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At the Oceana Apartments, at the dawning of the last days, he chases butterfly memories.


Through the open window comes the sound of breaking waves. He has always loved the sea, long captive to its amniotic pull. So he lives here in this small apartment, 


lives here in Santa Monica, 


lives here with his wife, 


lives here with the dream of who he was and the reality of what he has become.


He is old. He will not live much longer, here or anywhere else. 


On this, the last set of his life – the walls, and the ocean behind – he is missing his marks. He is faltering in the final steps of the dance. The enchained recollections of his life have begun to slip away, until soon he will no longer have the power to bring to mind even his own name. So he tries to hold on to his memories, because each one that escapes, never to be recovered, represents a further dissolution of the self. 


When all the memories have departed, so too will he.


The dead have no recall.


He was famous once. 


No, he and Babe were famous once. But now Babe is gone, and he is alone.


Babe.


Every regret in his life holds the echo of this name.


He can remember meeting Babe, and he can remember losing Babe, but the events between are like paints imperfectly mixed, swirls of color and texture, each representing a single, beautifully ordinary day, a conversation perfect in its inconsequence, a moment of transitory joy, its essence both preserved yet elusive.


These remembrances are gemstones tumbling to the ground, shattering on impact. He struggles to retrieve the fragments, to maintain his hold upon them and comprehend their disparate meanings. 


These remembrances are snowflakes swirling in his path. They melt in his hand at the instant of connection, so that he is left only with the chill of loss. 


These remembrances are flickering images on a screen. 


Two figures in a dance eternal.


He and Babe.


Now only he.
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The mind is a theater. It cannot be allowed to go dark. It must be maintained. 


This is what his father does, Arthur Jefferson, his sire; a rescuer, a restorer, a proprietor of auditoriums in British towns. He bears A.J.’s name for more than half of his own life, and A.J.’s features for much longer. He becomes a simulacrum of A.J., and A.J.’s disappointment in him is compounded as a consequence.


He is a child, eclipsed by his father’s shadow. 


Now he, this child, is watching A.J. as A.J. stands in the Eden in Bishop Auckland, admiring the new lights, the upholstered rows, the gilded paintwork, just as A.J. will stand in the Royal in Consett


in the Royal in Blyth


in the Tynemouth Circus in North Shields


in the Metropole in Glasgow


(because, A.J. will tell him, there is a rhythm to names, and a poetry to places) 


each one saved from the dark by A.J. the impresario, A.J. the dramatist, who invents plays to draw the crowds to his venues, words tumbling from him so fast that A.J. can barely write quickly enough to bind them to the page before they drift away. But A.J.’s ideas are light, and only verbiage lends them weight. Slowly A.J. learns. A.J. is no playwright. The dramas cease, to be replaced by sketches and skits. 


All this he witnesses, boy and young man, this moon to A.J’s sun, and in attic rooms he practices his stage routines before empty seats and the scrutiny of mannequins. 
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It is 1906. 


Pickard’s Museum, the Panopticon; formerly the Britannia Music Hall, and the haunt of whores. Old, even by the standards of these places, and hard with it, but Glasgow was always this way. 


A.E. Pickard, with his Van Dyke beard and cutaway suit, will install waxworks in the Panopticon, and a carnival. A.E. Pickard, with his distorting mirrors and images of Chinese torture, will install a freak show in the Panopticon, and a zoo. The shadows of the Panopticon, the Pots & Pans, will smell of hay and shit, and the despair of human and animal alike.


He is the bonus on this night, the extra turn, no billing. He is sixteen years old, and is wearing clothes liberated from A.J. He shortens and patches, he tucks and cuts, all in the same room in which he perfects his turns. Only the coat he leaves untouched, because it is his father’s best.


He blinks against the lights in this primitive place. No seats in a room that can billet only a trio for musical accompaniment, and poor scrapings at that: laced ladies who smell of sherry and mothballs, and struggle to make their instruments heard above the clamor of the Audience.


He begins. In that moment he loses himself, and will never be found again.


And the Audience laughs: not against him but with him, like the wind blowing in a well-turned sail; and he feeds upon it, and it washes over him as the many become one, harmonizing in their joy. 


Only as he takes his bow does he see his father.


It is amateur night. A.J. has come to sup with A.E. Pickard, and perhaps to seek out new meat for his own grinder. What A.J. witnesses is his son in borrowed threads – a familiar coat, a top hat fresh from the box – cavorting unexpectedly on a dusty stage for the drunks and the catcallers. 


He cannot read the expression on A.J.’s face, but he knows that A.J. has no tolerance for secrets, gives no succor to indiscipline. He runs, but not to his mother, not to Madge. 


(And later, as he tries to recall the scent and the beauty of her; and later, as he searches in vain for her grave, its marker lost; and later, on the set of the Oceana Apartments, he will think that he should have run to Madge more often, because as he treads the boards of Pickard’s Museum the final sands are already funneling through the hourglass of his mother’s life, and she will be dead within two years.) 


So he does not seek safety at home, behind Madge’s skirts. He ventures to the Metropole, A.J.’s lair. He will confront the old lion in its den. 


A.J. is waiting for him, waiting for him to explain the ruined trousers, waiting for him to explain the purloined coat. The top hat is gone; he loses it in his flight from the stage, and the pianist crushes it beneath his boot and displays the remains for the amusement of the Audience, believing it to be a prop, a dud, and not A.J.’s beloved handmade silk hat.


A.J. summons him to the office. A.J. is already drinking a whisky and soda. This does not bode well.


The gags, says A.J. Where did you get the gags?


And he shares with A.J. the attic rooms, the hours spent honing each line, each step, reflected only in a dusty mirror and the dead eyes of dolls. And he shares with A.J. the sallies stolen from Boy Glen and Nipper Lane. And he shares with A.J. the routines that he alone has created, these poor imitations, these counterfeit claims. 


A.J. listens. A.J. does not speak. 


He wants to remind A.J. that they laughed. The Audience, those hard men and women of Glasgow – no turn left unstoned – laughed.


At him. 


For him. 


I heard them, says A.J., although he has not yet spoken to A.J. of the laughter. I was there. I witnessed all.


He starts to cry. 


He signs on with A.J.’s company for £1.5/- a week.


A.J. says that he still owes him a top hat.
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At the Oceana Apartments, he is with Babe. 


Babe is dead.


But Babe is always with him.


It is long before the dead days, and he and Babe are walking together in New York. Babe stops to speak with the son of a shoeshine man, Babe’s face a beacon of delight. Now Babe can run his routine.


Babe tells the boy that Babe also was born in Harlem, and the boy, already in thrall to this man familiar from the screens of the black-only theaters, can do no more than gaze in further wonder as Babe feeds the punchline. 


– Harlem, Georgia! 


How do you get to Carnegie Hall? Practice, practice, practice.


Babe laughs, and the boy laughs with him, and Babe tips the father a dollar and gives the son a dollar too, because the gag was worth it. 


But then, Babe has always been a soft touch.


He and Babe walk on. 


Would the shoeshine man and his son have laughed as hard or as loud, he wonders, if they knew that Oliver Hardy – Babe’s father, his progenitor – lies buried down in Harlem, Georgia alongside his second wife, the sister of the Magruder plantation heirs, and therefore slave owners also; or that Babe’s father was an overseer, a middleman, employed to keep the darkies subdued and their masters satisfied, and a former soldier who served willingly in the Confederate army under Captain Joshua Boyd as part of Ramsey’s Volunteers, only to be wounded for his trouble in the Battle of Antietam? 


Oliver Hardy died in the year of Babe’s birth, so Babe never knew him, but every man lives his life touched by intimations of his father, and none more so than Babe, because in form and demeanor Babe is his father’s son. He has been shown by Babe the photograph of the patriarch, is aware of the resemblance. He has read the treasured cutting from the Columbia paper describing Babe’s father: ‘open, jolly, funful … covered all over with smiles … lives to eat, or eats to live … this Falstaffian figure.’


Babe should have played Falstaff, he thinks. No matter.


So Babe laughs heartily, and tips every man well regardless of his color, all in order that Babe may not be mistaken for someone of the Confederate stripe, even as Babe assumes his father’s first name while his own – Norvell – is reduced to a letter in his signature, a half-forgotten N. 


An afterthought.


So much about Babe is hidden behind that N, because Babe –


like all comics 


like Chaplin 


like himself


– does not really exist. Babe acquiesces in the myths peddled by a succession of motion picture studios, just as Babe, under examination, will relegate his status from actor to that of gagman, golfer, and good fellow. Babe will speak of a father who was a lawyer, and of ancestors who knew Lord Nelson, and will not blush at these falsehoods. Babe will permit himself to be acclaimed as a law graduate of the University of Georgia, even if Babe no more studied law than his father did, all to add mantles to his being. Babe will be fat, because Babe must be, and jolly, because Babe must be, and Babe will spin fantasies like cotton candy and feed them to the masses.


But here is another Babe, a younger Babe: the fat boy, already Oliver after his parent, two hundred pounds of slow-moving quarry, trudging the streets of Milledgeville, Georgia, like Christ to the crucifixion, bearing a sandwich board advertising the meal specials at the Baldwin Hotel run by his mother, Miss Emmie. When Babe speaks of this time, as Babe rarely does, day becomes night, and Babe’s eyelids drop like hoods to conceal the brightness beneath.


I might just as well, says Babe, have been wearing a target.
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Fred Karno, Fred Karno, what manner of beast are you? 


An anarchist on the stage, a purveyor of farce and mummery; but an authoritarian off it, an enforcer of rules. The greatest impresario of the British music halls, and a genius in the business of pantomime burlesque, but too blinded by his own legend to see that the Karsino, his Tagg’s Island resort folly in the River Thames, will die with those same music halls, and The House That Karno Built, his great lair on Southwark’s Camberwell Road, will lead him into bankruptcy. A husband with an eye for other women, around whom rumors of domestic brutality swirl like a London Particular.


But he loves Fred Karno, the Guv’nor. When he wishes to leave A.J.’s employ, it is Fred Karno to whom he turns. A.J. is disapproving – Fred Karno is not A.J.’s kind of man – but A.J. does not stop him. 


So you’re funny? Fred Karno remarks. Says who?


– They laugh at what I do.


– Who laughs?


– The Audience.


– And what does the Audience know? The Audience will laugh at a cat being burned. The Audience will laugh because others are laughing. Never trust the Audience.


– The Audience laughs because I’m funny.


If Fred Karno permits, he will show Fred Karno, even here in this cluttered theater office, more grim than grand, and smaller than A.J.’s. He will show Fred Karno, and he will make Fred Karno laugh like the rest.


Do you think so? Fred Karno says.


– I do.


Fred Karno considers. Fred Karno regards the slow accretion of sand upon the shore, and the rise and fall of mountains. The clock in the corner marks the seconds of Fred Karno’s life, and Fred Karno’s life alone.


Well, a man that knows his own mind is good enough for me, says Fred Karno, at last. Find Mr O’Neill. Ask him to explain what’s required of you.


What is required is slapstick. What is required is falling down and getting up again. What is required is not choking on paint and custard. Up to Manchester with Mumming Birds, £2 a week, a foot soldier in Fred Karno’s Army, solely on his word to Fred Karno that he is funny. 


Fred Karno knows, though. Fred Karno has eyes and ears: his own, and those of others. 


And Fred Karno has Chaplin. 


Already it is clear to Fred Karno, clear to all, that Chaplin is different: touched by god, but which god? There is discipline to Chaplin’s anarchy, just as there is to Fred Karno’s, but Fred Karno is human, in his gifts as much as in his failings, while Chaplin is beyond human in both. Chaplin believes in himself, but nothing else. Chaplin will not stay with Fred Karno. Chaplin is simply passing through, and will always be so. 


Chaplin is the best that he has ever seen.


And Chaplin is the worst.


There is no joy in Chaplin, or none beyond what Chaplin can generate in others. 


Chaplin feeds and feeds, but Chaplin remains forever hungry.


Chaplin, as an artist, must be perfect because Chaplin, as a man, is so flawed.
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At the Oceana Apartments, he conjures Babe: the grace of him, the gentleness, the ability of one so vast to carry himself as though the excesses of his flesh are hollow within, so that only his willpower keeps him in touch with the ground. 


Babe tells tales against himself, of the implausibility of his brief boyhood attendance at the Georgia Military College, turning the horror of it into a skit, an opportunity to perfect his pratfalls. But when a voice suggests that this would make a fine two-reeler, Babe veers away, moving on to his days singing in Florida nightclubs, his bulk like an anchor to be dragged everywhere behind him. 


Fatty Hardy, the Ton of Jollity. 


Babe: invent the tale of a barber slapping your cheeks, comparing you to a little baby. Share it over and over, so that it concretizes in the telling and lends you a new name. 


Babe Hardy. 


Babe. 


Not Fatty or Chubby, not Roly or Dumpy, not Lardy or Blimpy or Butterball.


Just Babe.


Keep smiling, and they will keep smiling. 


Keep laughing, and they will laugh. 


Keep moving, keep dancing, keep adding layers to the legend, and your truth will pass unnoticed among them, because all they will see is what you tell them they are seeing.
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Chaplin stares at the name of the ship.


The Cairnrona, Chaplin says. We’re all doomed.


It is September, 1910. He is walking behind Chaplin at Southampton docks, trying to keep pace with the older man because Chaplin knows the world and he wishes to know it also. Chaplin was with Fred Karno in Paris, and speaks of the women fucked in brothels, and the dancers charmed from the stage of the Folies Bergère and into Chaplin’s bed – or those claimed to have been charmed, because Alf Reeves says that nothing about Chaplin can be believed, not if it comes from the man’s own mouth. But he wants to believe Chaplin, wants to be like him, wants to be him. Chaplin dresses like a star, and tells the world of the star Chaplin is, and the brighter star Chaplin will become, the brightest ever. Chaplin has decreed it, and so it shall be written.


– What about it?


It is Fred Karno, Jr who speaks. Fred Karno, Jr and Alf Reeves have the task of corralling the fifteen-strong herd for the American tour. Fred Karno, Jr will have to account to his father for every penny spent, and the Guv’nor has delivered warnings about Chaplin. If a way could be found to do so, Chaplin would have booked himself a stateroom for the crossing, and left the rest to sleep beneath the firmament, rain or shine. 


Fred Karno, Jr is a little 


(very) 


fearful of Chaplin. 


Chaplin summons his smile, the one that makes Fred Karno, Jr remember why Fred Karno, Jr is very


(a little) 


fearful of this man.


Beachy Head, says Chaplin. Boom! 


And – in a bit of business so fast that he wishes to pause time and wind it back, just to examine how Chaplin performs the trick – Chaplin puffs full his cheeks, and opens wide his eyes, and causes his cap to rise so high above his head that his hands are already by his sides when it lands once again on his pate.


Emily Seaman turns to Fred Karno, Jr.


– What does Mr Chaplin mean by that?


If Fred Karno, Jr knows the unfortunate history of the Cairnrona, Fred Karno, Jr chooses not to answer. It is a mistake. By doing so, further ground is ceded to Chaplin, and Chaplin will colonize whatever space is offered because Chaplin dreads emptiness and silence. So Chaplin is the stoker on the Cairnrona misplacing a red-hot cinder, and Chaplin is the cinder itself tumbling through the air into the bottom of the starboard bunker, and Chaplin is the engineer staring up through the darkness at the descending light, this Lucifer imminent, and Chaplin is the air and the gas and the spark and the combustion, and Chaplin is the bunker hatch blown from the shelter deck, and finally Chaplin is the unfortunate Frederick Charles Longhurst, assistant steward of the Cairnrona, going the way of the hatch, sprouting wings, hands joined in prayer, ascending to join the ancestors.


April seventh of this year, Chaplin concludes. They’re probably still finding bits of Longhurst off Beachy Head.


By now, a small crowd has gathered to watch. Chaplin takes a bow.


Laughter. Applause. A moan from Emily Seaman.


– Is Mr Chaplin serious? 


Mr Chaplin is always serious, says Alf Reeves.


– Even when Mr Chaplin is being funny? 


Especially when Mr Chaplin is being funny, says Alf Reeves. That’s why Mr Chaplin doesn’t make me laugh.


At the Oceana Apartments, he keeps a picture in an album of members of the Fred Karno troupe on board the Cairnrona. He could find it, if he chose, but he does not need to see it to recall its every detail. They look, he knows, like a party of emigrants, and none would have appeared out of place queuing for soup from a charity kitchen, none except Chaplin, grinning from the center of a ship’s lifebelt, haloed by it, a man apart. He sits to Chaplin’s right, in a cap too big for his head.


He admires Chaplin, and Chaplin wishes to be admired, but he does not yet adore Chaplin, and Chaplin needs to be adored. Chaplin does not see him as a threat, even if earlier in the year the Guv’nor gives him the lead in Jimmy the Fearless. He believes this to be a sign of the Guv’nor’s faith until George Seaman, Emily Seaman’s husband, informs him that he was only promoted to bring Chaplin down a peg or two, and Chaplin doesn’t much delight in being brought down. The Guv’nor knows that Chaplin is the butter on the bread and the gravy on the beef, which is why Chaplin takes center stage, even on the deck of the Cairnrona, and why Chaplin’s face beams from a lifebelt, just as it will if another cinder falls, and another explosion occurs, this one taking the ship to the ocean bed, while Chaplin floats safely above all, leaving the drowned to gaze up at the soles of his shoes.
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For two months, they travel and perform. 


Montreal. Toronto. Into the United States.


New York. The Wow-Wows. (‘Chaplin will do but the company amounts to little.’)


Back to Toronto. Chicago. A Night in a London Club. (‘Chaplin has come to be recognized as the leading comedy character of the Karno offerings.’)


Cincinnati. Mumming Birds. Chicago again. Milwaukee. Duluth and Minneapolis, split weeks. (‘The company is not especially strong.’)


Winnipeg. 


Butte. 


Spokane. 


Seattle. 


Vancouver. 


Victoria. 


Tacoma. 


Portland.


They share rooms for a dollar apiece, including meals, but only while working. When they travel, they do so at their own expense. To save money, they sleep at stations and on trains. They spend no more than a nickel on a meal, and then only once a day. 


They are tired. 


They are broke. 


They are not the stars. Chaplin is the star. 


They are not a company. Chaplin is the company.


And when Chaplin leaves, as Chaplin must surely do, what then?


He and Chaplin often room together. He prides himself on his neatness while Chaplin oscillates between dishevelment and elegance according to mood and sexual appetite. While he learns his lines, Chaplin practices his Greek. While he studies the theatrical pages, Chaplin ponders Schopenhauer. When money is at its scarcest, he fries spoiled chops over a naked flame while Chaplin plays the violin to hide the sound of sizzling, a blanket jammed beneath the door so the smell does not leak out, as of two suicides trapping gas.


So they eat the same meals, and sleep in the same beds, and darn the holes in their clothing from the same ball of yarn, but they are not the same. Chaplin watches all, but not to learn, because Chaplin has nothing to learn. 


Chaplin gathers, Chaplin accrues. 


Routines, gags, bits of business. 


Women.


They fall to their knees before Chaplin on the dusty floors of boarding houses.


They fill their mouths with him, the young and the old.


Mostly, the young.


It is all that he has ever wanted, but it is not how he wanted it to be. He cannot live this way. He leaves the company in Colorado Springs, Arthur Dando, a fellow malcontent, by his side, and travels back to the East Coast. The Lusitania carries them home. In 1915, when a U-boat blows up the Lusitania, he recalls the Cairnrona and thinks that, well, at least he was consistent. 
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Milledgeville, situated at the heart of Baldwin County, and once the capital city of Georgia. Black labor built it, the slaves bought and sold in the marketplace by the Presbyterian Church on Capital Square. He supposes the ones who constructed the houses, the skilled artisans, were more fortunate than the poor souls carted off to pick cotton, but everything is relative. 


At the eastern border, fast flowing, runs the Oconee River. Sam Tant, Babe’s older half-brother, is killed while swimming in the Oconee River. Babe sometimes speaks of trying to rescue Sam Tant. Sam Tant jumps from a high branch, but misjudges the depth of the water and lands on his head. Babe pulls Sam Tant’s body from the river, but Sam Tant isn’t moving, and later Sam Tant dies. Babe tells the story often, one more burden for him to carry. He guesses that Babe was perhaps sixteen or seventeen when the incident occurred, but has never been able to pin down the year. 


Babe’s role in the tragedy adds another stratum to Babe’s mythology, continuing the process of augmentation and concealment in which Babe is engaged, Babe’s grief obvious and therefore not to be interrogated further, a deflector of intrusion. Sometimes he imagines himself peeling away Babe’s integuments, excavating the seams, so that Babe becomes thinner and thinner, smaller and smaller, until at last all that remains is the shining core of the man, the radiance within. 


But Babe is immune from such exploration, and when disease finally pares away the layers of Babe, all that is left is death.
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Where is the plot? 


The answer is that there is no plot: plots are for the stage alone. There is no plan, no manifest destiny. There is only a series of events, some connected, some discrete, and this will be called a life. Destiny is for gods, and he is just a man.


He is not Chaplin. 


He tries. Acts come together, acts fall apart. Perhaps A.J. will have him back, although A.J. has no time for Fred Karno’s foot soldiers, the deserters from the army. One cannot serve two masters. 


Failure: failure in America, then Britain, and finally Europe. If he had the money and ambition, he could probably have failed in Australia too, but in the absence of both he returns to London. 


He remembers Waterloo Station. He remembers rain and filth. He remembers the walk to High Holborn. He remembers the regretful sound of a horse’s hooves, slow in the night, like the ticking of an old clock, the clock in Fred Karno’s office, more seconds falling away, as of promise in decay, as of his own inexorable abatement; and the smell of the Cittie of Yorke, all piss and spilled beer. He remembers the hesitancy of his footsteps as he approaches the flat of Gordon, his brother. 


Gordon is managing the Prince’s Theatre. Gordon does not turn him from the door. This, then, is to be the pattern of his continuance: bit parts, and the shadowing of his brother. He will end his days in a back room surrounded by moldy scripts and shilling chits. To avoid confusion, he will forever forsake his first name for his middle one, and be known as S.J., his father’s heir, and when the stalls are empty and the lights are extinguished, he will prance in the dimness to the laughter of ghosts.


A.J. was right. 


A.J. will have his way.


He walks Shaftesbury Avenue. 


He walks Soho. 


He walks Leicester Square.


His name is called. He turns. Alf Reeves, the man who smiles at Chaplin, but only with his mouth.


Handshakes, backslaps. 


What news of America, he asks Alf Reeves. What news of the Guv’nor? 


He knows that Karno’s Comedians, as they are now called, are back in England, a respite before the return. He tries not to read of Fred Karno, but Fred Karno is unavoidable. The smell of burning bridges lingers in his nostrils. He threw Fred Karno’s generosity back in Fred Karno’s face. He has almost forgotten the biting of fleas, and sleeping in waiting rooms, and having his shoes stolen because he was foolish enough to leave them outside the right room in the wrong establishment. He remembers only what was lost.


Alf Reeves gestures at the theaters around them, to gods in lights.


– Where is your name?


At the bottom of the right bills, he replies, and the top of the wrong ones.


He puts his hands in the pockets of his trousers. There is a hole in the left. He can touch, with his index finger, the skin of his leg: sandpaper goose bumps. He is so attenuated, he wonders that he cannot yet scratch the very bone. He wishes that he had never walked through Leicester Square this day. He wishes that he had never met Alf Reeves. 


Come back to America with us, says Alf Reeves, or so he imagines, until he realizes that Alf Reeves has spoken, and this is indeed what Alf Reeves has said.


He will be paid $30 a week.


He will be paid $30 a week to understudy Chaplin.


It is the autumn of 1912. 
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The Sullivan–Considine circuit. 


Cincinnati, A Night in an English Music Hall.


Seattle, Vancouver, Portland. 


The cold. God, the cold. 


(‘Charles Chaplin is exceedingly funny.’)


Chaplin. 


Chaplin is different now, because Chaplin is worse. Mack Sennett is calling once again. Mack Sennett’s Keystone machine must be fed, and Chaplin is the meat that will give good mince. In November, 1913, as the weather changes, Chaplin jumps.


For $150 a week, with no more nickel lunches. 


For $150 a week, with his name above the title.


For $150 a week, with all the girls Chaplin can fuck.


It is his chance. With Chaplin gone, he can shine. But without Chaplin there is no company, because Chaplin is, was, and always will be the company. Alf Reeves claims to have tried to plead his case. In Alf Reeves’s telling, the theater owners are informed that he is Chaplin’s equal, but even Alf Reeves does not believe this, and the theater owners certainly do not believe it. They have been sold shit by better men than Alf Reeves, and better shit too. 


When the humiliation comes, it is worse than he has anticipated. The tour will go on, but only if Alf Reeves can guarantee the presence of Dan Raynor, the lead in Fred Karno’s London company, to take Chaplin’s place. Dan Raynor makes his way across the Atlantic, the new wheel on the wagon, but the wagon is falling apart, and it is winter, and Chaplin is in the ascendant. Although he tells himself he should not, he takes the time to bear witness to Chaplin’s rise. 


Making a Living.


Kid Auto Races at Venice.


Mabel’s Strange Predicament. 


And thus he sees the Little Tramp being born.
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At the Oceana Apartments, all tenses coalesce.


He is.


They were.


He was.


They shall not be.


He thinks: Babe, I cannot be myself without you.


He thinks: Babe, I am no longer myself without you. 
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In 1913, Babe marries Madelyn Saloshin: a little – a lot – older than Babe, because seven years is an age to a young man of twenty-one. Madelyn Saloshin is not pretty, but this is of no consequence. Madelyn Saloshin likes Babe, and Babe likes Madelyn Saloshin, and the very large are sometimes very lonely. 


So Babe marries Madelyn Saloshin.


Babe marries a Jew. 


Did it ever enter into proceedings? he asks Babe, when Babe is no longer married to Madelyn Saloshin.


– What?


– Her religion.


Babe gives him the frown, the one familiar to the Audience: the face of a man presented with thin soup, who will eat it because, in famine, even thin soup is a feast.


Yes, Babe replies, it mattered to me.


– How?


He is curious, but also fearful. There is no shortage of Jews in Hollywood, and no shortage of those who hate them, either, but such individuals are generally discreet in their discrimination, and gentlemanly in their cruelty. No, this club is not for you, but down the road, well … 


– Because she had to learn to step lightly, just as I did. Because, had I asked, they would have said she was beneath me. 


A flicker of the eyes, Babe’s voice softer now. 


– And some of them did say it. 


Them. Who are they? The same ones, he supposes, who in 1915 hanged Leo Frank from a tree in Marietta, Georgia, partly for being accused of killing a thirteen-year-old girl, but mostly for being a Jew in charge of a pencil factory. 


And Miss Emmie, the doting mother: was she disappointed in her son’s choice of a Hebrew bride? Oh yes, and Miss Emmie will die disappointed in Babe, for this as for so many other deficiencies of character, although neither of them will ever refer to the sundering in such explicit terms. 


I say, I say, I say: what’s worse than marrying a Jew?


Marrying an old Jew.


Take your bows.


Take your bows, and leave.
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He tells himself that he cannot understand the reasons for Chaplin’s rise. He sees in this other only the reflection of his own longing. He can do what Chaplin does. He could show them, if he were given the chance. He has Chaplin’s grace, Chaplin’s –


Self-belief? 


Arrogance? 


Appetite?


No, he has few of Chaplin’s appetites – or not yet – beyond the desire for more success. 


Beyond the desire for any success. 


Any at all.


He listens, too, to the wrong voices, and loudest is A.J.’s. The father has forged the son in his image. Like God, there is the stage, and there has always been the stage, and there always will be the stage. So while Chaplin glides through motion pictures, he stumbles over splintered boards in Lake Nipmuc, Massachusetts, and raises sawdust in Cleveland, Ohio.


He can do what Chaplin does. He has watched him for years. He has played the same roles. He is the shadow of this man.


And so he must become him. 


He joins Edgar Hurley and Edgar Hurley’s wife, Wren, to form the Keystone Trio of 1915.


Absent the ability or opportunity to forge a paradigm, each will instead offer a simulacrum. 


Edgar Hurley will be Chester Conklin. 


Wren Hurley will be Mabel Normand.


And he will be Chaplin.


They present the screen upon the stage. They offer flesh and blood in place of light and shadow. (‘He impersonates Charlie Chaplin to the letter.’) He is a success, but only as another man. He is a good Chaplin and so, by definition, he is a failure as himself.


He feels his feet sliding, the ground shifting. The Audience laughs, but it laughs before he commences his routine. It laughs when he appears. It laughs because Chaplin makes it laugh. Without Chaplin, there would be no laughter at all.


Edgar Hurley hears the laughter, and wants it as his own. Edgar Hurley has also studied the master well. If the Audience is laughing at Chaplin, then it does not matter who wears the mask. 


They head north – Pennsylvania, New York – and Edgar Hurley simmers, and Edgar Hurley argues, and Edgar Hurley will not be denied. Finally, Edgar Hurley becomes Chaplin, and Edgar Hurley takes the stage.


The Audience laughs. It laughs when Edgar Hurley appears. It laughs because Chaplin makes it laugh.


He watches Edgar Hurley mimic him mimicking Chaplin. It breaks him, and in breaking he understands.


He abandons the Hurleys.


The Hurleys fire him.


Does either version change the plot? There is no plot, so it does not.


He is tired. This is too much for him. He could go home. His family is there. The music halls are there. 


The war is there.


He remains.
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Back in Milledgeville, home to Miss Emmie and the ghosts of dead brothers, Babe is the electrician at the Electric Theater, the job of projectionist being so new that the word in question has yet to be properly coined, so ‘electrician’ will have to suffice for now. Five cents entry, in an age when viewing a musical comedy in New York, or Boston, or Chicago costs a dollar, and Milledgeville most assuredly does not have a stage to compare with the big cities, or even the smaller ones. One-reelers and two-reelers: adventures, educationals, comedies, westerns. The Audience loves each and every one, but the westerns most of all. 


Abernathy Kids to the Rescue. 


Bill Sharkey’s Last Game.


Broncho Billy’s Redemption.


Babe watches the pictures from his post by the lantern, his face incandescent in the darkness. Babe sees John Bunny in Teaching McFadden to Waltz and Captain Jenks’ Dilemma. It is said that John Bunny is earning $5 a day at Vitagraph, rain or shine. There are no more unpaid rehearsals for John Bunny, and there is no more sleeping in train stations or scrabbling for nickel dinners. John Bunny has left vaudeville behind, and burned the shoes that once stumped its territories.


Like Babe, John Bunny is a large man, although nature has cursed John Bunny with a nose to match. John Bunny’s visage, memorable in its ugliness, is insured. John Bunny is a product of the stage transplanted to the screen, broad in body and expression, performing for the peanut gallery.


John Bunny, it is whispered, is also a prick of the highest order. Untypically for an actor, John Bunny does not drink. John Bunny does not need to be a drunkard to be a prick.


Babe will not be like John Bunny. Babe will not be a prick.


But neither will Babe be an actor like John Bunny. Babe will be a new beast, a child not of the stage but of motion pictures. Babe will be a creature of small gestures, of slight movements. Babe will raise an eyebrow where John Bunny waves his arms like a man drowning. Babe has stood beside the lantern and felt its warmth. When Babe looks the camera in the eye, Babe will not fear it.


Because behind that eye is the Audience.


Babe leaves the Electric Theater. Jacksonville, Florida, home of the pictures, future of the business, is not far south, but Babe still needs to eat. Cutie Pearce’s roadhouse offers Babe a singing gig to supplement his earnings at the Orpheum Theater. At $40 a week, even before the cash from Cutie Pearce, Babe may be earning more than John Bunny did at the beginning of his career, although John Bunny – prick or no prick – is now rolling in clover.


Babe spends his nights singing and dancing and pratfalling, and his days at the Lubin Manufacturing Company by the Florida Yacht Club, watching the pictures being made. But Babe is too far from the actors to see them properly, so Babe offers to fetch water for the crew. Eventually, a fat boy is needed for a role, and Babe is a fat boy.


Outwitting Dad, April 1914. 


This Babe remembers.






16


How small he seems next to Babe, how slight. He catches the surprise in the faces of those who meet him without his partner, when the shadow is his alone. It works in his favor. It enables him to hide. With his hair slicked back and his head down, he can ghost through crowds. By the time his presence registers, if it registers at all, he has already passed by. He keeps moving. He has learned not to stop. 


Except, perhaps, for women. 


Like Chaplin, he now has that weakness. 
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He has known women: not as many as Chaplin – there are entire regiments that have not known as many women as Chaplin – but some. He has an eye for them, and they for him. He also has money, although not much, and can drink, and drink more when required. But these women are passing trade, and none lasts.


Until her.


Jesus, but there’s a hardness to her. It’s in the cheekbones, bladelike. He can glimpse the skull beneath the skin. She has feral eyes. 


She is a Hayden Sister, although the Hayden Sisters do not exist, or not as blood sisters. 


Her real sisters are dead, she tells him. Annie and Edith. Older. Buried back in Brunswick. 


He does not know where this is. 


Melbourne, she says. Australia.


Australia. He almost went there. Did not almost go there. Did not go there.


She laughs. They dance. They fuck.


She is May Charlotte Dahlberg.


She is May Charlota Dahlberg.


She is May Cuthbert, wife of Rupert Cuthbert.


But Rupert Cuthbert is dead. Nineteen fourteen, one year after she and Rupert Cuthbert disembarked from the RMS Niagara in Seattle. So sad, she says, although they were already drifting apart before they left Australia.


Except Rupert Cuthbert, it emerges, is not dead, but merely elsewhere. What of it? This is the stuff of a better tale: a widow, talented, making her own way, far from home. 


There is a son, also Rupert. Rupert, Jr is nine. 


Rupert, Jr, like his father, is elsewhere. 


You understand, she says.


He understands.


She is Charlotte Mae Dahlberg.


She is Mae.
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What was Babe before him? What was he before Babe? It is as though, shortly after their first meeting, they became conjoined, so that all other possible existences ceased at that moment. Is this of consequence? Of course it is. 


And of course it is not. 


Half of these existences – Babe’s more than his, because Babe was captured by the light long before he – are anyway unreal. Like the flesh, film is a temporary medium. 


It rots, it burns. 


Babe sometimes amuses himself by trying to recall, in alphabetical order, the names of the films made before his old life ceased, and a new one began. 


A Bankrupt Honeymoon. 


A Brewerytown Romance. 


A Day at School. 


A Fool There Was. 


A Janitor’s Joyful Job. 


A Lucky Strike. 


A Maid to Order. 


A Mix Up In Hearts. 


A Pair of Kings. 


A Tango Tragedy. 


A Terrible Tragedy. 


All for a Girl. 


Ambitious Ethel. 


An Aerial Joyride.


– Is that it? 


Babe is sure that he has missed one.


Along Came Auntie.


– How many?


Three hundred, Babe thinks. 


A Sticky Affair.


And what can Babe recall of their making?


Aunt Bill.


Almost nothing, apart from sweating in Jacksonville for the Lubin Company, and Siegmund Lubin promoting him as Babe Hardy, the Funniest Fat Comedian in the World. Siegmund Lubin – never a man to tell one lie when two will serve better – informs the Florida Metropolis that Babe was personally chosen by him from a number of heavyweight performers, and adds that Babe is six feet, nine inches tall and weighs three hundred and fifty pounds. The Metropolis dispatches one of its best and brightest to confirm the existence of the freak.


For most of his life, until Death sets about its business, it is the only occasion on which Babe can recall someone expressing disappointment at his size.


Babe takes whatever role is offered: fat cop, fat grocer, fat woman, fat baby, fat lover. Babe is fat for Lubin, fat for Edison, fat for Pathé, fat for Gaumont-Mutual, fat for Mittenthal, fat for the Whartons, fat for Novelty-Mutual, fat for Wizard, fat for Vim. If Babe finds employment because Babe is fat – and Babe does – then it stands to reason that Babe will be more frequently employed if Babe is fatter, so Babe puts on weight. 


With Billy Ruge, Babe becomes one half of Plump and Runt. Babe avoids the sobriquet Fatty only because of Roscoe Arbuckle over at Keystone, and for this much Babe is grateful. By the time Roscoe Arbuckle is accused of killing Virginia Rappe, crushing her so badly in the process of raping her (because Roscoe Arbuckle has earned his moniker) that Roscoe Arbuckle ruptures her bladder, Babe will be established in his own right. 


Roscoe Arbuckle’s downfall is a set-up, of course. They all know it. The predatory Bambina Delmont, a professional blackmailer, sees an opportunity to squeeze Roscoe Arbuckle for money, or make what she can off his reputation by selling a story to the newspapers, and so contrives a narrative that involves Roscoe Arbuckle’s massive weight, and Roscoe Arbuckle’s thick cock, and perhaps, for added spice, the insertion of a champagne bottle into Virginia Rappe’s quim. But Bambina Delmont has a tongue so crooked it could be used to uncork wine, and even the prosecution knows that as a witness – and, indeed, as a human being – Bambina Delmont is next to useless. This doesn’t stop Matthew Brady, the San Francisco DA, from dragging Roscoe Arbuckle through three increasingly ludicrous trials, all because Matthew Brady wants to run for governor, and Roscoe Arbuckle’s hide will make a fine rug for Matthew Brady’s new office.


And even though Roscoe Arbuckle is eventually cleared, and an apology offered to him by the jury, Roscoe Arbuckle’s career is over, and Roscoe Arbuckle takes Fatty with him. 


Rape isn’t funny. 


Manslaughter isn’t funny. 


Venereal disease isn’t funny. 


Virginia Rappe’s many backstreet abortions are not funny. 


No matter that Roscoe Arbuckle has no connection to any of these sorrows, and is entirely innocent. Roscoe and, by association, Fatty are no longer funny.


Babe will watch all of this unfold, and think: Be careful.


They will not laugh when you finally fall.
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At the Oceana Apartments, he wonders still at the obsession with plot.


Louis Burstein, General Manager of the Vim Comedy Company, employer of Fat Comedian Babe Hardy, would, he thinks, have found common ground with Hal Roach, the two producers in accord. Louis Burstein once tells the Sunday Metropolis newspaper of Jacksonville, Florida that Louis Burstein has ‘studied the problem of how to produce good comedies thoroughly’. Louis Burstein’s conclusion, after long hours of deep reflection, is that ‘every one of our comedies must have a plot’.


‘Must’? Why ‘must’? Perhaps it is a desire to impose an order, a purpose, upon art because life resolutely refuses to oblige. Reality is random. Reality is chance. Even now, with the slivers of his existence floating before him, Babe’s story ended and his in its final act, he cannot make sense of it all. He sees only wreckage. After all, he has somehow contrived to be married seven times (or is it eight? Yes, eight it is.) to four different women. 


To marry the wrong woman once may be regarded as a misfortune.


To marry her twice looks like carelessness.


To marry her three times is madness.


The Santa Monica apartment in which he lives rents for $80 a month. His name is in the phone book. If he was ever a star – and he remembers being a star, so this must have been the case – the light of it has long since faded, and what remains is only a gentle senescence.


A plot requires constancy, a through line. Where is the through line here?


He knows the answer, of course.


Babe. Babe is the through line.


And where is Babe?


Babe is forfeit to the shadows.
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Mae, now his common-law wife, lies beside him in their common-law bed. His eyes are very blue, and Mae’s eyes are very black. Later, during the agonies of their uncoupling, he will think of Mae’s eyes as polluted, and wonder, had he stayed with her, if his eyes might slowly have muddied to match her own.


Earlier, they watch Chaplin on screen. The Pawnshop. Chaplin is good, better even than he remembers. 


So good. So very good.


You could be like Chaplin, Mae tells him.


I was like Chaplin, he wants to say, but does not. I tried to be Chaplin. I could imitate his steps, pantomime his gestures, mimic his every expression, but I was not Chaplin.


You are as good as Chaplin, Mae tells him.


He was as good as Chaplin, he tells himself, when he could smell Chaplin, and touch Chaplin, and break bread with Chaplin. But Chaplin on screen is different. Chaplin has left the world of mortals. Chaplin is divine.


It is said that Mutual is paying Chaplin almost $700,000 a year. It is wealth beyond imagining. 


Mae’s nipples are hard, child-darkened. They leave marks on the skin of his chest. Her breasts are veined, her belly soft.


He cannot marry Mae because she is already married. He cannot leave her because he is bound to her. They work well together. Mae is a trouper, and trusts his instincts on stage. 


In bed, he trusts hers.


This is vaudeville, and on the vaudeville circuit a blind eye is turned to who is sleeping with whom, but performing together, and traveling together, and rooming together, bring a different kind of attention. There are still laws against fornication and adultery. Mae cannot be his wife because she is already Mrs Cuthbert. If she remains Miss Dahlberg, problems will arise. 


He stirs, and takes in the room. The furniture is chipped. The carpet is a lattice of cigarette burns. The mattress is iron, the pillows slabs, the sheets stained like mortuary shrouds. Chaplin, at $700,000 a year, would not even deign to step across its threshold.


The first time I came to America, he tells her, I left my shoes outside the door of the rooming house to be polished. When I woke up the next morning, they were gone.


He shares this story often. By now, it may even be true.


Mae laughs, although she has heard the tale before. It is told whenever they stay in the same place for more than a night or two. He speaks it aloud to remind himself of his own foolishness. He speaks it aloud in the hope that, one day, he will stay in the kind of hotel in which his shoes are no longer in danger of being stolen.


He does not ask Mae about her husband. He does not ask Mae about her son. But he thinks about both of them, often. Rupert William Cuthbert, spouse. Rupert Clifton Saxe Cuthbert, son. Their unseen presence stretches across every bed.


Chaplin, he tells her, is the best that has ever been.


– Chaplin is good, but Chaplin is not that good. You are his equal.


Mae is wrong, but he loves her for being so. For all the darkness and all the doubts, for all the falsehoods and all the flesh, Mae sees in him what he sees in Chaplin. 


Mae sees greatness.


Or perhaps Mae sees money.


Even years later, at the Oceana Apartments, he cannot be sure.
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He feels that he is anchored to a post by a chain; he can only advance so far before his progress is arrested. 


Carl Laemmle is Universal Studios. Isadore Bernstein looks after Carl Laemmle’s business affairs on the West Coast. Isadore Bernstein builds Universal City. But Isadore Bernstein has ambitions beyond signing another man’s checks. Isadore Bernstein wants to found his own studio. Isadore Bernstein smells success in comedy.


It is 1917, and Isadore Bernstein offers him his own series of films. He has waited. He has been patient. Now he is being rewarded, and Mae also: they sign together.


The picture is called Nuts in May. 


An Isadore Bernstein Production. 


Written by Isadore Bernstein. 


Filmed at Bernstein Studios. 


Isadore Bernstein talks of a possible collaboration with Chaplin. 


He should have known better. He plays a book salesman who becomes convinced that he is the Emperor Napoleon. He plays a deluded individual. 


There is one preview at the Hippodrome. He sees himself on the screen at last. He sees Mae. Cigars are lit. Toasts are made.


It is the only showing of the picture.


It is the first and last comedy in his series.


Someone tells him that Chaplin was sitting at the back of the Hippodrome for the screening. It may be a lie, because there is no sign of Chaplin afterward. He hopes that it is a lie, because if Chaplin departed without exchanging a greeting it can only be for one of two reasons: either Chaplin saw the picture and viewed his old understudy as competition, and Chaplin dislikes competition; or the picture was so bad – and he so bad in it – that Chaplin wished only to spare him the shame of an encounter. 


But Chaplin reappears. Chaplin invites him to dinner. Chaplin offers him work, because Chaplin says that he is better than this, better than Isadore Bernstein Productions. 


And he believes Chaplin, because Chaplin is Chaplin.


But the work never materializes. 


Because Chaplin is Chaplin.


Isadore Bernstein blinks at him through round spectacles and asks for a donation toward the building of the Temple Israel on Ivar Street. He tells Isadore Bernstein that he is not Jewish. Isadore Bernstein replies that it does not matter.


– You could be Jewish. You could be Jewish and just not know it. You don’t have to give the full amount. Give half. A quarter.


He has money, but not enough of it. He is back where he began, with ‘The Nutty Burglars’ and ‘Raffles the Dentist’, town after town, stage after stage, in boarding houses that reek of grease and mildew, drinking whisky in kitchens by candlelight, drinking with men who have failed and men who have yet to fail. He wishes that he had never met Isadore Bernstein. He regrets ever seeing his own face on the screen.
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