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For my dear boys




He knew what that jubilant crowd did not, but could have learned from books, that the plague bacillus never dies nor disappears for ever . . .


– Albert Camus, The Plague




Chapter 1


I was waiting for my mother to die. I wasn’t waiting with eagerness or curiosity or sadness – she was very old – but with a fullness of heart, as though into that tricky organ a lot of history and deception and regret had ﬂooded. My heart was pumped full with this accumulation of feeling. It wasn’t a sense of my own mortality, although you are said to feel you have shufﬂed up the line as your parents die, shufﬂed up the line towards the payout window. Or the pit. Or nothingness. A French acquaintance of mine had said to me of death, ‘C’est la vide’ and I had laughed in an inappropriate manner thinking he had said, ‘C’est la vie’, imagining a little Gallic jeu de mots, a bitter-sweet Frenchness, dark tobacco and paper tablecloths. No, I wasn’t thinking of my own end, although the arum lilies by the bedside breathed the heavy musk of death. Some ﬂowers are too nearly perfect for their own good, and arum lilies are avatars of perfection. They have veins on them like a man’s penis, and this is perhaps a warning of their duplicitousness.


And as I sat by the bedside next to the small shape that barely disturbed the covers I was wondering what had happened to my mother. Once she had been a large woman, with a noble head. Now the head, reddened eyes closed, mouth moving ﬁtfully, seemed to be attached to very little. Her body had dwindled; in the six months since I had seen her last, it had been spirited away. She was asleep so much that I wondered if there wasn’t simply a semantic distinction between this state – the little sighs, the leaf tremors, the (imagined) exhalations – and the more profound sleep to come.


Earlier in the day she said to me, ‘Don’t kiss me, I’m disgusting.’ My heart – my volatile heart – had broken. I kissed her forehead anyway, my tears unseen, feeling the skin so dry that it seemed to me that the life-giving cells had already died, leaving her covered in parchment. She believed that her breath smelled of death, I think, but I caught nothing of that, only the rushing scents of all those forces that were accumulating, the scents of regret and deception.


 


‘I’ll be back soon,’ I said. ‘I’m going for a walk.’


My words fell as softly and silently as petals. I wondered, as I walked out of the wide, linoleum-lined corridors, past the clanking implements and the toothless nurses, if I had really uttered them, or merely intended to say them. The business of death makes these distinctions unimportant.


There was a freshness outside the clinic, a pleasing turbu­lence in the clouds and agitation among the grasses. Even the arum lilies moved stifﬂy, like pallbearers. A stream ran through the estate, through a dinky golf course, trimmed down for the oldies, and here in the damp hollows arums stood. The mountains above the estate are known as the Helderberg, clear mountains, but today the mountain tops were intermittently hidden by fretful clouds and then suddenly revealed, with all the pointlessness of a magic show. I hate conjurors and magicians and jugglers.


And I ﬁnd mountains disturbing. I think of myself as a ﬂat-lander, a plains person, a man for the big vista, although I grew up in the shadow of a mountain. I have contradictory ideas. Women have pointed this out to me, which I have come to understand is the role of women: to locate the magnetic pole in any relationship and steer for it.


I walked out of the gates of the estate and down a farm track that seemed to be heading for the mountains. I strode out, hoping in the turbulence of the air to harness the turbulence of feeling within me. It’s a hopeless task, this obligation to try to proﬁt from experience, to make some personal capital out of adversity. Sometimes I think, like Sartre, that I am superﬂuous. Sometimes I laugh bitterly at the pretensions we nurse, the idea that our lives have meaning and value. But like Sartre, like everybody else, I am trapped within this conundrum: on the one hand I know it’s all meaningless, on the other I cannot avoid the consequences of being alive. Only death will dissolve the contradiction, as it is about to for my mother.


I looked back at the estate: touted to the elderly as an exclusive retirement village, it had been so oversold that from here it was higgledy-piggledy, the houses jostling each other for space around the central greensward of the miniaturised golf course.


Now as I walked down the farm road, I entered the past, without seeing the portals. The vines were nearly bare: some wrinkled-scrotum grapes still clung on among the spectacu­larly lurid but increasingly isolated leaves. I wondered if these were the same vine leaves that the Greeks ate. My mind, overburdened with the onrushing event, was erratic. Every detail of the landscape was familiar to me, and these details seemed to be calling to me on private frequencies although the gist of their message was unclear. I stopped by the track to look at a small colony of ants, busily fetching dried grass which they took below; other ants were excavating to make room for the grass, so producing a pyramid of sand, and I remembered the hours I had spent in the company of ants.


Although I was aware of their diligent, steady natures I sometimes threw them into the pits made by the ant-lion, a creature which operated with loathsome guile. The ants could not escape from these pits and down, just below the sand, the ant-lion waited to seize them with its outsize claws. After a brief struggle, the ant was dragged below. Goodbye ant, steady little fellow with social instincts. The science of studying ants is know as myrmecology, and the father of this science is René-Antoine Ferchault de Réaumur. And as I looked at the ants – old chums – I remembered that Eugène Marais – a local boy – asked of ants, What purpose have they served? And answered himself: What purpose do you think we have served? None. We are ants. As a boy I read Sartre and I saw that Sartre and Eugène Marais experienced the same vibe. (Ambivalent word, vibe: post-modern in some mouths, embarrassing in others.)


Down this track I saw some whitewashed cottages, with outside ovens built on to the sturdy chimneys, and children – anonymous children – playing with tyres and bits of wire. A clump of canna lilies blazed orange, like a ﬁre in an amateur dramatic production, and turtle doves burbled in their liquid, foolish-virgin, fashion. The children laughed – they jeered – the guinea fowl screamed and the crickets joined in. This pastorale was as familiar to me as the turbine sounds of London where I have lived for so long; where I have expended my essence. Standing at night in my small garden in the great city, I listened to the rumbling, the moaning, the soughing, cut by the sharp notes of police sirens and the vibrato of trains not far away, imagining myself at the centre of the great human enterprise. I saw the city as an accumulation of folly and wisdom and striving and failure; I saw it as art and squalor and nobility and venality. These noises which reached me in my garden were a hymn produced by machinery standing in for humanity. The instruments of human endeavour. I hummed along with the Fanfare for the Common Man. I applauded those who placed every weeping brick in place to make the city, and I extended my arms in communion like the early Christian praying ﬁgures, the Orantes, in the British Museum.


But now I realised that while I was away, the ants had been busy. This should have come as no surprise. Ants have been at it for aeons. But they have not evolved. They are found trapped in two-million-year-old Baltic amber, exactly the same ants as scuttle the earth today. Ants have a peculiar, purposeful way of walking, something like traditional Japanese women, humble and conscious of their pressing duty. My thoughts were disordered. But on that particular day I made allowances for myself because death was creating advance eddies.


I remembered as a child laying my head on the ground to hear warning of enemies approaching, as Aboriginals were able to do. Then I heard nothing, although I tried to tune up my senses so that I could detect footfalls, even from a mile or so away, and in a related exercise I tried to speak to horses. There was no manual to learn either talent, and willing it did not make it happen. But now I heard clearly the not-so-stealthy approach of death. It sounded to my over-receptive ear like the beating wings of a ﬂock of birds – approaching, naturally.


At the end of the farm track was a gate ﬂanked by white pillars. On one of the pillars was inscribed ‘Nooitgedacht’ which in my excited state I took to be more than a coincidence because it means ‘unexpected’ in Dutch. Old Dutch.


A smaller sign, painted on a piece of hardboard and attached to a post, read ‘Children’s playground and tea’. I walked up the track towards the house which was mostly hidden behind oak trees and an overgrown hedge, except for a glimpse of a tin roof and a modest gable. On the left was the children’s playground, some painted seesaws and swings, and a thick knotted rope attached to a huge oak. Some ducks were conﬁned around a small pond, which was crudely made of cement. A peacock, with a grey, colourless tail, stood listlessly near a model locomotive, made of breeze blocks. The mountains behind were suddenly clear, their slopes a green and grey and silver needlepoint, and the crags above were summery, looking like Cézanne’s ‘Mont Sainte-Victoire’, although higher. I have been to Cézanne’s house, Le Jas de Bouffan in Aix, and swum in his bassin, which is just as it was when he painted it. The painting hangs in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. When I saw it – I wasn’t looking for it – it was so recognisable that I expected to see myself in the middle of the bassin, striking boldly for the far end, where a romanesque lion stood, guarding a fountain. Beside me, swimming with a sort of frantic small-boy eagerness, would have been my son Matt, seven. He was swimming like an insect, with jerky movements, aware that he was only marginally buoyant. In fact he would have sunk without my occasionally outstretched hand holding his small biceps.


I approached the house through the overgrown hedge. Just as suddenly as they had cleared, the mountains were now disappearing again behind a foaming torrent of cloud, which poured over from the far side, but vanished at a certain altitude, just below the level of the brown cliffs which moments before had set me thinking of Aix-en-Provence. The house was probably once completely thatched; now it had a makeshift tin roof ﬂecked and faded red, the precise colour and texture of certain sea anemones. Only one slope of the roof of an outbuilding was still of thatch, wet and rotten. The steps up were cement, painted red and polished, gleaming in contrast to the mottled roof. The café was in the front room, the voorkamer, and two young women stood ready, wearing aprons. The cakes were laid out on a table and each cake was covered with cling ﬁlm. The tea was poured from a large brown enamel pot into a green cup. Invited to choose a cake – Wanna naas hoemade kek? – I pointed at a coffee-coloured cake covered with hundreds and thousands – which, for all I knew, had ceased to exist about the time of the Cuban missile crisis – tiny, multi-coloured balls of something – perhaps sugar or marzipan – which were scattered on the icing.


As I picked up the teacup I dropped it and it broke, neatly into three pieces. I insisted on paying for it as they brought me some more tea, smiling, and wiped the pale, sherry-cask ﬂoorboards. They retreated behind the trestle table that held the cakes and a large urn, and whispered. The hundreds and thousands crunched alarmingly under my cosseted but fragile teeth. I wondered if the noise of minute fragmentation was reaching them. They were young, but farm girls still bearing the imprint of the lost peoples. It was a watermark, in their cheeks and eyes, as though their ancestors were giving me a timely lesson in immortality: look, nothing dies for ever.


The room was long, with two huge, ﬂoor-length windows, each with thirty-six panes. Apart from the tables and the kitchen chairs there was no furniture, but I knew that in this room there had once been a riemepiebank, a sort of settee made of yellow-wood with strips of untreated leather to sit on, and perhaps a large bridal chest and over there a ﬁreplace for the chilly nights of winter, when – like today – the clouds were low and the air was turbulent. I sat there for a while, drinking my tea, crunching the little, lurid pellets, and listening to the whispers, which reached me only as a susurration without words. Above the mountains there was thunder. One of the girls giggled.


I walked back down the track away from the house. I adopted a half run and half walk in the hopes of beating the oncoming rain, but it caught me, icy cold as though it had come from far-off and indifferent regions. The clouds darkened and there was lightning above the mountains, sheet lightning, like the ﬂash of artillery in war movies. The track, which had been so dry, was now awash. The children were huddled in the doorway of a cottage. They waved and jeered as I passed. Whitey is wet. I wondered if the ants had a way of stopping their nests against the water.


I showered in my mother’s cottage and hurried to the clinic. She lay there, diminished in the hour or so I had been away.


‘I’m here, Ma,’ I said.


I held her hand which was as light as a leaf. The back of her hand and her arm which lay exposed were covered in brown and purple patches because of the Warfarin.


‘I’m here.’


I felt or imagined a faint response in her hand. It was no more than a tremor. Perhaps the advancing Aboriginals would have given themselves away in this fashion, with a barely perceptible vibration. It would be difﬁcult, I could see, for the untrained ear to catch it.


Some moments later she sighed. I can’t say it was a sigh of contentment. In fact it was fetched up from the void, a bucket thrown down to unknown depths and ﬁlled with an unknown substance, a portion of what was to come. She had had a preview of it, and it ﬁlled her with terror. I guessed that what she glimpsed was unknowable and utterly blank, bearing no meaning at all, and that was the horror.




Chapter 2


I am working on a corporate ﬁlm. I have aspired to make serious ﬁlms about love and pain, ﬁlms washed with an awareness of the humour and poignancy of existence, but my career has not worked out in the way I had hoped. So now I am listening to the marketing director of a new resort, soon to be built in the Turks and Caicos Islands. He illustrates his brieﬁng with large cards. The ﬁrst card is blue and written on it is YOU DESERVE IT. The marketing director is Dutch and he speaks English with a slangy, metallic, but only partly justiﬁed, conﬁdence: ‘We started from a very basic concept, reward. Which leads to empowerment. Take power. You have worked for it, you deserve it. Treat yourself. You are entitled to it. Don’t stunt yourself.’


I wonder if he means ‘stint’.


‘Don’t stunt yourself. Go for it. It’s yours by rights.’


I smile encouragement. I would like to say ‘by right’, but of course I don’t. Prepositions and other niceties have had to be sacriﬁced to global English. I don’t want to look like a pedant.


He holds up another card; on it is written LIVE THE DREAM, against a blue sky with ﬂuffy clouds, clouds that are there to off-set the dazzling cerulean of the sky. Very blue, cloudless skies are abnormal and threatening. White clouds, like sheep in a green ﬁeld, add domestic scale and induce conﬁdence.


‘Live the dream. We are all dreamers.’


‘Dreamers’ comes out as ‘treemiss’ – vee are oll treemiss – which sounds like Middle English.


‘Live the dream, because dreams can become reality. We understand that everyone dreams of escape. Apart from sex, it is the number one dream. It would be a house in the country or a tropical island of your own. We say, you can live the dream. We empower you to live the dream.’


Now he holds up a card which reads SHARE THE DREAM.


‘The way to make your dreams live, your dreams of a paradise that the ancients called Arcadia, way back when, is to share the dream. Only the super-rich can afford their own paradise, so our concept is paradise shared.’


It sounds to me like ‘parrots’ eyes sheared’. I think – I would – of the razor blade in Le Chien Andalou.


‘I like that,’ I say. ‘Parrots’ eyes sheared.’


He’s pleased that I like it. Through everything, I have the ability – in the short term, anyway – to make people want to please me. I don’t know why that is or what imagined qualities they see in me. He is wearing a light grey Italian suit of gossamer-thin material. But as I look at him I see one of Breughel’s peasant faces, eyes red-rimmed, slightly puffy, his skin sensitive and his light hair slightly thinning, and not at all suited to the urgent, upstanding, haircut it has been given in some big city. This north European hair was designed to ﬂop limply.


‘Parrots’ eyes sheared means a slize of parrots’ eyes. You buy into the parrots’ eyes cloob concept.’


Now he holds up the logo of the proposed development: PARADISE CLUB. I have been prescient, because each letter is formed by a brightly coloured macaw, beak-to-tail, tail-to-­beak, against a background of deep-green palm trees.


‘That’s great. Great.’


I am not being ironic. It’s damned clever. And anyway I believe that you adopt the appropriate demeanour for what­ever form of human enterprise you engage in. When I worked at Harrods as a student there was a man in charge of the toilets who dressed in a brown suit and a brown bowler hat.


‘Paradise Club. I like that,’ I add.


‘But before anyone will be saying “time share”, we present the next stage, like so.’


Now he has abandoned the formal presentation and taken me into his conﬁdence.


‘We show them our club concept and explain what a club means and what lifestyle value a club attributes.’


He shows me a card which reads UNIQUE CLUB CONCEPT.


‘We say: You own this club. It is your club. You are the part owner of this resort and you can be elected to the membership committee. Your membership entitles you automatically to four weeks a year, but you can negotiate with your fellow members. Oh wait.’


In his excitement he has got ahead of the cards.


‘Wait. First we show them great cloobs. We show them the New York Racquets, the Royal Yacht Cloob, your royal yacht, famous Polo Cloobs, and such like.’


He shows me, brieﬂy, the crests of various clubs, armorial shields and beasts interspersed with pictures of slim men and models sipping drinks. This is the international club life.


‘It’s aspirational. Every member who signs up for our presentation automatically gets an alligator wallet and a gold key, made in the shape of a parrot, and one thousand air miles. There are free trips to the site if you put down a refundable deposit.’


He shows me another card which reads MY PRIVATE PARADISE.


‘What does this say to you?’


‘Don’t worry, I get it. Ownership.’


‘You are right. It says ownership. The problem with time­share is you own ferry little. As my colleague Sergi in Miami says, you own diddly squat.’


I now have no idea what he is talking about, but I laugh merrily.


‘That’s a ferry big problem with time-share you knaauw.’


‘I can see that.’


‘But the cloob concept means that you own one twelfth of each block of condos – we call them ateliers – and because there are ten ateliers in each block and there are ﬁve blocks you own exactly one three-hundredth part of the whole cloob, including the cloob house and all the shared amenities.’


‘Brilliant. So, let me see, you sell the three hundred shares at two hundred thousand pounds each.’


‘Dollars.’


‘Dollars, and that’s six hundred million dollars.’


‘Sixty million. And then there’s a small yearly management fee on top and restaurants where you can order in or go out to eat and a golf cloob, where the cloob members have priority bookings and access to the lunch buffet.’


‘Sounds good.’


I need this job. I am oppressed by money.




Chapter 3


The northern fringes of London seem to me to be frayed, wet and shapeless. Here dull parks, clapped-out shops, gnawed golf courses and mean houses are clamped together in mean­ingless arrangements; crescent streets form the upper and lower jaws of dentures. A large early Victorian house over there is made more drab by the rigid standard roses, pink, orange and yellow, in a rectangular ﬂowerbed. The house is devoted to the freeing of Tibet. Sometimes I see a youth in saffron robes carrying a green-plastic watering can. From here he doesn’t look Tibetan. Perhaps he is neophyte, drawn from the growing ranks of the morbidly cheerful, those who take comfort from the belief that everything in the world is going to hell. In some respects, in some moods, at some times of day, this is true of me too. Between the buildings there are ﬁelds where muddy horses graze. Some of them wear blankets. Two greys are biting each other.


I turn down past a row of shops decorated with green and white tiles so that the north London rain skids off them, like water bouncing off the leaves of tulips. Two of the shops are boarded up. The other four are a pet shop, a garden equipment hire shop, a Chinese take-away, and a dairy. Now I am standing in the grounds of an abandoned hospital for the insane. Nobody knows where the criminally insane are now lodged, but in some rooms of this huge building there are traces of them. The criminally insane leave marks, like ancient cave paintings. I imagine them scratching and raking their own bodies, as if they believed there was something pure and unsullied inside. We are only using two wards where a lot of the action takes place, and a few ofﬁces, dressed as a nurses’ home and operating theatres, and so on. But I have wandered the whole place with Barnaby, the art director, and seen the rows of cells with barred windows. Some of the walls still bear insane messages and demented grafﬁti. Many of these hieroglyphs have a religious motif. In a cupboard we found straitjackets. In what was once a day room, I noticed that there is a bracket ten feet up, which once held the television, too high for the inmates to choose their own programmes and attack the newsreaders, or try to fuck the children’s presenters, or their dogs. I have no idea what the criminally insane do. Are they a homogeneous group or – more likely – are they mad in different ways?


Barnaby, the art director, said, ‘Bit fucking depressing. Why don’t we use a proper studio?’


‘Money, Barnaby.’


Money is the reason I have been given the job. I am keen, I am young, I want to get on, and I don’t have an agent. I see this – my ﬁrst feature – as a big break.


‘It’s always money. This business gets to you.’


Barnaby has constructed two plausible wards, Matron’s ofﬁce, the nurses’ home, a false ceiling above Matron’s bed­room, an attic also above Matron’s bedroom, and a laundry room, full of wicker baskets where rumpy-bumpy will take place. The director of the original hospital ofﬁce had a panelled ofﬁce: much of the panelling has been looted, but Barnaby has made restitution with sheets of hardboard coated with plastic sheeting that looks like oak.


‘You won’t be able to tell the difference when it’s lit,’ he says. And he is right.


I have an ofﬁce myself, which has a deeply stained basin at knee height, as if a criminally insane dwarf had once been housed here. The walls are now covered with brown cork tiles. On the tiles my assistant, Paddy, has pinned charts, which show all the scenes: who is in them, what props are required, what stunts, what camera equipment and so on. We are working seven days a week for four weeks. I have a desk, a long pine table, which I’ve had Barnaby’s painters lacquer with a deep-blue paint. On it I have placed some totemistic items, which indicate that while I may be directing a soft-porn ﬁlm, I have wide interests. I have a small Roman head, an executive toy in chrome which involves shiny balls striking each other, a Philip Roth novel – Zuckerman Unbound (and unread) – a large sketch pad with a box of coloured pens, and a glass vase of long-stemmed arum lilies whose ﬂowers are veined. Also on view are a director’s view-ﬁnder – hired, and not yet mastered – and a Leica camera. One section of the walls is covered by a story-board, which shows day by day what we are proposing to do. The story-board artist has brought to the enterprise a strong style of his own, a sort of old-fashioned lushness, so that the scenes are pastel coloured and the actors are boldly and romantically drawn; they remind me of the cigarette ads in the newspapers of my childhood. My childhood in suburban Africa.


My father wrote about the harvester ants which cropped our lawn: ‘You wake up to ﬁnd a bald patch, rather like the tonsure on Friar Tuck’s head. This is the danger signal. The harvesters have moved in.’


It was one of his tales in his early collection, Animal Chatter. Starting with our large suburban house under the mountain, with its tonsured lawn, he went on to become the reposi­tory of lost knowledge, drawn from a slight acquaintance with Bushmen, African chiefs and some forgotten writers like Maeterlinck and Eugène Marais. My father’s successful work, The Kingdom of the Ants, proclaimed that each group of social insects is in essence one organism, developed by evolution. And of course we can learn a bit from their sober industrious habits and their understanding of the limits. Ants, it turns out, were the ﬁrst Hobbesians. The Kingdom of the Ants made my father half a million dollars in 1972, and that was when he left to live in California with a woman he had met after a lecture at the Smithsonian on the secret life of insects. It’s a truism that any man from the old Anglo-Saxon world who achieves prominence ends up with an American woman. In the nineteenth century the art and antiquities of the Old World were hoovered up by the new; now it is the cultural ﬁgures. They perform the same decorative and validatory function. They’re wheeled out in Texas and California in their fustian, and they add lustre, patina and verisimilitude.


These story-boards remind me of what my parents called ‘commercial art’. I don’t despise it. In a sense art has always been commercial, but in the old Anglo-Saxon world which collapsed forty years ago, after staggering fatally wounded for decades (like the animals which had been darted by the Bushmen in my father’s fables), there was a distinction of things done for money and things done with money. Naturally it is a distinction that favoured old money.


Yesterday we ﬁlmed the scene which involved Suzi Crispin, student nurse, being reprimanded by Matron in which Matron is in full sail, and Suzi Crispin is looking small and demure. In real life – a strange term – Matron is played by a Scottish alcoholic, Irene Ball, and the actress who plays Suzi, Terri Elms, is going out with a young south London gangster, who has twice asked me if we will be using doubles for the sex scenes. Later he called me in the middle of the night, and issued a threat: ‘This is not a freat nor nufﬁnk, don’t get me wrong, but I don’t see how’s it’s gonna be possible for us to allow Terr to do this scene in the script. I’m not tellin’ yer yer business nor nufﬁnk, but it’s not gonna ’appen, know wot I’m saying?’


Later, after I had spoken to Terri about this call, he offered me a very good deal on a Rolex Prince – bankrupt stock, not knocked off nor nufﬁnk – by way of an apology. Innocent times. But this conversation had consequences, because we hired a body double for the more explicit scenes and the body double – Ulla – became my mistress. As it happens Terri was carrying on with a stunt man she met on the ﬁlm, a man who jumped motorcycles over London buses, and she married him. He was later to miscalculate, by two and a half, the number of buses he could jump on his Suzuki 250cc trail bike, and he is now a paraplegic. Please understand that none of the above is picaresque: this is what happened. Two years ago I sold the Rolex Prince in Burlington Arcade for £8,000, more than my fee for Suzi Crispin, Night Nurse. The watch expert opened it up and looked closely at it. He had very black eyebrows, which curled over the jewellers’ glass: ‘Pity the bezel is not original,’ he said, ‘I can’t go more than eight.’


‘I need the money. I’ll take it.’


I took the initiative from him with my frankness. I guessed that he was used to people saying they were selling it for the elderly father, or that they were buying a vintage Ferrari, or that they had lost interest in collecting watches.


‘A new bezel sweeps clean,’ I said as I pocketed the cheque.


Today in the psychiatric hospital we are ﬁlming a difﬁcult scene. It is our last day here although we have some scenes to shoot outside a suburban house, involving Suzi’s suitor falling in a ﬁsh pond. Today, Suzi Crispin and her medical-student lover, Tom Travers, are ﬁnally making love in an attic. As she experiences the joy of orgasm, the ceiling collapses and she and Tom fall through on to Matron’s bed below. We have to get it right ﬁrst time as Barnaby has only enough in his budget for one take. The ceiling has been elaborately cut out and rigged to collapse on cue. It will take an hour to set up another ceiling which we don’t have in the budget anyway.


This scene involves three stunt doubles and a body double. First we have to shoot the scene with Terri and Tom as they creep into the attic and Terri lies down on a mouldy mattress, much used by medical students. At the point where Tom removes her tunic, complete with upside-down nurse’s watch, the body double, my lover Ulla, will substitute for Terri.


Her breasts and her very ﬂat stomach, minutely decorated with golden hairs, which I hope will catch the light, as a small but muted tribute to my intense feelings for her, will now substitute for Terri.


In a wide shot, as the lovers begin to thrash about (the joke here, of course, is that the demure Terri proves to be insatiable), Tom and Ulla will be replaced by the stunt doubles, more robust but less attractive people, equipped with wigs and ﬂesh-coloured patches, and on a signal from me the roof will collapse. But this must be done twice, once as they disappear through the ceiling and again as they appear above Matron’s bed. My assistant Paddy and I have had a long conversation about whether or not they need to fall all the way on the ﬁrst take. What he is saying is that it would be safer if they simply fell a few feet out of shot. But Barnaby says it would be cheaper if they fall right down on to the bed about ten feet below.


‘Fuck it,’ he says, ‘they only have to land on a pile of mattresses. The last take when the double for the old boiler is in bed may kill them all, but who cares, that’s the last set-up.’


He is moving on to a Jane Austen after this, with a proper budget, and he is demob happy (a phrase which has all but vanished). I have grown to love him over the weeks we have worked together. He is always complaining about the budget and the conditions we have to work under, and the location which is two hours from civilisation – he means Soho – but even as he complains he has a compulsion to do things right so that I wonder how he can live with this tension, the iconoclast and the perfectionist at war.


One day he said to me, ‘This may look like a piece of soft-porn bollocks, but I believe it will be unearthed by future generations to explain to them the last years of post­war Britain. The Owl of Minerva dropping dead as dusk is falling.’


And now when I look back on those weeks in our madhouse, I see that he was right. The date may have been 1986, but the ﬁlm is unmistakably set in the nineteen ﬁfties, with class values and sexual attitudes that had long ago been forgotten outside the worlds of ﬁlm and politics which often lag behind everyday practice.


 


We are readying ourselves for the great collapse. Tom and Terri enter the attic crouching. Terri looks around her wide-eyed.


‘This is so cosy,’ she says.


Tom drags her to the mattress and then she says, ‘Ooh, you don’t waste much time.’


They kiss brieﬂy. Now Tom begins to undress her.


‘Cor, you’re in a rush,’ she says.


‘Cut. Body double.’


In comes Ulla in the identical uniform. She is more beautiful than Terri with marvellous breasts, smallish but womanly and of course with her sensual down. As the director and the lover of one of the protagonists, I feel conﬂicting emotions. In close-up we see her breasts. I watch her face, which cannot be shown. She seems to be animated by the experience. I scan her face carefully for any signs of pleasure as Tom takes one of her nipples in his mouth.


‘That tickles,’ she says, laughing and unscripted, to the annoyance of the sound man, who sighs.


I take comfort from the fact that she has never said that to me. Now, as instructed, Tom’s rather pink lips travel downwards over the delicate wheat ﬁeld of my imagination. Before Tom can go any further we move on to the next set-up: Ulla cleverly silhouetted so that the general public – who won’t of course be as familiar with her geography as I am – will not realise that she is a body double. Now she moves on top of Tom. Her love-making is athletic, even violent. We do a quick shot of Tom looking panicky and rumpled before I call, ‘Cut. Stunt doubles on set. Thanks, Ulla. That was good. Great. Perhaps too good.’ She ﬂits off in a robe, smiling.


Tom comes by and says in his friendly fashion, ‘I was just beginning to enjoy myself, Governor. You saved me from embarrassing myself.’


The stunt doubles now take the place of Tom and Ulla in the artful chiaroscuro. They’re called Tel and Samantha. Tel’s speciality is stunt motor biking; he is a good lad and up for anything, including falling ten feet with Samantha sitting on top of him. Piece of cake. Samantha is now wearing Ulla’s wig (which resembles, although not slavishly, Terri’s hair).


‘Okay, turn over.’


The camera runs. When the two stand-ins have more or less repeated the action which went before I shout, ‘Action, props.’


They disappear in a cloud of fuller’s earth on to the bed below which has been piled with mattresses. True profes­sionals, they lie absolutely still, clasped together like mar­supials although they are out of shot.


I shout, ‘Cut.’


Now another false ceiling is put in place. Irene Ball arrives; she walks on to the set with a purposeful but at the same time vacant air, which, I have come to see over the last few weeks, means she has been drinking. But she prides herself on being a trooper. One lunchtime, drinking Riesling together out of polystyrene cups, she told me with tears in her raw eyes that the tragedy of her life was that she didn’t have a man, despite her generous nature. But her generous nature is of the thespian kind, a sort of effusive and frightening sentimentality, which contains deep seams of bitterness and disappointment.


‘The problem with actors,’ said Barnaby, ‘is that they want to be gods, but that’s impossible, so they get the hump.’


Now in her nightdress with a shawl around her plump shoulders, she strides towards the bed. Make-up have covered her face with cold cream so that she looks ghostly.


‘Cinders will go to the ball, darling,’ she says.


With help she climbs into the bed. She has brought her Matron’s cap, and asks me if I don’t think it would be jolly amusing if she keeps it on in bed? No.


Her slightly distressed eyes ﬁx on me for a moment: ‘It’s not Shakespeare, is it?’


Now she has to lie in bed covering her face with more cream, she has to react as though she hears some noises up above. On a signal some fuller’s earth falls down towards her, released by a props man on a ladder. She looks up in horror and then tries to hide herself.


‘Marvellous, Irene. Just about perfect.’


In her look up to the spot from which the stunt doubles will soon be plunging, she has packed a lifetime of theatrical experience. I ﬁnd it moving, this strange ability to reproduce – even while drunk – exactly the right expression, as if there is no other conceivable way of doing it.


‘Irene’s last shot,’ I say. ‘Brilliant, we love you.’


The crew applauds, and she does a small curtsey. ‘It’s only acting.’


Now the stunt doubles ready themselves up above, and a third stunt double wearing Irene’s wig and nightdress, her face plastered, climbs into bed. But the bed is rigged so that she is in fact kneeling, and the young lovers will not fall on her. Everything is readied. We have two cameras for this, one recording slow motion. As the cameras reach speed, I shout ‘Action’, but the new ceiling does not break. We stop the cameras and we hear the sound of a saw from up there. It’s a sound which increases the tension.


We are ready. I call ‘Action’ again. This time the ceiling collapses, the young lovers fall down – clinging to each other like the pros they are – exactly as planned, but the stand-in Matron is knocked unconscious by a rogue piece of ceiling, breaking away.


 


Three weeks into the editing, I am ﬁred. The ﬁlm is later released on video. Ulla provides some comfort – actually plenty of comfort – but I see that ﬁssures are opening in my life. I used to read National Geographic avidly as a boy and I think of a logger on the St Lawrence seaway, or a polar bear on an ice ﬂoe or a victim of a ﬂood in Bangladesh, clinging to a tree. I am drifting away.


I have to collect my thoughts as I pass the mental hospital. Late summer in London is dusty, the air is oily, the plants are laden with cares of their own. In the editing room, my things, transferred from the mental hospital, look ludicrously gimcrack as I pack them up.


The editor, Gerald, is working away at the ﬁlm: ‘Well out of it,’ he says. ‘Well out of it. Good luck.’ I glance over his shoulder; he is working on a scene in which Suzi Crispin is thrown into a communal bath of rugby players. But there are some extra shots of women with large breasts and unconvincingly cheery expressions, frolicking in water.


‘Where did these come from?’


‘Who knows? I received a can of ﬁlm and I was told to cut it in.’


‘Why?’


‘They said the scene needed more tits.’


‘Oh, Jesus.’


‘Well out of it. You don’t want to be involved in this kind of crap. Have a good one.’


As I leave the studio, the rows of huts, the bacon-fog bound canteen, the studio buildings which look like a nineteen-thirties model factory, the painted ﬂats, the disused props – all fake in the weak dying light – as I carry my own pathetic props, I feel the ﬁssure open even wider.
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