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THE AMERICAN NO.


A phrase originally coined by a producer friend with a gallows sensibility. In showbusiness, particularly in the world of ‘pitching’, here’s what happens. We achieve a meeting – no mean feat in itself – then, if we’re an actor, we ‘appear’ in a room of executives to pitch our story. If we’re surfing in on the wave made by a successful movie, we can behave any way we like, possibly even passing out during the pitch. It will be written off as a part of our star quality – our raw talent finding its way. However, if we aren’t riding in on a hit – my lot, except for once – don’t be late. Have fun. But not too much. Be thankful. But don’t go down on all fours. Make it vivid. Be prepared for questions and qualms. Normally the meetings go well, but don’t be fooled by everyone’s casual manners or dazzling smiles. Particularly in America. There are codes of behaviour in Hollywood more complex and nuanced than attempting to do business as a geisha.


‘Let’s do this. I’m psyched. We love you here at Bottomy Bay Productions,’ they say, walking you out, arms slung casually over your shoulder. You leave the meeting walking on air. It’s in the bag. Then you never hear another word.


It’s called the American no.









HARE HARE





I was sitting outside Bar Italia on Frith Street one afternoon last November. That ship of fools has been my home from home from home since I first moved to Soho in 1988. Sitting there, drifting, wrapped up against the drizzle like a pot in a tea cosy, was a singular experience verging on bliss. Surveying the street from this old bird’s eye view, the straight Georgian lines of its brick flanks merging on Soho Square, was like looking at a negative, or a double exposure because the black faces of ghosts seemed to stare through the walls, memories hidden in doorways lit suddenly by the long-forgotten flare of a match. With a wink of the mind’s eye, the focus was pulled to the distant past while the present moment bent and blurred in the patter of rain.


In the old days I had breakfast every day at Bar Italia, lunched next door at Little Italy, conducted my business meetings, my promotional endeavours and my love affairs on the strip of pavement between the two establishments. Most of my friends lived within walking distance – Alan, Julia, Baillie and John. Occasionally I acted in a play and tottered back and forth to the theatre. I rarely left Soho, perhaps to meet the old Chelsea crowd from before the war, but I always ran back as soon as I could. Once you had lived in that strange corner, nothing else would ever do.


On an ordinary evening I would leave my room at the hotel, ring the bell of Alan’s flat, collect him, pass by Princess Julia’s and then go on to Baillie and John’s on Charing Cross Road. This was all thirty years ago now. All gone, like tears in the rain. Alan killed himself. Julia moved east. John lives in Italy. Only Baillie remains. Apart from him, Soho is another country.


Briefly we queens achieved supremacy, but we were moved on with the hookers and the homeless at around about the time of Paul Raymond’s death. I too had some kind of ascendancy. Traffic stopped when I crossed Old Compton Street. Well not exactly, but you know what I mean. Today I am just another old oddity with scowling lips, haunting the streets, walked through, another ghost, as I cross the road at Cambridge Circus. Occasionally some medium from the old days sees one and screams. Sometimes, greetings are exchanged. Sometimes not. Often things are better left behind.


The only group to survive, rain or shine, it seems are the Hare Krishnas and here they come now in the headlights and the spitting rain, turning the corner out of Soho Square, quite a big group today, clashing their cymbals and singing their songs, transcendental Morris dancers weaving around to the beat of their little drum, fully made up, pink and apricot, saris and dhotis, sandals and trainers. Some had backpacks crammed with their day drag. I used to find them annoying but today, looming through the gathering dusk, they were enchanting, strange, a caravan of wonderful freaks crossing the asphalt desert. They arrived from a fairy kingdom with their cymbals, their drums. Someone had a portable sound system and his voice rang out, amplified and bounced across the street, urging the others on. ‘Hare, hare,’ they sang back. Unlike myself, they still stopped the traffic. People still looked out of windows or stood and gaped.


In the old days there were always a few familiar faces in that conga line to nirvana. Club world crashes often found their way to the Krishna headquarters on the north side of Soho Square, where you could at least get a good meal if and when you reached rock bottom. They gave you a new focus and an opportunity to swap methamphetamine for cucumber raita. Today I didn’t recognise anyone until, at the end of the line, swathed in beads and shells, weaved a well-known producer I had last seen a few years ago at the London offices of a Hollywood studio.


‘Rupert!’ he shouted as he danced past. ‘Hare, hare, hare!’


‘Hare to you. My goodness. When did all this happen?’


He broke off from the group and stood before me panting, tambourine in hand.


‘Didn’t you know? Steerforth left to go to work at Wildcat and didn’t take me with him. So I got fired. Dumped actually, from a great height.’


‘Didn’t you want to go somewhere else?’


‘Nobody wanted me. I was dead meat. Too old. Not enough flair. Not gay. Or black. Or a lesbian. Just a big old white straight blob on the verge of a nervous breakdown.’


‘I know how you feel.’


‘But I don’t. I don’t feel anything. It was all a storm in a teacup. Just because some group says you’re worthless doesn’t mean you are. Right?’


‘I suppose so. Although I seem to have been sent to the knacker’s yard with the old white straights. I keep screaming “I’m gay” but no one listens.’


‘Well, keep going,’ said the producer. Alistair was his name and he looked anxiously towards his disappearing band of brothers. (Not many girls in the Krishnas, by the way. Just saying.) ‘You definitely have something. I don’t know what, but it is something. Never forget it. That story you pitched us last year. It was brilliant. Original. Funny too.’


‘But you didn’t buy it.’


‘I know. Sorry. I really tried. Steerforth thought it was too gay. Ha!’


Someone shouted to him from the group, something like, ‘Come on, Shashi Pur.’


‘Coming,’ he trilled back. He looked at me. I’d never noticed what lovely eyes he had before. Filled with affection. His lashes had raindrops on them. ‘Hare Krishna, Rupert. All the very best. Call me. I still have a phone.’ And off he ran, backpack bouncing, tiny ankles in large trainers galumphing along the street under the fluttering skirts and the winter sky. He merged with the group and soon they were just an orange swaying smudge as they crossed Shaftesbury Avenue and disappeared into Chinatown.


I sat there for a long time, wondering. Perhaps I too should retire to a monastery. Certainly, if the reception engendered by my latest script was anything to go by, I was spent. Hardly anyone had bothered to read it and those who had were not biting. Showbusiness is not for those who bleed easily. Kean said that. Up and down. In and out. One moment they are hanging on your every word. The next, they’re looking right through you.


The project Alistair was talking about was the latest in a long line of ideas that I had pitched over the last twenty years. A couple of these ideas had been commissioned. Only one made it to the first night. The rest are nothing more than jugs of dust in the underground vault in which my meagre talent will – at this rate – remain forever buried.


And that’s when I had a rare brainwave. I would write up these ideas into a book of short stories.


The rain began to pour down. People scattered. High heels clicked and cantered down the street. Georgian London – what remained of it – shone majestically in the dusk, dripping brick pediments, shining windowpanes, doors, bricks, all those harsh unbreakable facts, blurred by the rain, converging on the black and white beamed hunting lodge, that wicked witch’s cottage in the middle of Soho Square. Underneath it all, buried somewhere in the bricks and mortar, were the echoes of a lifetime in the West End, the scattered applause of a midweek matinee, the standing ovation of a first night under the heavens spangled with a billion forgotten ideas.









THE WRONG BOX





John Schlesinger opened his script. It was bound in leather and embossed with his initials. The names of the dead – his films, more hits than misses – were carved down the spine in tiny gold letters and it looked like one of those Bibles you find in hotel bedrooms, care of the Jehovah’s Witnesses or the Mormons. He opened it religiously with chubby pink fingers at a certain page that seemed to offend. His face momentarily clouded.


‘Ah yes. The bloody funeral scene. Well. I love what we’ve got.’


He looked sheepishly over his reading glasses at me and Mel on the other side of the table. It was a sore point.


‘But John,’ wailed Mel, ‘it’s just dull. Nothing happens.’ Mel was my writing partner. She called herself my pet scribe, but she was hardly a pet. To start with there was nothing domesticated about Mel. She was wonderful and feral and looked a bit like the movie star Frances Farmer. (After the car crash but before the electric shock treatment.)


Mel had hooded blue eyes and now they stared at John beseechingly.


‘It tells the story,’ reasoned our director.


‘But nothing remarkable happens.’ It was my turn.


‘Yes, dear. In your Tennessee Williams world it probably is nothing. But we’re dealing with Middle America here. Not to mention that cunt Sherry Lansing over at Paramount.’ He covered his face with his hands.


Yesterday we’d had a bit of a set-to. It had started off as a bit of fun. I suggested that John play a leather queen in the funeral scene.


‘You could wheel a gigantic wreath up the hill to the cemetery.’ John was quite small, and I imagined the wreath and him being the same size. ‘It could give the funeral a new dimension, a comedy element.’ The funeral – incidentally – was for a man in the story who had died from AIDS just before the movie starts in the summer of 1986. In the scene, we are all standing round the grave. Me. Madonna. The friends and relations of the deceased (including Gavin Lambert as a bridge-playing fairy). And suddenly John arrives, in a biker’s cap and aviator shades, a kind of leather Grumpy, pushing the huge wreath sent from all the boys at the Tom of Finland Foundation. Had our dear friend been a secret leather queen? This would be the question crossing the mourners’ minds. It might have given the scene an impish spark to neutralise the dreary emotional candy floss conjured up by the writers of the original material.


‘Too late, dear,’ was John’s only response. ‘My last acting job was in 1952. What we need is a surprise. You and Madonna could arrive late.’


‘Fascinating,’ snipped Mel.


‘Wait a minute.’ I suddenly remembered: ‘I have rather a good story about being late for a funeral.’


‘Well? What is it?’ sighed John. ‘Bearing in mind we have a lot to get through this morning.’


At that moment I think I’m living the American dream. John, me and Mel free-associating in a pagoda at a rented house in the Hollywood Hills during the spring of ’99, about my film for Paramount. John seemed to me to be the last tenuous link to the Movieland of my dreams, the place I could have belonged, where the scent of orange blossom wafting up from the Valley was so strong in spring that people in the hills would pack up and move down to Hollywood because they couldn’t sleep at night. Now those orange groves were buried in asphalt and the Garden of Allah was a parking lot but there was still something holding on.


John. He didn’t wear breeches and riding boots, but he still moved like a great director, dressed for safari, pristine and pint-sized, his snow-white beard as manicured as a putting green, his foreign-ness as clearly marked against the casual blur of modern California as those extraordinary exiles from Germany must have been among the cowboys and Mexicans between the wars. He held all that history in his every gesture, in his working manner, in his behaviour at dinner, in the recollections of his love life. ‘There are some things that went on in a certain hotel room during Cowboy,’ he sang, ‘that I still ­haven’t got to the bottom of.’ I was in heaven.


On the subject of poppers, both of our favourite drug, he was very clear. ‘Oh yes, dear. That stuff in the bottle was nothing. The vials were the thing. There was a chemist on 34th Street back in the day. He’d see me walk in and he would shout “Have you come for your heart medicine, Mr Schlesinger?” Those were the days. Now, come on, dear. We digress.’


The Valley and the San Bernadino Mountains winked in the background. They’d heard the story before. The Santa Ana wind rustled through the eucalyptus trees by the pool. The low burp of an earth tremor shook the pagoda with a little jangle. Faraway phones. Hoovering inside the house. The hum of distant traffic, like a hive of bees, each one in production of something. Charades really. A play, a film, a TV, a script.





The story. Cue accordion and subtitle over establishing shots – Paris 1986.


There was a strange queen on the scene that summer, who always made us laugh. Me and Lychee and her band of gypsies, tramps and thieves. Every Sunday morning, he danced alone at the Kit Kat Club, spinning like a whirling dervish in slow motion, his head lolled back, eyes closed, large lips poised in a frozen kiss beneath a Hitler moustache. Round and round he went until there was no one left on the dance floor – just him – bathed in shards of light from the glitterball. The rest of us watched, stacked up against each other in the fever of the seventh ecstasy – that new (ish) drug on the scene. Occasionally the door upstairs to the street would open and a bright summer day would be revealed like a parallel universe and the real world beckoned. It was time to choose your chill-out partners and adjourn to someone’s apartment, close the shutters and wind down until night fell at least, maybe longer. In those days the party could go on for days. Slumped around some flat, the doorbell ringing, the dealer arriving, more guests, but never him.


Until one Sunday we went to a Brazilian restaurant called Chez Guy in the Latin quarter. Down some narrow stairs into a cellar off the Boulevard Saint-Germain.


Inside, an ageless sea goddess named Clea sang sambas with a band, while the clientele, jammed into tables under thick stone arches, drank caipirinhas and ate feijoada. And smoked. Everyone smoked in those days. Clea rode through the haze like the figurehead of a galleon, with long black hair, a flower tucked behind one ear, her voluptuous body thrusting against the waves. She sang with tremendous feeling and was artfully accompanied by a small group of pirates, all squeezed onto a kind of poop deck behind.


This was the year the dictatorship finally collapsed in Brazil and the exiled crowd was highly excitable. They roared at the start of each new anthem and sometimes stood up as one and sang along in floods of tears. At just such a moment we came in.


There were six of us. With glassy eyes and crazed smiles – nobody had been to bed – we held on to each other as we were led in a kind of stumbling conga line through the crowded restaurant to a long table where another party was already enjoying lunch at one end – and there he was, head lolled back as usual, transported by the music. He opened his eyes as we squeezed by.


‘There you are,’ he drawled, as if he expected us. ‘You’re late! She’s almost finished.’ A new song started and he leapt to his feet. Round and round as usual, eyes shut, tears glistening on the edge of each lid as he sang along.


In such a way we crossed the line, from the dance floor into the real world, and became friends.


His name was Napoleon Fernandes de Souza. He was unremarkable-looking, ageless and sensibly dressed, of mixed race and not at first glance a queen. In fact, he looked rather severe, like somebody’s uncle. But he had surprised eyes and an extraordinary scar reaching from one ear to the other under a thinning Afro. All enquiries exacted the same response. ‘War wounds,’ he would giggle, fingers crawling protectively to the formidable slash. Off a confused face he would occasionally extend the explanation. ‘Dr Pitanguy. Fils.’ Looking at you sideways. ‘A new method. At the time.’


‘When was that?’


‘A while ago.’ About his age, he was evasive. Somewhere along the line – ‘Fire Island in the seventies with my uncle’ – he learnt to speak good English and was very funny with it. He seemed to have a lot of uncles.


Napo had the infectious smile of a naughty beaver, or a Looney Tunes chipmunk. It suddenly burst out. The Hitler moustache lifted to reveal a mouth of feral teeth stained by the smoke of thirty Gitanes a day. He used those famous blue packets to great effect as pretend powder compacts, opening them as if they contained a mirror, appraising himself like a lady, moving his face from left to right, swishing an imaginary head of hair. He would perform this trick to strangers in the middle of a serious conversation. In short, he baffled everyone, including his family. According to him, his father had been a powerful general in the dictatorship. From an early age it was clear that Napo was never going to fit in. By the time he was sixteen the terrible truth was painfully apparent. To his father, his clawing mother and their other children, two older boys and two fat sisters. ‘Sissy. This is the English word, Rupert, non?’ We were sitting in the Tuileries Garden on a hot summer afternoon, waiting for a dealer.


‘It all happened very fast. I was too young to understand. I used to sit on my father’s knee in his uniform and feel terribly thrilled. He was an important man, you see. I felt the power.’


‘Between his legs?’


‘You are, as usual, very perceptive, Rupert.’ He giggled nervously, fingers like spider’s legs climbing across his face. ‘We were mad about each other. Then one day he saw who I really was. And his love snapped off like an electric light, so I left.’


‘Do you still hear from them?’


‘Do I hear from them? Every minute of every day. They’re all here. Now that the dictatorship has collapsed, they had to get out quick. And where did they come? To Mummy. I was French by then. You see, I could hardly refuse.’


‘Darling,’ said Corinne, the model agent, later. ‘His mother was a cleaning lady from Fort-de-France. Napoleon was born in Châteauroux. His name was Noury.’


‘I don’t think you’ll find that’s true,’ I replied tartly. I wanted Napo to be Napo.


One Sunday morning we found ourselves together at the Kit Kat Club as usual. It was about nine o’clock. Napoleon was sitting bolt upright and staring.


‘What are you up to later?’ he asked as I slid into the banquette. I glanced at the dance floor, where the number I had been tracking all weekend was dancing in a group of friends, juddering in the strobe lights like a cartoon in a flip book. His head turned. Our eyes locked. Was he up for it? A look of sheer hatred was often indistinguishable from a queen’s idea of come-and-get-me. Reading the difference was the life and death talent that made for a successful player on the circuit.


‘Nothing much,’ I replied finally. ‘Why? What are you doing?’ He looked at me with revolving eyes.


‘My mother is having her funeral at half past eleven. I wondered if you might join me.’


‘I’m a bit high.’


‘And I’m a bit higher.’


The street shimmered as we made our way to the taxi rank on the Boulevard de Sébastopol. Ripped from the brain-numbing cocoon of the thumping club into the open air, we could barely put one foot in front of the other. We moved with difficulty through the crowds, suddenly in sharp focus, pores, noses, clothes, voices close. The sun flickered through the plane trees and the driver looked suspicious as Napoleon opened the rear door of a taxi, his black face grey, slack and empty, leaning in with mad wide eyes staring out like a blind marquise arriving at the guillotine. He lowered himself in slow motion towards the back seat, one hand gripping the roof of the car, the other groping shakily inside.


Finally in, we both lay back as Paris rolled past the windows towards Napoleon’s flat in the Rue Saint-Martin. Not a word was spoken. Instead, the strange flatulent shuffling of rubber tyres rolling over cobbles, a sound peculiar to Paris, reminded me suddenly that I was actually there, living there. I had escaped my past. This feeling of release crashed in often, a mainline injection of sheer joy, like falling through space, as I crossed the Champs-Élysées, or arrived in a taxi at the Place Blanche and saw the Moulin Rouge through the rain, its red-lit sails creaking slowly across time, or sat, as now, on the way to Napoleon’s mother’s funeral, Paris shaking and tipping, upside down through the rear window. These views took in all of my dreams. Pebbledash England, dripping and soot-stained, had not yet taken root as the romantic memory it was shortly to become. There’s a tipping point in the life of an exile and I had not reached it. London simply represented the me I wanted to lose. In Paris that year a new character had emerged – mute, since I still couldn’t speak the language, watchful, intent. None of these qualities could have been attributed to the old me. The old me was a live wire, hissing and flaring across the floor towards an explosion that never came.


A funeral.


‘I don’t think I can make it,’ I said finally. Or was it someone else? My voice seemed far away.


‘Nonsense. We’ll have a pick-me-up when we get home.’


Napoleon’s flat was five floors up. With the tenacity of a mountain goat he trudged ahead while I collapsed at the second-floor landing. I could hear his keys turning in a lock far above. A door opened and slammed. He had probably forgotten I was there. So much the better. I sat on the stairs, my head in my hands, and the silence screamed. Through my fingers the ratty stair carpet, amber whorls on downtrodden red, spiralled round and round, down and down. Hours or minutes or a second later – the pills bent time – a cockroach began to make its way across this colourful terrain, stopping every so often to wave its antennae and look around.


The perfume of every Parisian stairwell had its own particular allure. In the competition between polish and cabbage for the top note, in this case the vegetable was the victor. Its cooked breath hung over the waxy parquet. A door opened somewhere and the voice of the concierge blared out, coarse, Auvernois, trilling abuse at some footsteps tumbling down the stairs. The buzz and click of the big front door, followed by an earth-shaking crash as it slammed shut, then silence again. I was about to go downstairs and return home when another door opened high above and a voice called out.


‘Hurry up. We’re going to be late.’


Inside the small flat Napoleon had rustled up a party atmosphere. He had opened the windows and drawn the curtains. Thin and red, they blew into the room, drenching it in a flapping pink glow. He had cranked up the stereo and a couple of long white powder rails of coke were stretched out across a mirror on the kitchen table. The window in that room was wide open too and the breeze moved through the flat like a poltergeist, flapping the pages of magazines, suddenly slamming the loo door, and drifting the coke on the mirror. The kitchen looked onto a well of peeling walls and windows, a kind of megaphone that amplified snatches of conversation, the clatter of plates and washing-up, all the noises of a Parisian Sunday morning.


‘Look what Mummy found,’ said Napo, wielding a tiny piece of paper the size of a postage stamp, and a pair of scissors.


‘What’s that?’ I didn’t have my glasses on.


‘A little trip, querido. Essential for funerals.’


‘You must be mad. Your mother might suddenly rise up from her coffin.’


‘Good. There are several things I forgot to mention on the deathbed. Just a nibble. To give things a bit of colour.’


He neatly cut the tiny piece of paper into quarters.


‘Open wide, and I’ll put the rest in my wallet for later. Come on. We’re late.’


Napoleon had a Mini. ‘Shouldn’t we take a cab?’ I wondered nervously. He was bending down, trying to grasp the door handle, dressed in a dark suit. I was wearing a borrowed overcoat, my dancing gear – cargo pants and work boots – underneath.


‘We must go first to the funeral home and then to the cemetery,’ he said, like an explorer. ‘We will never find a taxi. And I’m not going with my brothers. No. We must go in my car. Relax. I can drive.’


And he could. He produced a joint from his breast pocket, long and wiggly in his mouth, bouncing up and down as he spoke, billowing thick smoke as he lit it, while simultaneously screeching headlong into the traffic. The Mini quickly clouded over but Napo drove on regardless.


I opened the window. It was a lovely day. Paris at its best, alive. Often it looks grey and dead. But today the boulevard was honeycomb and the red geraniums, blotches in the windows, superimposed almost, were like the flowers in the postcards of one’s youth.


‘Will they all be there? The brothers and the sisters and your father?’


‘All.’


‘Won’t they wonder what I am doing?’


‘Of course. That’s the whole point.’


The funeral home was in Neuilly, on the other side of the Arc de Triomphe. We arrived at a low white building on the edge of the Bois and parked round the back in a kind of service area. Ten hearses and a Mini. It was a death factory. Inside, the vestibule was light and airy. Crisp, friendly air hostesses presided. Pall-bearers were dressed like bouncers. The names of the dead were listed and numbered on a large board like the specialities in a restaurant, and we set off down a long, wide corridor, accompanied by our own air hostess, past identical chapels, one after another. For some reason they made Napoleon giggle. ‘Another. And another. Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.’ These chapels were actually called lying-in rooms, according to the young lady, each with its own lurid stained-glass window – ‘individually designed by some of the greatest artists of the day’. These backlit fruit salads threw spangled lights on all the ghoulish drapery of death, the altar, the lectern, the coffin swamped in flowers, and managed to make everything look somewhat magical. (A Shrek aesthetic before its time.) There were no crosses. Jesus wasn’t looking down. Nor was the Virgin Mary looking up in this industrialised deathworks. The coffins were deposited through a hatch and were squeezed back out, like calcified loaves, straight into the open mouths of the hearses backed up against the drab concrete cliff of the service area where we had parked. From there they set off to the church or the crematorium or the cemetery, depending on the order of the day. In one chapel two men hoovered. There was a smell of dead flowers. From a closed door the muffled sound of a hymn. Two rooms were empty. ‘Resting,’ said Napoleon, whose mood seemed to be improving by the minute. More bouncers observed, faintly threatening.


From a chapel ahead came the sound of screams, like a torture chamber. ‘Don’t worry. It’s the acid,’ said Napoleon knowingly.


But it wasn’t. As we passed, we both stopped dead in our tracks. A group of Vietnamese women were hurling themselves at a tiny child’s coffin. Their faces were purple with grief, but the men too were howling as they tried to pull their women off the casket. A monk stood above the fray, expressionless in a shaft of orange light. His acolyte banged a gold bowl on the altar and a beautiful sound rang out, sharp but soothing, and the congregation was suddenly becalmed. The monk sang through the silence, a lilting guttural stream of ancient prayer, and time briefly stood still.


‘I can see the words coming out of his mouth,’ said Napoleon and I had to push him on.


Nothing could have been more of a contrast than the de Souza chapel next door. Three large men in black sat in a row, staring ahead. They had thick necks and dyed hair. Two matronly women sat on the other side of the aisle, also with thick necks and dye from the same bottle. There was no music, no flowers, just the coffin, short and wide, dividing the family group.


As we came in, they turned as one. Napoleon visibly shrank. As if on cue the screaming started again next door, stranger and more frightening, muffled now by the wall between us. Greetings seemed to catch in everyone’s throat – and for a second we all looked at one another, frozen, as if by a power cut from which, after a moment, we juddered back into action.


We gingerly sat down behind the men as they shook Napoleon’s hand and stared at me suspiciously. Napo didn’t bother with introductions. With nothing better to do I stared back. The necks seemed to be pulsing, pink, throbbing. I could see their younger selves buried alive in the mounds of blubber; their blunt child’s eyes imprisoned inside the folds of flesh. Too much rice, I thought. The acid had kicked in. A little bell tinkled and we all stood. A tiny Brazilian priest swished through a side door and the show began.


Once a Catholic, you can follow the Mass in any language and still thrill to all your favourite bits. Once I had I learnt French, I adored the translation of the Hail Mary. ‘The fruit of thy womb’ turned into ‘les fruits de vos entrailles’. Mary’s entrails gave the prayer a whole new dimension and she lost the dreary virginal quality. Portuguese sounds rather like a game of ping pong – tudo bem, tudo bom – and the Mass had a strange clockwork feeling. Soon it was time for communion and Napoleon rose like a zombie and lurched towards the altar, where he collapsed dramatically to his knees. His eyes were on stalks watching the host going into his mouth. Perhaps the transubstantiation was finally happening. He definitely looked as if he was sucking Jesus’ toe on the way back. The acid was surging. Billowing with visible ideas. I could already hear Napo’s mother scratching the coffin from inside. I clutched the pew. The screams intensified next door. The flowers were taking over the chapel, growing and bending, new buds unfolding, lilies everywhere, it was like Jack and the beanstalk. The priest seemed to be laughing. Then everyone was laughing. Roaring. Then the coffin started to move. Was it moving? It was. The family filed out of the chapel but we remained in our pew – clutching the handrail for dear life. ‘Two more minutes,’ Napo suggested.


‘Phew,’ he said finally. ‘That was intense.’


Outside, the family were climbing into a limousine waiting at the bottom of the steps. They acknowledged us briefly. Funeral pleasantries were exchanged but no one suggested giving us a lift to the cemetery. So we galloped off to find the Mini, just as Napoleon’s mother was being slid into her hearse from the hatch in the wall. We waited while the bouncers secured the coffin to the brass rails and fastened the flowers on top before climbing inside. Then we followed the hearse out of the compound.


On the way to the cemetery Napoleon was in a reflective mood. He lit another long waggly joint, extracted a bottle of cachaça from under his seat and told stories of his childhood. I closed my eyes and drifted with the story.


‘The day martial law was declared there was tremendous excitement in the streets. We knew that our father was involved. He had hardly been home in the last weeks. Nothing much changed for us but of course the military tightened their grip and the people began to wake up. I didn’t really know what politics was until one of my friends had been taken by the police at a demonstration and with wires from a telephone, one attached to his you-know-what and another to his mouth, had endured three hours of electric shocks. He told them everything, although there was nothing much to tell. Another friend – a girl – asked me to intercede for him with my father. With the heart in the mouth – isn’t that the expression? – I did. My father listened. Said nothing, thanked me and left. We never saw my friend again, by the way.


‘When my father came back – much later that night – I was summoned to his study. He said it was dangerous for me to remain in Brazil, that I was a threat to the survival of the family, that my unnatural way of life was not going to smear their chances. I just watched him – and I watched my mother, who had been summoned to witness my dismissal. She was in her nightdress and carefully kept her head down but did not offer a word of support. By then I didn’t care. But even I was surprised when my father produced an air ticket. I was being banished. I was to leave in two days. I was to have a room near the Brazilian embassy in Paris for a few months while I found my feet. And that was that.


‘ “When am I coming back?” I asked. He just looked at me and left the room. Waking up the next morning the first thing I thought was that I must have been dreaming. But then reality crashed into place. The house was empty. A shell of whispering memories. My mother had taken the others to our place in the mountains by Petrópolis. Only the old maid stayed behind. Magali. She helped me pack. At the end we sat on the bed and held hands. She gave me a medal of the Virgin Mary. I still have it. And that was it. The next day my father’s driver took me to the airport. I was tremendously excited. Travel in those days . . . well, no one really went anywhere – and there was I on my way to the future. A door was closing and I ran through it, you see. So, you can imagine twenty years later, there I was living happily in Paris, naturalised, a French citizen, and suddenly they needed me. How could I refuse to help? I ended up being their lifeline.’


We arrived at the gates of the cemetery and time and space were beginning to bend. A second was taking an hour and an inch turned into a mile. The hearse ahead stopped and we parked the car. Charnel houses lined the avenue. They looked like skyscrapers, the Fifth Avenue of death, stretching for miles.


‘Ai meu deus. Mama’s coffin seems to have shrunk,’ said Napoleon as the glittering box slid from the hearse.


‘So it does.’ I looked at him. He was all mouth and moustache.


‘What are you laughing about?’


‘You look like a Picasso.’


‘Well, you look like The Scream by Munch.’


‘Yes. And the coffin is the size of a skateboard.’


‘It’s tiny.’


‘It is.’


‘Is it?’


Other cars appeared and we braced ourselves. The funeral limousines seemed like tanks suddenly, or the people had shrunk. Either way, the family seemed to be jumping from them.


‘I don’t think that’s them.’


‘It’s them, all right,’ said Napoleon firmly.


We made our way to the grave. The mourners recoiled in horror, but we took it in our stride. Then one of them started to shout.


‘Let’s talk about this later, Papa,’ reasoned Napo.


‘Are you sure that’s your father?’ I asked.


‘Claro. She has a terrible temper. This is a most amusing trip. The whole family have shrunk.’


‘And there are so many of them.’


‘They must have arrived from somewhere else.’


‘But where?’


Only when we arrived at the grave – a mere three feet long – did reality dawn.


We had followed the wrong box. Napoleon’s family snapped suddenly into the Vietnamese party from the next-door chapel, and they were not in the mood for apologies.


Napoleon scoured the horizon for his mother’s funeral party and started running up the tomb-lined avenue, looking wildly from right to left. He slowed down at the brow of a hill and stopped, a strange silhouette with flat feet and billowing breath. He was still panting when I caught up with him, tears streaming down his face. And then we saw them, far off, leaving the graveyard. Napoleon waved and shouted, and they turned, a strange herd in the valley of death, and then disappeared through the cemetery gate.


By the time we got to the grave the diggers were already getting to work. I hung back and Napoleon stood at the edge as the black dirt thlunked on to the coffin of his mother and suddenly he began to howl like a wounded beast. I took hold of his arm, afraid for a moment that he was going to throw himself in. He didn’t. Instead we went for a coffee in a Moroccan restaurant nearby and it started to rain.


‘You see,’ explained Napoleon, ‘I do have emotions. Shall we order a couscous?’


*


‘Well dear, that’s all very well,’ sniffed John Schlesinger. ‘But do you seriously imagine Madonna is going to take acid? Your idea of what “goes” in commercial American cinema is way off the mark, I’m afraid.’ Smoke was coming out of his ears.


‘It’s just for the idea,’ I snapped. ‘No one has to take any drugs. Nor do they have to be starting off from a nightclub. They just get stuck talking and then they follow the wrong box. It was you who wanted them to arrive late. I’m providing you with context.’


‘Well I prefer it as is.’ And he slammed the script shut. I wondered if our film’s title would ever make it on to the spine of his bible.


The end of the story.


Eventually, Paris became too familiar and I moved on. To New York. Los Angeles. Florida. I lost contact with Napoleon. Occasionally, I would hear about him. Napo was still dancing. Napo was arrested in Rio. Napo lived with a fireman. (But not like that.) He continually lost his phone, so little by little everyone slipped away in the virtual age. I bumped into him – years later – near the Gare du Nord. He hadn’t changed. Still breathless. Still the surprised eyes. We arranged to meet, but he never showed up. And then a strange thing happened. A few weeks ago, I was in Paris and came across an old friend from the disco days. ‘Whatever happened to Napoleon?’ he asked. Good question. I told him all I knew. ‘Sad,’ we agreed. ‘She was a lot of fun.’


The next day the same disco friend called me. ‘You won’t believe it,’ he gasped. ‘You know we were talking about Napoleon de Souza? Well, he’s dead. Last week. He had a heart attack at some Caribbean nightclub in the suburbs. He got up to dance and collapsed. The perfect death, non? For once.’ The disco friend went on and on.


I couldn’t help wondering just how perfect death in a strobe light could be. Did they turn the music off, or did he drift away to ‘Hey! Macarena’. Not very restful, nor a very promising arrival at the pearly necklace. Quite possibly St Peter would say, ‘Back to square one, Napoleon.’ Or perhaps they would take pity. If it exists up there. Maybe he is dancing for eternity. Round and round. Bathed in shards of angelic light.









SEBASTIAN MELMOTH


The Morning After and the Night Before





I conceived the idea for a movie about the last days of Oscar Wilde at lunch one day with the director – now dead – Roger Michell. We had worked together in the theatre back at the end of the century and had kept in touch.


He liked my idea of setting the story inside the frame of a fatal night out.


I have always been fascinated by death. One never knows when the last moment is. The last goodbye. The last drink. In my version of the story, drifting Oscar of the boulevards scores some cash, some drugs, goes out on the town and dies.


‘Perfect,’ agreed Roger. ‘With flashbacks. Go and write it.’


I did. We had a reading. Everyone loved it. Roger would direct. Scott Rudin and Robert Fox agreed to produce. Things were all set. Next stop, the Oscars.


Then Roger dropped out and the whole card house slowly collapsed.


Ten years later I finally made the film myself. It became a life-or-death challenge to create my own portrait of Wilde. I felt the other movies about him – each with their own strengths – had not fully captured the weird magical destructive whole of that extraordinary character. They seemed reverential. Oscar was a god, but also a wonderfully flawed fairy. I think that’s what it means to be Christ. With his death the road to liberty was born. It had found a face.





Paris, autumn 1900.


Eyes closed, spinning with drink, slumped in a chair, life reduces – or expands – to a green-drenched darkness of swaying sunlight and faraway sounds dimly perceived through purple lids and one deaf ear. Motionless he sits, a crumbling sphinx in the blur of movement, only a fat cigarette-stained finger tapping on a hand spread wide, up and down, conducting some new thought into an interior symphony – a slow movement, on a slow day where business is thin.


In this way he has passed the long, hot summer, day in, day out – at the same table on the boulevard – in last year’s suit, darned and stained, with an old felt hat worn low to conceal. His face, a marbled slab of raw meat, was once – not that long ago – at the very centre of fashion. Those famous features are a memory now, submerged in folds of livid flesh. The muscles on his cheek have snapped or frozen or simply given up, so that one eye hangs and the left side of his mouth is gloomily set while the other still searches for the old jokes. Today the weak October sun is the right light for this ruin and later the gaslight will be kinder still and there may even be one last chance for romance and tragedy in this shell, this chrysalis, from which the shade of a long-dead butterfly may yet spread patchwork wings and flit through the beams of light up and down the boulevard, maybe even sucking some cock on a side street before the night is over.


He dreams and drowns slowly, his whole life parading before him for review. Memory is the last thing that holds him to life, the clutched straw, and now an image suggests itself – an attic window on a long-forgotten street – and he swims towards it.


It is that magic moment of a June dusk when the sky is almost white over the rooftops and stars begin to glitter like dice thrown across space. Pigeons flap in the black trees and smoke winds dreamily from chimney stacks over waves of slate towards the river and the Albert Bridge. A voice calls from the street, a cheeky cockney selling the evening paper, and a horse and cart clatters through the deepening silence.


Inside the darkened room tucked beneath the eaves he is reading to his two children. His darling boys. The same dream. The same story. The same fading light. The boys lie together in the same bed (a rare truce), and he sits at the end with a book in his hands – although he doesn’t read from it. He knows it by heart. He leans back now, transported by the magic of his own words.


‘Swallow, swallow, little swallow, you tell me of marvellous things,’ he whispers.


Is it really him? So young, so thin, so many teeth and such skin. What clothes! He wears a long fur coat (never retrieved from Willis’s) over evening dress. Peeking from starched cuffs, his hands are plump and wilting, heavy with agate and emerald rings curled around his fingers. The drama of the scene is not lost on his little sons. They watch in awe, eyes glittering, as their father incants the bedtime story.


And the voice. Sweeping the registers, seductive and fantastic, coming and going in great crashing waves.


‘But more marvellous than this is the suffering of men and women. There is no mystery so great as suffering.’


‘Papa, I don’t understand,’ says Cyril, the elder boy.


‘One day you will, my dearest. One day you will. All will be revealed.’


(An easy answer. He too does not yet understand. He wrote this when he knew nothing of life. Now that he knows it – there is nothing left to write.)


‘Fly over my city, little bird and tell me what you see there. So the swallow flew over the great city and saw the rich making merry in their beautiful houses, while the white faces of starving children looked out listlessly at the black streets.’
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