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For my Godmother




‘This history is called Jaya. It should be heard by those desirous of victory. A king by hearing it may bring the whole world under subjection and conquer all his foes.’


The Mahabharata
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‘Don’t you remember me?’ asks the man on my doorstep.


He’s my age. Worn jeans and a brown T-shirt. Maybe he has no money, maybe he’s a trillionaire. That’s London. You’re a trillionaire, you can do what you want. You’re right and everyone else, or everyone else without a trillion, and that is just about everyone else, is wrong. You wear a faded brown T-shirt with a small hole in it, because. Because you can.


It’s unlikely that a trillionaire would be on my doorstep. And there’s a ring in his words that suggests a South London chancer who drives a Porsche. But an old Porsche, not a vintage Porsche, a knackered one with rust, with no insurance and his two kids crouched in the back with the final demands under their feet, the tank half-full because he can’t afford to fill it. The sort of chancer who’s been driven to extinction by five-to-a-room Lithuanians and khatted-up Somalis who have picked up the challenge of assault, light-fingeredness and nonpayment on the fringes of our capital.


‘No,’ I reply.


‘You don’t remember me?’ He’s smiling, but there’s an edge, as if I owe him money or didn’t return his lawnmower twenty years ago. Someone from school? Work? Tangiers? Aldershot? The Three Kings? No, it’s no use, I don’t remember, and I can’t be bothered with this. Whatever this is.


‘No.’


I wanted to take in my home for a last time, as I picked up the last box, before I dropped off the keys. To say goodbye. Have a moment to wallow in some quality self-pity. Whoever this caller is, if he’d turned up ten minutes later, I’d have been gone.


‘Take a good look,’ he insists. ‘Sure you don’t remember me?’


‘No.’ It always annoys me when someone refuses to understand no. No. It’s simple, it’s so short. I’m saying no because I mean no. I’m not playing hard to get. I push myself to add, ‘Sorry.’


‘You don’t have a clue, do you?’


‘No.’


‘Good,’ he says and knocks me out.
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I don’t want to be in this room.


Travelling a lot narrows the mind. You want your usual hotel in Bangkok (or Beirut or Baghdad), because they have a proper pool, or because it’s close to the airport, or because they stock a good orange juice in the minibar, or because you know how to work the shower. No time is wasted finding out which floor serves breakfast, how exactly you get your coffee (do you hunt down a waiter or will they hunt you?) and which switch actually switches off the bedside lamp.


You want to be the ruler of the air-conditioning and to know the tasty items on the room-service menu. Thought-saving stuff to make the trip as smooth as possible, so that when the unsmooth stuff arrives, you have plenty of boot to deal with it. I should have known when I couldn’t get into my favourite hotel in Bangkok, this would be very unsmooth.


I don’t want to be in this room. I haven’t wanted to be here for the last two hours, but they’re making me wait. Standard stuff. Whatever’s going to happen could have happened two hours ago, but they’re demonstrating who-the-boss, as if they need to. I’m the distraught foreigner in the police station on an uncomfortable chair.


The Thais are a cheerful, hospitable bunch, until they aren’t. You can get robbed, cheated and put on an uncomfortable chair.


I’ve bribed policemen in four continents, and it’s about the etiquette. You can get it wrong: bribing too little; bribing too much (yes, you can); bribing too openly; bribing not bribingly enough; bribing too slowly; bribing too fast. Why can’t they just hand you a guide? Hula Hoops, cigarettes, a leather jacket (a good one) and, naturally, cash have all worked their magic.


The chief comes in. He has the face of a man who could order a massacre. A puppy-hammering face.


‘Call me Mike,’ he says. His name is not Mike. I can see his name displayed on the door, a centipede-long name. He has decided, not unreasonably, that as a benighted farang I can’t pronounce his name. It’s courteous. Or insulting. Take your pick.


‘He’s mad as fuck, your friend.’ Now Massacre Mike’s showing off his use of the vernacular.


‘He’s not exactly my friend.’


‘We all have the mad-as-fuck friend. Part of karma.’ Mike’s wondering whether he needs to explain karma to this white dumbo in front of him.


‘Do you like paperwork?’ he continues.


I assume no is the correct answer and say so.


‘I don’t like paperwork and I like the British Embassy’s summer parties. Can you get Mr Stern out of the country immediately?’


Mr Stern. When was the last time anyone called him ‘Mr Stern’? Wilhelm Stern, Villy the Violent Vegan. Widely known in the Vizz as ‘that nutter’, ‘nutter number one’ or most commonly as ‘Semtex’. Surely the most fired, the most arrested, the most deported, the most black-eyed cameraman in the world? Can I get Semtex out of Thailand immediately?


‘Yes.’


There’s a part of me that says I should ask for a few days’ grace to do our job. To fix things. That’s your job as a producer, as a director, as the prime pusher, to ask for the impossible. To push. To push all day. To push as far as you can. The impossible doesn’t turn up every day, but it’s your job to ask. And ask again. To ask so often that you can’t really remember what it is you’re asking. You don’t ask, you don’t get.


It’s too hot and I’m too tired to ask, because I’m faced with real impossibility. It’s not allowed. If I had tried to organise such complete failure I wouldn’t have succeeded. No human is capable of this level of intricacy.


I realise, to my horror, that I’m not losing my fight, my boot, my head-buttery, my what-are-you-looking-at? I have lost my fight. That I’d like someone to cover me with soil. Money and honey, fame, pleasure, these are the goals of youth; peace is what you go for in the end. To be Otanes.


‘Any problem on the way to the airport, you both go to j-ai-l.’ The way Massacre Mike sings ‘jail’ is unusually alarming. All the truly frightening people I’ve met have been like that: calm, unarmed, terrifying. Correction: the most frightening – those at the top of the terror tree – aren’t calm, they’re even jovial, they’re comedians. The top Chechen I met, who scared me so much I almost fainted, looked like the village idiot and chuckled non-stop. Because it’s funny. Because it is.


All the scarred types who glower and strain to be thuggish, they’re always small-time. Like the Krays, who glowered in their photos but snivelled like little girls in jail.


‘Thanks, Mike.’ I attempt to fake my share in this cordiality. Massacre Mike mentions his cousin has an excellent seafood restaurant round the corner. I consider mentioning my cousin is big in seafood too, but I don’t need to bond any more.


He adds: ‘I am coming to London in a month. I enjoy expensive restaurants.’


I give him my card. Over the years I’ve found giving someone my card is almost a guarantee that you will never hear from the recipient, especially if you do want to hear from the recipient; but if Mike wants, I will take him to a restaurant, because I am not doing anything to displease this man. It’s not an unreasonable deal.


We shake hands. Mike’s hand is massive. It’s a hand that’s done a lot of manual labour. Digging shallow graves, for instance. Or deep ones. My hand is a wilted dandelion slammed on by a car door.


And I can’t help feeling this isn’t just about Semtex. This is about the oodh. Aka the jinko. Aka the gaharu. The agarwood, if you prefer.


Normally I wouldn’t have brought Semtex on a job like this. Headies. It’s basically pointless. More than pointless, exceedingly imprudent, as Herbie would have said.


We’re nearly all self-shooting directors these days, but I like to have extra firepower. Especially in enemy territory. I like to have a cameraman who, if something unexpected kicks off, can handle it. And handle it well. I’ve felt that since that evening, long ago, when I spotted a senior government minister rutting in a car park in Richmond with a well-known popular entertainer. This was decades before everyone’s phone had a camera. I was with a competent cameraman, but by the time he had fussed over the set-up, the action was over. You want someone like Semtex, who can lens at the drop of a hat, blindfolded.


Semtex did that once. We were filming a parade by the French Foreign Legion (the only part of the French military that actually fights because it’s full of Germans). ‘This is insulting,’ he raged. ‘Why am I here? Why are you doing this to me? A bunch of twats trooping past? You don’t need a cameraman, you need a tripod. You’re taking the piss, aren’t you? I could do this blindfold.’ So he did. It wasn’t his best work, but still better than most.


What might be my last bit of luck got me this oodh commission from Johxn. Luck is finite, only a fool would think otherwise. No one gets it all. No one. Maybe some get a little more than others. That’s hard to call. But no one gets it all. The real problem is guessing how much luck is left.


You get a reputation. For some reason I’m the man who’s sent to riots, dangerous foreign shitholes. Organised crime in unorganised states. Any city with kids twirling automatic weapons. Revolutions.


My very first foreign job as an assistant cameraman: the January Events in Vilnius back in ’91 when Lithuania broke away from the Soviet Union. I’d been told to disappear with our footage, so it couldn’t be seized by anyone with a gun. I’d been drinking, heavily, in the bar of the Writers’ Union.


I hate history. Unless it’s being made, I suppose, but then it’s not really history. I hate history, but a staggering brunette, possibly the second most beautiful woman I’ve ever talked to, invited me back to her place to discuss Baltic history. We all know what that means.


Or maybe she did want to discuss border violations and treaties, stranger things have happened. But my bladder was bursting with Lithuanian beer. So I went for a piss first. I nosedived on the dark stairs down to the toilet and broke my arm. As I writhed in pain, someone said: ‘You’re lucky. Those stairs have killed more than the Soviets.’ The cameraman I was assisting was shot dead the next day while I was on a flight home.


So how do you total it up? Lucky? Unlucky? I told my Uncle Joe and he just laughed, as he laughed at all my scrapes, because his position was, not unreasonably, as long as you’re alive you have nothing to complain about.


I told everyone that I broke my arm falling down the stairs. It took me a while to figure out no one believed me. ‘We heard,’ is what everyone said to me.


There’s always tax. Even if it’s not marked on the bill. You pay. You always pay. I did Afghanistan. It was a miracle I survived that (that anyone did). And I was wounded. Badly. Not a bullet, not shrapnel. No, a dumb American journalist spilled boiling coffee onto my family jewels. I would have preferred a small-calibre bullet in the leg. At least you can brag about that later and show the scar when you’re drunk.
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‘Someone has to do oodh,’ Johxn had said to me. ‘I wanted Edison to do it, but he’s been arrested, and Jack’s busy too. Milly’s lost her passport. You just can’t get anyone good these days. Where’s all the talent gone? Can you think of anyone good? A real pukka fucker?’


Years ago I might have been offended by Johxn’s comments, but you do become numb. Sensation just dies off. I might have been offended that he was phoning me to ask for a recommendation rather than to offer me the work.


Years ago I might have been offended that he laughed when I suggested I could do it, but you have to fight through the laughter. It was the fourth time I volunteered myself that he agreed. It wasn’t any slick sales talk on my part; it was 12.30. Johxn needed lunch.


‘Oh, and whatever you do, don’t use Semtex,’ Johxn added. ‘The legals insist on that.’


‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’


Oodh was something I hadn’t come across. But I got the commission to do a doc about oodh, aka agarwood, aka jinko, basically bits of smelly wood that can be worth more than gold or mountain-fresh cocaine, that are big in Asia and the Middle East as incense, smoky bling, medicine. They’re tree-scabs. Aquilaria trees have to be infected to produce oodh, and because it’s hard to get and ultra-expensive, of course traders are lying, stealing, cheating and killing over it.


Semtex and me had just done an interview in a shitty suburb of Bangkok with a snitch who had liberally ratted out many Thai dignitaries and military types. It had taken months, a research trip, money to arrange. I dislike interviewees who are blacked out, fuzzy or voice-changed because with that cover, you can say anything. You can have your next-door neighbour or mum claim to be Osama bin Laden.


When I see that, I’m very sceptical because I know what lying, cheating shits work in the Vizz. I know because I’ve worked with them. I believed our snitch, because he was petrified and knew his nuts were on the line. So why blab? This is what fascinates me. Almost everyone will do just about anything to get on screen, even if they’re blacked out and even if they risk getting killed. There’s a terrible need to be noticed.


The bean-spiller was almost our last interview; we only had one more to do in the afternoon. So we had time for lunch. If you insulted Semtex, or did something traditionally provocative like pour a beer all over him, he’d probably look hurt and put on an air of noble forbearance. But . . .
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I bid farewell to Massacre Mike and have a big seafood blowout in his cousin’s restaurant round the corner, which I enjoy more than I thought I would, because this might be the last time I’m in Bangkok. I’m unlikely to get any more work, and I doubt if I’ll ever want to spend any of my own money on travel, partly because I have no money, and if I did have some I wouldn’t waste it on travel. It’s that last-supper kick.


In my twenties I spent most of my time on the road. I lived out of a rucksack, and enjoyed it. Up and down Britain. All over Europe. China. Japan. The States. What I want now is not travel but a large house, somewhere sunny, that I’ll only leave for twenty-minute walks, while I edit the Magnum. Friends can visit.


By the time I’ve finished dealing with the succulent octopus (which of course reminds me of Jim) and returned to the police station, Semtex has been produced from the cells. His almost complete lack of remorse is grating. He gives me a dirty look (80 per cent sulk, 10 per cent rage, 8 per cent bewilderment, 2 per cent contrition) as he’s released, as if it was me that got us into trouble.


The silence is stony as we collect our gear (what’s left of it at our hotel) and go to the airport. ‘This will be reflected in my invoice,’ is all Semtex says. I’m past any sort of concern. How do you tell the difference between fatigue, not caring and Zen? Or is Zen merely deluxe apathy? Apathy with great PR?


Honestly, if you actually provoke Semtex, you’re less likely to have trouble with him. I’ve pulled him off a number of waiters and taxi drivers who said something inflammatory like, ‘Good evening’ or, ‘May I help you?’ Edison owed Semtex two weeks’ money (and as far as I know still does), and we were all waiting for Semtex to flatten his nose, but nothing happened. No, it’s unfortunate serving staff who get the worst of Semtex, and there are many places that don’t understand vegetarians, let alone vegans. I remember Semtex biting one waiter in Seoul because he suggested a boiled egg.


And in addition to any misunderstandings because of his diet, there’s also Semtex’s habit of altering menus in places that serve meat. Very often he’ll just scribble an addendum in pen, but sometimes he will go the whole hog and take away a menu to forge it and return the fake copies for distribution.


Well-tortured lamb in a fuchsia jus. Slowly strangled swan with a vervania stuffing. Mashed porcine hopes on a bed of Moabite. Blinded, then boiled alive, locally sourced kitten. He’ll savour the ensuing outrage, or out-of-work actors struggling to explain what Moabite is.


He used to live in Brighton but he was barred from so many places for affray or menu-tampering that he had to move to Heathrow, which he claims is better for travel and he doesn’t mind the noise. On light shoots he can actually walk to the airport in twenty minutes.


It’s not just waiters that get a close-up of his knuckles; Semtex is no respecter of rank or power. ‘I don’t care if you are the Chief Constable of Manchester, I’m still going to thump you,’ he declared, right before doing that, on camera, in the middle of an interview. You can see why he doesn’t get hired much these days, and why he’s often unavailable for work for months at a time.


Airside, as we have two large hours to wait, Semtex defuses the lack of conversation by wandering off to the shops and the duty-free. I’ve already got my presents for the family; I picked up some dried durian, the king of fruits, at the hotel for the wife and some longan honey for my son. Luke loves honey on toast for breakfast.


Shop when you can. I wasn’t in the army long, but that’s what I learned. Do it when you can, because you might not always be able to do it. I’m not in the mood to buy a newspaper; I stare into space, wondering whether I can come up with some way of nicing up the situation.


A group of four men are shoving each other about, and as soon as I realise they’re British, I get as far away as possible. Inevitably, they follow me to the other side of the lounge. Every nation has its loudmouths, those whose ideacaves harbour no life, but nothing is as bad as the British stag party. Except the British stag party abroad. I move back to the other side of the lounge, but I can hear them. Once we brought timekeeping, engineering and gunboat justice to the world, now we transport arse-baring, plastic breasts and howls.


One, wearing a T-shirt that says, ‘Let’s not bother with words or feelings’, is holding onto his cock. Not a quick confirmation or reorganisation, not a showy scratch, he’s clinging onto his cock as if it’s a winning lottery ticket. He’s late twenties, he’s not drunk, he’s in the middle of a crowded airport, and he’s waddling around like a two-year-old. Why is he at my airport? Why is he on my planet?


To make sure I’m not being over-judgemental, I time him to verify that it’s not some underwear crisis. I count to twenty and he’s still squeezing away as if fighting a stubborn tube of toothpaste. I’m just old enough to remember when travel was sufficiently pricey to discourage the mindless from exotic locations.


Finally, the cock-clutcher lets go. He now picks at his arse while discussing the purchase of aftershave. Alarmingly, he grabs a bottle of my usual brand. Should he purchase it, I will never be able to wear it again. Fortunately, he returns it to the display. I like it, my wife likes it, but fortunately my wife has no idea why that’s the one I always buy.


The arse-scratcher looks familiar. I’d assumed because he’s the identikit stag oaf, but I do know him.


I recognise his ski-lodge eyebrows. He’s Luke’s teacher. Teachers are the first in a long procession you encounter in life, to feed you flannel. First teachers, then colleagues, doctors, ironmongers, sailing instructors, insurance salesmen, swimming coaches, bankers, boiler repairmen, mechanics, microsuctionists, postmen, tree-surgeons, dry-cleaners who fob you off, and then finally you end up back with the teachers as they hand you flannel about your son, and you wonder whether your parents fell for it.


At the parents’ evening, he had cheerfully assured us that everything was fine. It was the cheap but effective tactic of telling hearers what they want to hear.


What do you teach your child? I suppose all of us would like our children to be honest, friendly and helpful, even though those are the worst qualities to have. The Allower doesn’t favour decent people.


The best tactic is to lie, cheat and stamp on the faces of those around you. If you’re punctual, you’ll wait. If you’re loyal, you’ll be betrayed. If you’re generous, you’ll be swindled. If you help others, you’ll be slapped by their ingratitude. If you work hard, you’ll be tired. If you don’t steal, you’ll be poor. But you can’t want that for your child.


You want your son to be a loyal friend, a defender of the weak, a helper of old ladies, but that gets you bugger all. To be liked, to be popular, to be respected, these qualities don’t pay well. I suppose the solution is to behave with family and friends (although friends are tricky) and war with everyone else.


You want your son to be happy, but you don’t want him to be a blando, someone who progresses quietly without obstacles. That means a bit of grit. You want him to see darkness. Once is enough. In an ideally controlled and not-too-unpleasant way. A brief, judicious application of hardship. I doubt anyone who hasn’t tasted shit can be worth knowing.


My fight is really extinguished. I try to think of Bongo Herman, and how he manfully fought the bass, but it’s no use. I see a discarded copy of El Pais two seats down. My Spanish was never much good and since I haven’t used it that hasn’t helped, but I reach over. If I opened the newspaper to see a headline stating there was an international petition to have me publicly executed, it wouldn’t surprise me.


The oodh project is kaput, I’m at an airport surrounded by cock-clutchers who are forming our youth and dangerous headcases, and on top of all that, Herbie is dead. I yearn to lie down on the ground and curl up into a ball.


El Pais runs an article about a place called Göbekli Tepe in Turkey. If I understand the article correctly it’s some religious site that’s older than Stonehenge, which I always thought was as old as it gets; before that human aspiration was clubbing everything with a sabre-tooth’s leg-bone. But Göbekli Tepe is much older than Stonehenge. Older than anything man-made apart from those cave paintings.


It’s the most important archaeological site in the world, it says. The textbooks will have to be rewritten.


I love it when the experts have to put on the dunce’s hat. Göbekli Tepe has great stone figures, mega megalith action that was buried for thousands of years until some Kurdish shepherd noticed something sticking out of a mound in the middle of total nowhere, and a German came and dug it up. It’s possibly the Garden of Eden. Because according to the Bible, Eden was between the Euphrates and the Tigris.


Why haven’t I heard about this? Why don’t British newspapers write about stuff like this? All they write about is the arses of women from Essex or Los Angeles. And if Göbekli Tepe was the Garden of Eden, why was it buried? Because it didn’t get dusty and overgrown. It was buried. Buried very carefully and very heavily. By whom and why?


It’s curious that there’s any civilisation at all. There’s no need for it. We could still be comfortable in the trees. Gorillas have pretty good lives. Such draining work, civilisation.


Göbekli Tepe sounds extraordinary, but stones get too much credit sometimes. Why are ancient civilisations revered as if they knew something? As if they had a secret message? Some last, lasting truth? No they didn’t. They knew fuck all. That’s why they’re gone. If they were so clever why aren’t they still here? If they had been so profoundly pally with the universe, trustees of the hush-hush, why are they the dust under my shoe? I notice I’m actually mouthing ‘they knew fuck all’.


I rustle up some snaps of Göbekli Tepe. It’s a little disappointing when you look at it. Like meeting any hero. T-shaped slabs of stone in pairs, so maybe man and woman. Or not. They and the encircling slabs have reliefs of animals that could be just about anything you’d want them to be: pigs? Foxes? Lizards? Vultures? And which could mean anything you’d want them to.


But Göbekli is a good bet because people are fascinated by the old, because they do think there is ancient wisdom. There’s just the slight problem that slabs of stone don’t make great entertainment.


‘This is all your fault, you know.’ Semtex returns with two bags of some Royal-approved handicrafts made by Hill Tribes. The Royals are big in Thailand, and the military comes second.


‘It is my fault,’ I say.


‘It is your fault, star,’ Semtex insists, mistaking my admission for sarcasm. But it is my fault. There can be a serious downside to being a cameraman – you have to climb into sewers, crawl into eerie spaces, hang out of speeding trains – but the fussing, the putting something in front of the camera is down to the director.


At the restaurant, it had been my job to ask the waiter about the quickest meal, so we could lunch fast and get back to work, and it would have been my job, after twenty minutes, to sternly enquire where our food was. It had been a bad morning. Our first interviewee hadn’t turned up. Our second interviewee didn’t speak English, but thought he did. There’s nothing you can do about people. Then our oodh whistle-blower had worried that he wasn’t blacked out enough, even though he had his back to the camera.


One thing that my cynicism (‘Bax, why are you so cynical?’) and my pessimism (‘Bax, how can you be such a pessimist?’) help me with is organisation. I expect everything to go wrong. So I apply belts and braces, and tape. I triple check. I give everyone maps, running orders and phone numbers. Information is spunked everywhere. But you still depend on others. You can’t dodge. Your debacle is waiting for you, enjoying a coffee.


The content is my problem. Whether there’s an interviewee or not, Semtex gets paid. On shoots, Semtex and I have sometimes sat in restaurants fuming for an hour or more, waiting for our food, despite a long speech to the staff about how quickly we need to eat, and the promise of a huge tip.


But this time Semtex lost it, after only twenty minutes he steamed into the kitchen, screaming, ‘It’s only a stir-fry,’ destroying ancestral crockery, shoving aside two protesting waiters and biting another, surely poor form for a vegan. Then the noodle chef floored him with one punch.


There are a number of cities in which, if forced to, I could imagine starting a fight: Iowa City, Braunschweig, any French city (the French are so easy to beat up, even the Germans are bored by it). Bangkok isn’t one of them. And Semtex isn’t young. He’s hitting forty and your reflexes simply aren’t the same. In any fight, speed comes first. Second and third. It takes all the medals. It doesn’t matter how much torque you can deliver from your wrist. Or how much you can bench-press or how dirty you’re planning to be.


The noodle chef was effortless: his centre of gravity was perfect. That’s how you could tell he was really good, he didn’t actually move, he waited for Semtex to enter the cross hairs. Pow. I couldn’t see the punch, it was that fast. And back to the noodles.


I’d say Semtex got off lightly with concussion and a night in the cells. Our doc was buggered because by the time I was soft soaping the police, all our kit had been stolen. All the interviews, our session with the snitch, the camera. Convenient for many oodh-profiteers. A very convenient theft. We don’t have the budget to do it all again and in any case, our snitch’s gone to hide in a swamp in the border region.


But it is my fault, because I hired Semtex in the face of many nays. It would have been much cheaper and easier and altogether more doc-completing to have used a local. I’ve gambled again, and lost again. Correction: ‘gambling’ is too glamorous, soldier-of-fortune, devil-may-care a term. A gambler courageously shows the finger to the forces of destiny. I’ve merely fucked up again.


‘If we were doing Roger Crab. We wouldn’t be here,’ Semtex sulks.


‘We wouldn’t.’


He’s never forgiven me for the Hermit of Uxbridge: Roger Crab. Roger Crab, dockleaf-devourer, vegan idol, wonderment and probably the most irritating man of the seventeenth century. A hermit, largely because he was hated by his family, his neighbours and anyone he came into contact with. He was sentenced to death by his own side in the Civil War.


It’s the horses-for-courses thing. Semtex is a great with a camera, but he has no idea what makes a good doc, and also lacks the arse-licking and swindling skills necessary to sell a proposal for a doc. He’s been pestering me for years to pitch Roger Crab, the drawback being there is nothing to film, outside of Uxbridge High Street and a woodcut of Crab. It’s bereft of visuals and there is nothing more to say about Crab other than he was a viciously preachy vegan and everyone hated him. Every so often Semtex brings him up, and every so often I reply I’m mulling it over.


‘Is it true you killed all those people?’ Semtex asks me in a loud, airport-wide voice.


‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ I say. Because I don’t.


‘What did happen exactly,’ Semtex continues in his loudest voice, ‘when you killed those people?’


‘I’m not talking about it. You’re not irritating when you try to be, you’re only irritating when you’re yourself.’


‘You won’t believe my invoice. This is the last time, Bax. You’re the original disaster magnet. I can’t work with you any more.’


We don’t talk again until we say ‘goodbye’ at Heathrow. Even five years ago my rage would have been enough to incinerate the average soaking hippo, but as you get older you understand that unless there’s some benefit to having a tantrum, why bother? You look ridiculous purple and it seldom changes anything. Semtex has buggered up the entire shoot, the entire oodh.


But I hired him. Semtex has the eye. You don’t need to direct him, and in fact, you can’t. When he shoots a riot or anything unplanned, it looks like a four-camera shoot. There are a few who can match Semtex, but they have to have everything explained, well in advance; they have to sweat, they take all day. They have to pull out their intestines and have a long holiday afterwards.


The footage he shot in Iraq is the best I’ve ever seen. You can see tracer rounds coming right at the camera, and the gunfire is so loud you can’t hear me behind him making the strange hiccuppy sounds you make when you think you’re about to die. He does it without effort. And he has a strange morality unusual in the Vizz.


When we were covering the Battle in Seattle, Semtex put down the camera. He put it down with reverence, the way all true cameramen do. He put it down tenderly, to kick the crap out of a policeman who was kicking the crap out of a woman on the ground, before other policemen kicked the crap out of him. The next time I saw Semtex I didn’t recognise him. If you’ve ever seen someone severely beaten up – they don’t look real.


They look as if they’ve been subjected to special effects. I wouldn’t have known the purple pumpkin in front of me was Semtex. I often wonder whether that particular hiding didn’t serious affect his judgement. He is the best in the business, but unfortunately there’s hardly anyone left in the Vizz capable of appreciating his talent. Or willing to work with him.


So why did I hire him? If you hire a dangerous headcase, can you complain about him acting like a dangerous headcase? Mr Hugh Briss. Let me introduce you to Mr Hugh Briss, as Herbie would have said. For years I believed there had been a Mr Briss, a legendary arrogant arsehole, or it was some convoluted rhyming slang, before I discovered the word hubris. I thought I could do a better job than other directors. I was savvy enough to solve the Semtex problem. I could rule him.


[image: illustration]


London is a grey city, and coming back from most countries makes it greyer. If it had a sunny climate it would be the best city in the world, but it doesn’t. It has more clouds than anywhere I’ve ever been. The sky is a great grey lid.


It’s one in the morning when I reach my front door. Correction: it’s actually not my door. I don’t own it, but it’s where I live. I look at the door and consider that there are two beings behind that door who are interested in seeing me. Many go home to a door with no one behind it. It’s not much, but perhaps that’s all you can really hope for. That there is a door behind which someone is waiting for you. Not necessarily with much enthusiasm. Ellen is a light sleeper and will take my returning at this hour as a calculated affront.


And Herbie is dead. He’s been dead for five years.


I always looked up to Herbie. I looked up to him because he got me my first job, but I remember in particular looking up to him outside the Ritz casino. I was looking up to him then because I was on my hands and knees on the pavement. It had been quite an evening. An evening of two days’ boozing, which resulted in me exiting the casino on all fours.


At the roulette table, Herbie had stuck 200 quid, the last of a budget, on the zero. ‘Whoops,’ he said when the ball dropped right, ‘that might be the last of my luck.’ We spent the next two days in the casino, careless of time and the world, blowing our winnings and more, inventing new cocktails and bonding with an American basketballer-of-fortune, a sundial designer from Uruguay, Britain’s most successful armed robber and a former colleague of Vladimir Putin who said Putin was thick and had bad breath, and was merely a puppet of various mining interests.


Outside the Ritz, I looked up to Herbie, because he had started in Fleet Street and so was barely affected by alcohol, and was managing to use his legs in the conventional manner and stand. ‘It’s our task to turn time into history,’ he announced. I have no idea why he said that.


It was dawn and Herbie looked heroic and important as he said that. Although I was mostly preoccupied with how friendly and comfortable the pavement outside the Ritz was, I replied, thinking of my planned doc about The Ray. ‘No, it’s our task to turn history into time.’ I then crawled into the road to stop a taxi and get home.


I contemplated that Ritz moment at Herbie’s funeral. Funerals are designed to manipulate you. The hymns, the music, the readings. Professionals are pouring melancholy and contemplation on you, just in case you weren’t depressed enough already.


As the eulogies were read, the profundities and the Bach rolled out, I was a little watery but I was holding out. When they played a recording of Herbie’s nine-year-old son playing ‘Greensleeves’ on a flute, really, really badly, it broke me. Because it made it plain he was a nine-year-old with no dad. The unfairness of everything went into me like a knife, and how no man-made endeavour can budge things.


And naturally, there’s the self-interest. I grieved because Herbie had lost his life, but I had lost Herbie. He was my backer. My pathfinder. ‘Don’t moan too much about losing something,’ Herbie used to say, ‘because it means at least you had it once.’ His advice didn’t work that day.


I saw his son quite a bit as I helped to sort out Herbie’s affairs. I cleared out Herbie’s bedsit, not that there was much there anyway, and it had been burgled the day of the funeral. His safe had been taken, which clearly demonstrated, if you needed a demonstration, that nothing is safe. I doubt he had anything really valuable in it, but I had been curious to get a backstage look at Herbie; it might have been like peeling open his head, and there might have been some worthwhile heirloom for his son, some natty cufflinks or an antique pen.


Of course, I did stuff like take Herbie’s son out for ice cream and football a couple of times. But so what?


I think about Herbie, and sometimes I feel I’ve had more luck than I deserve. I’ve been shot once, had toes broken, genitals scorched, food poisoning, malaria, amoebic dysentery. I have no money. But I have a family. Perhaps I should stop asking for anything? But that seems too easy. Anything easy is suspicious.
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I don’t want to be in this room.


Not only is this a party I don’t want to be at, but it’s in the same room, with the same people, and I’m standing in the same corner, for the seventh year in a row. Not only is this shit, but it’s the worst sort of shit: the same old shit.


Even the crisps and peanuts in the same bowls could possibly be the same. Don’t whinge, Semtex would say. If you don’t like something, do something about it. Or shut up. It’s an attitude I applaud. Loudly. I’ve tried to do something about it. Every day. For years. I’ve made a lot of effort to get nowhere. Or here, as it’s otherwise known.


The one bonus in being in a room with a group you want nothing to do with is that you can dispense with witty conversation. I stand wordlessly next to the peanuts and crisps and fill up, thinking of how once the bento boxes flowed freely and now there are only peanuts and crisps, not caring if my filling up or wordlessness are noticed.


‘Merry Christmas,’ says Johxn as he walks in.


It’s pronounced John, but spelt Johxn. There are reasons why the x was implanted. The reasons are very clever, important, political, ecological and spiritual. Johxn explains why he modified his name at length on his blog, citing various rappers, punk groups and graffiti artists. Johxn’s entire cultural universe consists of about ten hours of music and a dozen films (and not even films chosen to make him look connoisseurish). Oh, and two coffee-table books on tagging, ones with big pictures and almost no text. If he reads anything these days, it’ll be a tattoo on the back of a young lady he’s doing.
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