53 seconds, personal best,’ I said and I felt my muscles tighten.

			‘Really?’ said two. He seemed impressed, as if thinking of past masters, Lovelock, Whitfield, Snell, and Wottle, half-miling smilers. ‘Not much point, though,’ he added. 

			‘Oh, why not?’ I wanted to know.

			‘We’ve been in Connecticut a couple of hours,’ said one. ‘You were asleep when we crossed the state line.’

			‘This is Connecticut?’ I cried. Had it happened just like that, without any sign of border patrol, confinement, stockade, detention camp or customs? Indeed, this place felt airy and open, balmy and fragrant, it – 

			‘We did tell you how pretty it was,’ said one.

			‘I could still escape,’ I said. I reckoned that if I took that faint path it would lead me on, running, running.

			One was zipping up. ‘No,’ he said, ‘you don’t understand yet. You see, you’re here now. You’re in the state. Wherever you run to, it’s Connecticut. You can no more escape than you can stop being an Aquarius, or left-handed.’

			‘I was never left-handed,’ I said, but I was stung that they knew about Aquarius.

			‘I mean if you were. Have a sandwich?’ 

			They had a brown paper bag. Two opened it up, miming surprise. ‘Take your pick,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a BLT, a ham and Swiss, and a roast beef, with all the trimmings, but no onion – I hope you won’t miss that. We detest the smell of onion in the car. What do you fancy?’

			It felt like a trap or a trick question in one of those party games where you can be found out. Ham and Swiss was my favorite, but why should I tell them that, my warders? My hijackers, even if it was such a fine day in Connecticut and they were being so affable. You have to stay on your guard.

			‘You pick first,’ I suggested. It was ordinary civility.

			One and two looked at each other, hummed a little tune I didn’t quite recognize (it was on the tip of my tongue), did as I asked, and handed me the ham and Swiss. It was limp and warm in Saran wrap. But it was a hefty beast, a meal, and I could see the bread had seeds and oats in it.

			‘That all right?’ asked one.

			‘I won’t complain,’ I said.

			‘We could swap,’ offered two.

			‘Not unless you prefer to,’ I countered.

			‘It’s for you to say,’ said two.

			‘You’re quite sure?’ asked one, and his tone of voice seemed to insinuate that certainty could be a rash move in the game. Whereupon, a friendly male voice called out from the forest. There he was, strolling towards us with light behind him, without explanation, but an ideal figure to illuminate and define the wilderness. He was epic, but casual, and quite endearing. It was a tall, untidy fellow, coming out of the forest, and he was saying in a cracked baritone, ‘Gee whiz, any chance you fellows have another of those sandwiches? I’ve got a hunger on me, I can tell you.’

			To be exact, he said this twice; he had to repeat the line and his entrance, having flubbed the first attempt when he seemed to say, ‘I’ve got a hanger on me, I –’. A hushed voice from somewhere said, ‘Let’s go again.’ So, obediently, and without complaint, he turned around and came strolling out of the trees, take two, as fresh as a breeze, as if for the very first time. And now the line was right – without so much as a clapper-board to mark it. He was a natural, momentary and authentic. There could have been a statue of him there in the glade, bronze, smiling in the sun, careless of destiny or debt, ‘The Rambler’. 

			This fellow gave every appearance of the classic hobo, a bum, a tramp, a gentleman of the road. He wore a battered fedora, a faded white shirt threadbare at the collar, a jacket with one pocket hanging loose. His corduroy pants were so worn I thought I could see the white of his legs. He had on what seemed to have been alligator shoes once, but they had split open so that his bared toes might have been the alligator’s teeth. 

			Best of all, in terms of expectations, he had a stick over his shoulder, a length of ash, and a full swag bag tied to its end, red with white polka dots and bravely cheerful, even if it let one surmise that a man’s life and possessions, his past and his memories, might amount to no more than the size of one oven-ready turkey.

			‘Hi, gents,’ he said, and he had a smile for the three of us. ‘You can call me Sully. Two weeks ago I escaped from a chain gang. How about that?’

			His head, his hands and his throat were all tanned, like furniture, not when polish or wax have been applied, but from weathering and the abrasion of use. It was not a darkness gathered on a two-week walk, or even from months on that chain gang. Deeper down it was good old Californian suntan. He might have been a lifeguard on Santa Monica beach, waiting for kids to splash and cry out in the surf, and he had the shoulders of a swimmer.

			‘I didn’t realize we had chain gangs still,’ said one, breaking his sandwich in half and giving a piece to Sully. We all did the same, so Sully found himself the owner of a small feast. 

			‘You bet they do,’ he said. ‘Down south of here a way.’

			‘Where was that?’ asked two.

			‘You know, they never said,’ Sully explained. ‘But it could have been Georgia, maybe, or Alabamy.’

			‘You’ve come a long way,’ I observed. The sandwiches were good and they enhanced our new comradeship.

			‘Riding the rails,’ said Sully. ‘You can wake up in a different world and weather. Where you guys headed?’

			‘We’re going to Dr Bone’s place,’ said number one. ‘The Retreat. It’s not far now. Fine establishment, feels like a country club and it works wonders.’

			‘Sounds swell. Think I could ride along?’ asked Sully.

			Whereupon, one and two looked at me, as if it should be my decision. That was unexpected, but I didn’t feel inclined to argue, not when I liked this wanderer. ‘Why not?’ I said.

			‘Well, that’s bright of you,’ said Sully. ‘That’s decent, I gotta say. It’d be pretty nice to have someone to talk to. Walking in the woods is fine, especially these woods here. Good woods, they are, the real thing. But you can get to wondering if you’re ever going to meet a soul again. And if you do, whether you’ll still know words and manage to utter them. I mean, a fellow can be walking along and talking to himself, the way you do as a kid if you’re carrying a message. Remember that sort of thing? Why, once I had to keep it in my head, a message from my father to my mother, for more than a couple of miles, that he wouldn’t be home that night. And he wasn’t – not ever again. Last I saw of him. That’s how I was feeling – darned lonesome – coming through these woods and just not knowing where I was but –’

			‘Oh, enough, please,’ said number one in a weary way. Somebody had to stop Sully. A bronze Rambler is all very well, but a speech of more than four sentences pushes your luck.

			By the way: I don’t think I quite took this in, but when one and two put me in their car – back in the city – it had seemed a stylish but modern limousine. But now, in the woods, in a very well-kept way, it felt somehow older, a classic if not quite an antique. As I say, I did not fully appreciate this at the time. But it was so long since I had been in a vehicle that had the space, the calm, the soft engine hum, and the cool leather of a civilization. 

			* * *

			In the car and on our way again, Sully and I were together on the back seat. It occurred to me in the confines of the car, despite the perfuming of its interior, that my new pal from the open road might have a vagrant aroma – unlaundered clothes, failure to find a decent barber, a rough diet, and even the habit of taking a dump in the undergrowth, that sort of thing. Yet, closer to Sully than I had ever been, all I could detect was what I thought was Old Spice, and recently applied. The more I looked at him the more I began to wonder if his nutty sheen and his outlaw air of being beyond the reach of social services were something of an act. His teeth were outstanding and bright from a recent whitening that did not fit my sparse knowledge of life on rural chain gangs. But common sense doesn’t always do as it’s told, so I was a little suspicious of Sully my new comrade and chance acquaintance. Who knows these days if it’s life in the raw, untrammeled, disorganized, at random, one has wandered into, or –

			‘Used to go everywhere in these limos,’ said Sully. ‘Something you get used to, I won’t lie to you.’ 

			He had stowed his stick and swag bag and he was examining the furnishing of the limo. 

			‘There should be a handy cocktail cabinet around here,’ he mused, searching in the gloom. ‘Fancy a stinger? I used to make a good martini, set you up, so bracing it was just as if someone told you your fiancée was dead this morning. Ever had a fiancée die on you?’ 

			‘Never,’ I insisted. I had no idea who was listening, or what was being recorded.

			‘Funny feeling that,’ said Sully. ‘Breaks your heart one minute, then the next it gives you fresh hope. I made a picture once about a fellow on his honeymoon. This lovely new wife he has. But already before lunch he’s wondering if he’s bored. Open-minded. Second day, he’s on the beach, fetching a praline daiquiri for his bride, when he meets another woman and knows right off he has to marry her.’

			I was perplexed. ‘So this just married fellow divorces his new wife and marries another?’ Could that be an automatic process?

			Sully was nodding enthusiastically. ‘Picture was a hit. A lot of folks, on their wedding day, you know, they’re thinking of someone else. Is that a hoot? Surveys say so. Motion picture polls.’

			So I hadn’t been crazy! I thought I had detected the assurance of a Paramount in Sully, an air of unhindered romance from the silver screen and the energy for following any crazy story under the sun. ‘You are a movie director!’ I was delighted for him, for both of us.

			‘Was is the word,’ said Sully. ‘I was a wow, too. Hey, Hey in the Hayloft, Ants in Your Pants of 1939 – did you catch those?’ He strode on through my ignorance. ‘I had hits like apples. Then I was the chump. Decided I was tired of silly comedies and I was going to take to the road, see the nation, get acquainted with hard times – that sort of stuff. The studio thought I was bananas. And they were right. Where did my travels lead me? – to the chain gang, that’s where.’

			‘But couldn’t you still recover?’ I wondered, full of the romance of movie ups and downs. ‘If you went back now, think of the story you’d have to tell. A classic comeback!’ I wanted to encourage him. I wanted to see that movie, or be in it.

			‘Well, I appreciate that,’ said Sully. ‘And I take it as a mark of friendship, but the powers that be, from Universal to Metro, they have a fixed idea now that I’m crazy. Why do you think I’m here, hiking through Connecticut? No second acts, buddy, no second chances. Ben Hecht told me once, never go to the bathroom at a party, and never give the audience an interval.’

			If friendship was being proposed (despite the delicacy or uncertainty of our situation) I thought I would plunge in and establish myself. ‘As a matter of fact,’ I told Sully, ‘I am at present writing a book on the kiss in the movies.’

			‘You are?’ His eyes lit up and he turned to examine me more closely. I suppose he had been taking me for granted. ‘A whole book? That’s a hell of a thing. Friend of mine invented a kiss-proof lipstick.’

			‘How did that work?’

			‘I never knew. I guess, you could kiss all day long and the rose carmine never smeared. You were just as perfect as when you started.’

			‘Yet I like the look of red staining the mouth,’ I told him.

			‘Well, sure, in life, I guess.’ He spoke of that domain as if it was a foreign country cut off by quarantine restrictions. ‘This was for the movies. I mean, if you’ve got Fonda and Stanwyck only until six o’clock, a smear-proof lipstick can save you time on make-up.’

			‘Did you ever direct those two?’

			‘Positively the Same Dame, it was called. Stanny was a peach to work with but Fonda could be a pill. Still, that worked out on this picture. Her character had to tease his a lot, but I never told him it was a joke. So he got more uncomfortable while she was giving him a boner and he couldn’t stop it. Of course, we were in close-up, mostly, so you didn’t see the boner. But those two knew about it, believe me.’

			‘Positively the Same Dame?’ I repeated. I thought I knew them all. ‘That must have been some time ago?’

			Sully made ruminative shapes with his face, as if being on his own in the forest had left inroads on his memory. Yet maybe life was easier without it? Still, he made an effort at guessing, ‘1940? Maybe ’41?’

			I didn’t know what to say – how could he regard 1940 as just ‘yesterday’? – so I tried, ‘Happy days. They don’t do a lot of that stuff now,’ I explained to him. 

			‘That so?’ he said, and there was no grief or resentment. ‘That mood’s gone?’

			‘I fear so,’ I said. ‘Though some people still fall in love with Stanny on the screen,’ I reassured him. Enormous studies were being written on that slim minx. ‘You still see her look and hear the voice.’

			‘That’s nice,’ he said. ‘That falling in love thing, it never stops, even if you give up everything else. When it comes to it, we’re just accident-prone idiots, that’s what I say. Always ready to fall. Know the feeling? You can feel you’re not safe going out. Think I might take a snooze.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘To tell you the truth, I’m afraid of not waking up again.’

			‘I’ll rouse you,’ I promised, and Sully laid a hand of friendship on mine. His was as brown as turned earth and mine was white, like a shoot hoping to find the light.

			* * *

			Editor: Let me make quite sure I’m catching the drift here.

			Agent: By all means.

			Editor: So, our author…?

			Agent: Yes?

			Editor: It’s him, our man, Thompson –

			Agent: Thomson, actually.

			Editor: Of course, the film fellow, Biographical… whatever?

			Agent: The very one.

			Editor: But he’s a character here, so to speak, this rather nervous fellow –

			Agent: Doing a book on the kiss in movies.

			Editor: Yes! That’s a tempting subject actually – with the right illustrations?

			Agent: We should discuss that?

			Editor: We could, but first he’s doing this story where he’s shipped off to Connecticut, when that state – the whole shebang, am I right? – is a lunatic asylum.

			Agent: So to speak. But rather more a reservation, a place of gentle assignment. There’s nothing unduly punitive about it.

			Editor: Aha, but can the inmates leave if they want to?

			Agent: They are not encouraged to want to. They are regarded as residents.

			Editor: He’s made this up – the Connecticut thing?

			Agent: I’ll leave you to wonder.

			Editor: Amusing idea. I’ve known a few people there, not a million miles from that. I’ve been to house parties there like emotional obstacle courses.

			Agent: Haven’t we all? Very much a weekend place for eccentrics.

			Editor: And they all like to act as if it’s paradise.

			Agent: Isn’t that the American attitude?

			Editor: And is there also a hint that our man has been carried back into the past?

			Agent: Into the heyday of the screwball era. Those lively years of Depression and exuberance.

			Editor: So the people he’s going to meet there, some of them, will be characters from those movies? We’ll get to Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburn? I love those two.

			Agent: Plus Carole Lombard and William Powell. That’s the plan.

			Editor: Will readers know the movies?

			Agent: The story will speak for itself. But we can have some help at the back of the book – a key, if you like. We can say that Sully is Joel McCrea in Sullivan’s Travels… or based on him.

			Editor: First class. What an enticing scheme. So where are we going next?

			Agent: To the Retreat, one of the most distinguished psychiatric clinics in the state.

			Editor: Aha, I see – I think I see. But this Retreat place is going to be a little strange, right?

			Agent: It is an enterprise dedicated to rest and healing – there are often mishaps in that plan.

			Editor: Sadly so.

			Agent: It’s in a looking glass, if you know what I mean.

			Editor: I do.

			Agent: Farce with a touch of disturbance.

			Editor: Exactly. You know, I feel quietly elated about this.

			Agent: Moi aussi, mon capitaine.

			* * *

			No one dared break the silence at the Retreat board meeting. The several appointed members sat in a mix of helplessness and tension. Did this quiet mean there were too many conflicting ideas waiting to be put forward? Or had these fortnightly progress chats led the participants to face the impossibility of progress? This unuttered dismay left the minutes so incoherent that the secretary, Miss Alice Swallow, had broken her pencil point (again) trying to keep accurate notes.

			‘You’re pressing too hard, dear,’ Dr David Bone had advised her, and she had blushed furiously as she held up the splintered end of her sturdy HB, until he had murmured, ‘Never mind, Alice. Not to fret.’ While being aware how fretting was this poor woman’s destiny.

			Bone could not forget the turmoil from years ago when Alice, his administrator then as well as his fiancée, had told him they were too busy to get married, let alone explore its physical ramifications. Organizing his schedule, she had shelved their nuptials. And now in her long-buried bitterness there was one more crushed pencil.

			‘Can the Retreat really not afford an effective sharpener?’ complained Miss Swallow, striving to maintain a positive attitude. She knew her Dr David Bone was pledged to calm and would ignore upheaval in its cause.

			It all came back, how minus the honeymoon, and what with David being swept away by the disruptive arrival of Susan, the marriage with Alice had gone by the books. Yet Alice had persevered in spirit and Bone guessed she still nursed blind hopes of an eventual union, like winning the lottery. Most people wanted to be married or in love, the doctor knew, and so many chumps expected to win the lottery. That only drew more gamblers into the contest, making the odds against winning heavier still. And while they were all waiting to win what were they going to do except rob banks, do crosswords, or go off their rocker? 

			Treating losers in life’s lottery was a designated business of The Retreat and Dr David Bone ran the show as well as he could, granted that his snappy way of speaking could turn case histories into anecdotage while barely masking his sketchy book knowledge of psychology and psychiatry. He had been trained originally as a paleontologist – what was ‘Bone’ meant to indicate? – until a clerical error had put him in charge of The Retreat itself. But as his colleague, Dr Fritz Lehman, had explained it, ‘There are jewels hiding in every mistake, Bone. Your work with skeletons trained you in scientific structure and methodology. If anyone asks you what two and two make, you don’t have to think twice. Add the white coat, plus your very engaging manner, your knack for dropping cheeky wisecracks, and you may be as good as we’ll ever get.’

			‘Fritz, you’re a tonic,’ decided Bone. ‘So what is the mistake in your curriculum vitae?’

			‘I’d rather not say,’ Lehman blushed, ‘but it’s buried in my hobbies.’ 

			‘Actually, I do wear a fresh white coat every day of the week,’ Bone told him. ‘Susan orders them by the gross from Haverhill.’ 

			In truth, Susan (his consort, his angel, and his fierce director) would not let David be seen in the same coat more than a single day. ‘The white fades,’ she declared. ‘And it’s the brightness that gives patients hope.’

			Whereupon the double doors to the Retreat conference room opened. This signaled the approach of the Chairman of the Board himself, Horace Pike. He was a beer tycoon, an ale alumnus. He had a sweet nature despite his deep bass voice and its steady note of foreboding. He had laughed the first time David Bone had quipped that Pike’s enormity was not simply attributable to his consumption of beer – it was the barrels themselves he must have devoured. 

			Still, there was no truth to the stories that Pike had once – in the Yale-Harvard game of ’22 – crushed a young running back to death (a member of his own team!). That fellow, tackled in short sight, actually lived seven more years, albeit in a wheelchair with a breathing machine, all paid for by the Pike Fund (along with a supply of favored melodies, Shakespeare plays and Wodehouse stories on recorded disks). And all this without a trace of self-promotion for Horace himself. (It was enough that two out of three Mrs Pikes had called him ‘crusher’.) 

			‘Well, ladies and gents all,’ growled Horace Pike, settling into the chairman’s chair – it had been made for him by blind craftsmen in Lyme. ‘We’d better make a start if we’re expecting lunch.’ He had an agenda before him, just a page, but his perplexed look made it clear that he did not believe it was sufficient to deal with what he called ‘the pickle’ they were in. 

			‘Seems to me,’ he said, ‘it’s time to draw some lines in the sand.’

			‘If we can see the whites of the lines,’ said Dr David Bone.

			‘Or tell the sand from the gravel,’ added Dr Fritz Lehman.

			‘Well, let’s just skip that metaphor,’ said Susan with her customary briskness.

			‘For God’s sake!’ Pike implored. ‘Can we move on with business?’

			‘Item 1 is “Definition”,’ said Miss Swallow. ‘It still is. We have never settled that.’

			‘So we’ve been in business eleven years without knowing what we’re doing,’ cackled Susan, who seldom let a Swallow remark pass without a shot – and Susan could shoot, putt and fence with the best modern pentathletes. ‘What a lark! Aren’t we managing OK? Why fuss over “Definition”? That could stop us in our tracks.’ 

			‘Right,’ agreed David, ‘we’re a work in progress. As long as we keep progressing, no one can get a fix on us. Don’t you see?’ 

			‘But there are the numbers!’ roared Pike. ‘It’s not just regular transit, like one and two bringing in Kisser here, and Sullivan the other day. That had paperwork you could read. It’s what Connecticut is meant to be all about. “Bring us your sick and afflicted.” Am I right, Kisser?’

			I nodded (yes, it was me), in the way newcomers are ready to be part of a consensus. You see, I had been instantly appointed to the Retreat Board as its Patient Representative, before discovering that other inmates, more experienced or soured, had given up on governance as a folly. I was laboring under the hope that to appear businesslike and willing might seem like signs of my getting better and being released! 

			‘Aren’t we a teacher’s pet?’ murmured Susan, without looking at me, but blowing smoke-rings into the room. I leaned towards her, and whispered, ‘I daresay your husband would prefer you not to smoke. Research says it corrodes the brain.’
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