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Introduction: REG RAW


Between 1995 and 2000, REG (Richard E. Grant) and I communicated by fax—yes, fax—after becoming friends when we worked together on the film L.A. Story. REG’s faxes to me were composed on a typewriter set with wide margins, jammed up with no spaces between sentences and paragraphs—and very selective capitalization. When viewed from a distance, a single page looked like it had been overtaken by an army of disorderly ants.


I kept these faxes, which grew to a stack over two inches thick, because they entertained me, and because I thought they were valuable esthetic chunks from a screeching mind, a stream of consciousness faucet spewing sentences—sometimes a mile long—without rewriting and bearing just the right amount of acid and alkaline. Here is his description of the director Stephen Poliakoff, transcribed keystroke for keystroke:


He is a miniature clone of Stanley Kubrick in the looks dept.i.e:  no chin,pubic beard scrawling everywhere,fat and sloshy lower lip,huge eyes and poodle curly tousled hair,all of which is untidily held together in a cardigan,collapsed tweed jacket and fucked corduroy pants,above his flat-footed scuffed brogues. A walking un-made bed,who slurps coffee,scratches his arse mid conversation with the conviction of someone expecting a tooth to be coming through down below, dribbles, gurgles and re-locates bits of his fast eaten lunch in the lower sections of the beard,is knock-knee’d,a few inches higher than five feet, compulsively says ‘ok,alright then,ok?alright  then ok?,ok,alright then,’whilst circling round his own thoughts,all the time twiddling a straw in the left hand,like a miniature helicopter in full flight,and has even  called ACTION! before the boom is even dangling or actors fully assembled.YET. He is so passionate about his words,characters  , situations,so opinionated about everything, informed and intellectually ferocious,that you CANNOT dislike the little dweezil.


The downside of rereading all of Richard’s effervescent faxes to me was rediscovering a computer file that contained all of my letters and faxes to him. I was swept up in his style and tried to emulate it, and consequently my letters lay flat and dead on the page. Plus, in one of them, I was reminded of the headline of a bad movie review I’d received. After a critic had sniped at him, I’d sent it to Richard in order to offer some salve: TIRED MARTIN REHASHES HUMORLESS BORE. You might notice, as I did, that every word of that banner, with the exception of my name, is negative. This is how actors cheer each other up: “I got a review worse than yours.”


Richard, I should add, has an ability—which I shall call “charm”—to relax anyone into a state of comfort that might take others three years of regular tea parties and intimate lunches to achieve. Once, after only five minutes of sitting next to a woman at a dinner party, he was asking about the duration and flow of her menstrual cycle. The question seemed reasonable at the time, and no one was bothered or offended. I can assure you this is true because I was there, and the woman was my wife-to-be.


In reading his faxes, most written after his film diaries were published, I noticed many well-known names are mentioned, and some of those well-known names aren’t so well known today, yet the observations about them are compelling. I understood that while Richard was writing about individuals, he was also writing about human types, and we no longer needed to know exactly who they were in order to appreciate their foibles (again, keystroke for keystroke):


The penalty for being an aging actress seems especially loaded with cruelties.Currently accruing,with interest,upon the head of [Miss X].Who is now facing a crisis of beauty. For herein has resided the source of all her worldly powers since she stepped onto our screens FIFTEEN YEARS AGO.Now 36, having coasted through twenty lead roles in films of variable quality,more often than not,notable for how many times she slung off her bra,she now faces the terrors of playing  THE MUM.Of a spectacularly gorgeous 20 year old.Upon whose poised young head,our director lavishes all his waking attention.To the point where,having rehearsed [her] in the most intimate one-to-one mode this side of actually licking her all over,announces ‘Right,let’s go for a take! At which point she yodels up with her plea, ‘What about me?’.His eyes momentarily flicker recognition that this other person is actually breathing,looks quizzical,decides “No,you  are fine’turns  on his heels and moseys to the monitor. Not that she has metamorphosed into an old boiler overnight. BUT.Her powerbase,if you can call it  that,was her beauty.The reliable eyelid flutter and dulcet tones that commandeered  men,rooms,service,cash, contracts,attention,with the  ease  and relish  that a repulsive,height impaired fatfuck gets from breaking wind violently and daring anyone to sneer…Now this may sound glee-filled and ‘serves you right’ coming from me,but,for once,I am filling up somewhere with the faintest trickle of pity.Because,this vulnerability is the human stuff that joins us all.


Throughout the pages, with fax headers telling me the exact dates of delivery and typed like archy of archy and mehitabel (the early twentieth-century office insect who wrote at night by leaping onto the keys of a typewriter and therefore couldn’t use the shift key), are moments of career analysis:


…as the flick I was scheduled to shoot in south africa in may has gone kaput,i may well come to l.a. in june to squat on my agent’s horrible little head for a couple of weeks to see whether there is any chance of breathing life into the inert corpse of my american career.


. . . analysis of his profession:


A lawyer in my ski group said, whilst engulfing the chair-lift with her posterior,that ‘acting is not that special.Just a job like anything else’.Yeah,thought  I,suppressing a supreme urge to tip her out,sure honey  :   every time you do something,anyone and everyone is a fucking critical expert,in print and in person. You try maintaining some equilibrium in the face of that scrutiny and sure as hell,you  will need another lawyer to maneuver your shattered self-esteem back on course. 


. . . and self-analysis:


…my self-loathing propensity for vitriol is a warped form of ‘intimacy.’ This was a form of intimacy between my father and me.so that my most familiar way into a buddy-buddy situation with another human is to establish a slag-fest collusion……..Nothing thrills me more than to sit down at this enclosed, hidden,secret world of my computer,banging out messages.


Along the way, I was re-amused by this observation:


I suspect the number of folk who maintain proper friendships with   their ex’s,is on a par with,with….Swiss Sea battles?


And this opener from a fax of August of 1996:


Steve—Just got back from a week’s break,went to the south of France en famille to our house and had perfect weather,sex  and enough  garlic to kickstart   a  dead donkey.


And this one quoting his wife, Joan Washington:


I spoke to Joan (who is in France) and she said ‘I think we should just pull up the draw-bridge and not let anyone else in who is full of shit.


And finally this, from one of the earliest communications, received on February 18, 1995


“…I HAVE LANDED MYSELF A LITERARY AGENT AS A RESULT OF MY PRET A PORTER DIARIES PUBLISHED IN THE SUNDAY OBSERVER LAST SUMMER AND SUBSEQUENTLY HAD THE PLEASURES AND TERROR OF A PUBLISHERS’ AUCTION. THE HIGHEST BIDDER WAS MACMILLAN-PICADOR WHO HAVE AGREED TO PAY ME TO WRITE UP MY COLLECTED DIARIES AND LETTERS FROM THE MAKING OF WITHNAIL THROUGH TO PRET A READY TO WEAR.ASSUMING MY ARSE IS NOT STRAPPED WITH A LIBEL CASE FROM MESSRS WILLIS,BERNHARD AND CO.? I CANNOT TELL YOU HOW PLEASURABLE IT WAS TO GO INTO VARIOUS PUBLISHING HOUSES AND HAVE A BOARD ROOM OF ADULTS BLOW SMOKEY PRAISE UP WHERE IT COUNTS,AND FOR ONCE NOT TO BE SOME DIRECTOR’S OR PRODUCER’S NAME ON A LONG LIST.IT IS THE FIRST TIME IN MY DOZEN YEARS OF DOING THIS SHOWBIZNESS ‘THUNG,THAT I HAVE FELT SOME RAT’S FART WORTH OF CONTROL.THAT THE WRITING IS SOMETHING IN MY HAND THAT I CAN THWATT DOWN ON A DESK AND SAY TAKE IT OR LEAVE IT FUCKERS,RATHER THAN THAT MIMSY-MAYBE YO-YO OF THE CASTING CIRCUS…A REVELATION TO THIS TIRED OLD HEAD!!MY DEADLINE IS JUNE FIRST…THE TOME TO BE TITLED WITH NAILS AND MAY WELL BE PROPHETIC IN ENDING MY FEW FRIENDSHIPS AND CRUCIFYING WHAT’S LEFT OF MY CAREER.BUT ON A GOOD DAY,THE WRITING FLOWS LIKE……….AND ON THE BAD ONES LIKE QUICK DRYING CEMENT.


REG, friend for life unless I do something to upset his moral applecart, is still acting, writing, and directing—the crucifixion did not take place. Restacking all the faxes to put them back into their file, noting that they are as thick as a healthy novel, I realize that all this correspondence makes me feel like I’ve had a more exciting life than I’ve had. I, the Zelda B. Toklas to his Gertrude Scott Fitzgerald. Yet, I am happy to write this foreword to Richard’s reissue of his film diaries, although in them, I don’t come off as perfect as I think I am.


STEVE MARTIN




FOR MONKEY AND OILLY
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Withnail and I


Winter 1985




WANTED: BOY DANCERS IN DUBAI


– NO PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE NECESSARY





This ad appeared in the Stage newspaper in a prominent black box on the vacancies pages and probably still does. After nine months of resting, dancing in Dubai begins to seem like a serious option. I get to checking that the ad is still there every week with the vague panic that should they finally fulfil their dancing quota it will be withdrawn, and with it my last chance of keeping the Equity card.


At the close of Orwell’s BIG eighty-four, prospects had seemed swimming: a Plays and Players Promising Newcomer nomination, and a role in Les Blair’s satire about advertising for the BBC, Honest, Decent and True. Having emigrated to England from Swaziland in 1982 and done waitering, farting around in profit share, the Fringe and a couple of stints in rep, this television break seemed the ticket. I had a sense that it would open up some possibility somewhere. The transmission date – June 1985 – became a fixed point, with every chip of hope stacked for the big gamble. It was then delayed by six months and I couldn’t get out of bed. At least, not the day the news came.


Such is my state of mind that when I chance upon one of those magazine surveys that states your ideal body weight for your height and type, I realize that at six foot two, of medium build, I ought to weigh twelve stone rather than eleven. I hatch a plan to find a way to gain the poundage and pump the iron. My wife, Joan, whose patience is bubble-gum stretched by now, tells me about Dreas Reyneke, the body trainer who transformed Christopher Lambert into Tarzan for Greystoke. I discover he was from South Africa and grew up two hundred miles from where I did in Swaziland.


I have never drunk milk before, and its nausea-inducing niff mixed with weight-gain powder requires a nose-peg to get it down my gullet. But, gradually, flesh grows where only ribcage has mirrored back before. Dreas teams me up with his most macho body-building client, Richard La Plante, who sees my sand-in-the-face prospects as a challenge to overcome, and has me Tarzaning along the bars in no time. I’m soon flexing and plexing my pecs in a T-shirt. The ritual of pumping and pushing gives some vague purpose to the week, and I spend the rest of the time either staring into space in the middle of a room or clacking out a play about the sexual shenanigans of life in colonial Swaziland, titled Bongo Bongo. It sits like an embarrassment in a lowly drawer and hasn’t been looked at since.


Marooned, becalmed, beached and increasingly bleached of self-confidence, the magazine rack at my local W. H. Smith’s provides some escape. You can stand there for half a day riffling and reading through all their publications. I sometimes make a mental inventory of fellow readers and regulars and assume that they, too, are among the 95 per cent, forty-thousand-odd unemployed members of Equity. Even Fisherman’s Monthly starts to seem subscribable. Finally I pay for a newspaper, to reassure myself that at least W. H. had earned something despite my liberties at the Rack. How can Richmond be so full of people during working hours? On any given day, you’d swear that no one works at all. And I’m not talking about the OAP gangs. The where is everybody going, and what for and why questions burn away. This existential reverie is interrupted all too infrequently by a call from my agent with news of an audition for something humiliating.


‘Know Frankenstein?’


‘Yes . . . well, I’ve read it but not recently.’


‘Got a pen? The BBC Religious Department are doing a drama-doc in Wales looking at the dialectics, I think that’s what they said, of Faith and Medical Advances. Not quite sure, but they’re interviewing for monsters. On the fifteenth floor at TV Centre – no, hang on, I think it’s the other building next to Shepherd’s Bush Theatre where they do Wogan. You know. I’ll just check on that and call you right back.’


Frankenstein’s fucking Monster. Has the woman lost her marble collection? I’m the original eleven stone weakling (though the weight-gain powder is edging things out a bit). What the fuck can she be thinking?


I head for the building next to the Wogan theatre, and meet the director in a cramped office occupied by two typists, clacking out bulletins and contracts.


‘Would you mind taking off your shirt?’


‘What, here?’


‘Yes, sorry, but the normal interview room is being rewired.’


This is a first. As my buttons obey, the two typers’ eyeballs shift briefly upwards without missing a beat. Standing in a room with three strangers, in fluorescent light, shirt off, being appraised for Frank’s monster by a stick-insect in a cardigan induces something like self-consciousness.


‘Thank you. Could you read a couple of pages for me?’


My relief at buttoning up again is matched by the disappointment in his eyes – my torso had clearly not been up to par. Thoughts of Why didn’t you start the weight-gain powder at fourteen, boy, scurry round my skull.


‘In this scene, the monster argues with, and then attacks, the doctor. Just take your time and then have a go.’


‘Will you be reading the doctor?’


‘Yes, but I can’t act so don’t be put off. In your own time.’


Even I am startled by the Exorcist gutturals that issue forth from my gizzard. Aside from Linda Blair’s 360 degree head-swivels and green projectile vomitings, I am monstrous and possessed. The sound of typing stops. Eyes stare and when I drop the script-page and have both hands gripped round the director’s neck, I feel primed to hop down to contracts and sign on the dotted.


Just for insurance, I practically rip out my vocal cords with a final MGM roar.


As free therapy, it’s worth the train-fare alone.


‘Well . . . I don’t quite know what to say. Nobody has done anything quite like that before.’ The man’s eyes are inspecting the floor, while his left hand massages his reddening neck.


I retrieve the fallen page, and relieve them of my de-roared self. Such is the willingness to delusion, that I seriously imagine my efforts will pay instant dividend. Although I have not physically attacked a director before, a small voice I don’t want to acknowledge keeps flashing warning signals.


Going over every detail of the just happened, while looking at the suburbs flashing past, all conviction rallies forth to quell the doubt and convince me, despite my lack of pectoral dimension and/or respect for the director’s person, that the Monster will, in minutes, be mine. I put in a call to my agent to confirm this.


‘How did it go?’ she enquires.


‘Gave it my best shot, though must admit that maybe my torso wasn’t quite what they were looking for. But I think the reading made some kind of impression.’


‘Well, they’re still seeing people, ’cos we have another client going in this afternoon, but I’ll let you know if we hear anything. Otherwise, things all right with you?’


Best not to answer that one. Two hours, days, weeks go by and, not having heard a peep, I have to take this on board and get me down to the Rack, to oblivion among the faces photographed who are IT or about to be IT.


I sometimes find myself staring accusingly at the phone just sitting there, refusing to rally my talent to work.


Return from wherever and blink disbelief that the answerphone message light is not flashing. Could the little bulb have blown? Or am I truly losing it? Don’t ask.


Why endure this humiliation? Get a job. Any job. Go back to Swaziland. We told you you’d never crack it. Who the hell do you think you are? Marlon Brando? Laurence Olivier? Face it. Even if the BBC film does finally see the light of day, don’t think it’s going to change anything. Grow up.


Meantime my pitying wife offers as much TLC as she can muster and I detect patronage in her tones when it isn’t there, and feel guilty when she offers her unshakeable Faith. Where I have little or none.


One day my dormant laughter cells are temporarily rejuvenated by the Call to Panto that comes down the line. I find myself sitting on the floor and laughing till my ribs ache after the agent declares my eligibility, with encouragement, to audition for Little John in Robin Hood and the Babes in the Wood, because I am over six foot tall.


‘Lots of money in panto. Everybody does it, specially round Christmas when everything else is shut down and nothing’s cast. Oh, and could you take along a song sheet as they want to hear you sing.’


An arctic scout shed somewhere behind King’s Cross Station for ten a.m. and a waiting area for the dispossessed. Or so they seem to me. Not much obvious eye-contact, but that hooded surveillance of the competition that charges the room with apprehension. I tot up the height variations to assess how many panto Little Johns are in the vicinity. One is belting out ‘MARIAAAAAAA,’ in the audition room, and two more are lined up in front of me. A compassionate face with floppy fringe pokes into the waiting room and whispers, ‘Won’t be long. Name, please?’


The competing Johns shuffle song sheets before going in and I wonder whether my choice of the Swaziland National Anthem is quite appropriate. Different, but maybe deadly.


‘SOMEWHEEEEEEEERE!’ And out shoots the first Little John.


‘DONT CRY FOR ME ARGENTINAAAAAAGH!’ The second challenger stamps off, clearly distressed by the off-key note of his finale.


‘MEMORY-EEEEEEEEEEEE!’ And number three is over and out.


My turn.


A long trestle table at the far end. Three judges, still scribbling opinions, and a pianist, who is the one friendly face. It feels like the first moments in a prison movie, when, standing on the white line, you give name and number, and hand over your worldly goods, only in this instance it’s my paltry credits and last vestiges of self-confidence.


‘Done panto before?’ one spindle-featured face asks.


‘No.’


‘What are you going to sing for us, then?’


Feeling all of five, I confess to the anthem and detect instant curiosity in the upturned face which, a moment ago, was still scribbling notes on the ‘Memory’ man. Walk the distance to the piano, offer up the sheet and turn to face the six eyeballs that have the look of vultures awaiting a kill.


Open my mouth after the introductory bars and noiseless air is all that it emits.


‘Relax, I’ll give you the intro again. And a one two three . . .’


Eyes clamped and face no doubt contorted into constipation expression, I hear a hyena-like caterwaul blast from my mouth. Dizzy with the over-supply of oxygen, I risk opening my eyes and barge through the ruptured anthem, looking into the middle distance, mortified. Blood pounding round my head, I retrieve the song sheet, nod to the pianist and steal towards the judgement table.


‘Well, that’s a first. For all of us. Who is your agent?’


Who fucking cares? My legs get me out of there and hurtling towards the underground pronto-presto. Sitting among the mid-morning travellers, I rehash the full horror in slow motion.


I call my agent. ‘I don’t think you’ll be hearing anything about Little John. Sorry about that, but maybe I’ll take up singing lessons. No, I’m quite sure.’


David and Phillipa Conville, with whom I had worked at Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre the previous year, have mentioned my name to Michael Whitehall, an agent they think might help me.


‘Go smart!’ is their advice.


I get smart and go to smart offices in St James’s. Fish tanks and secretaries and phones going. I’m ushered in to see Mr Whitehall, but not before I’ve had a chance to view the photo board displaying the talent represented in eight-by-ten black and whites.


‘Take a seat.’


Michael has a drawly sneery voice that seems to emanate from his sawn-off-shotgun nostrils. He is immaculately dressed in Pringle cardigan, flannels, pinstripe shirt and tie.


Friendly and funny-sarcastic, we size one another up across his desk. He sits in a high-back medieval throne with what look like turrets on each side of the back. My chair is functional and appropriate to my lowly status. Between him and me rests the jagged jaw of a shark.


‘We were once attacked by one of those.’


‘A shark?’ He raises an eyebrow.


‘In Africa, Mozambique coast.’ What am I supposed to talk about?


He is very direct and says that while he is possibly interested, he ‘obviously cannot do anything until I have seen your work’. I mention Honest, Decent and True, the BBC film to come, and a ‘Thank you very much for giving me the time and yes, I will definitely keep in touch.’


‘Edward Fox on the line for you, Michael. Can you take it?’


Into the street, which now seems momentarily paved with golden possibility.


This bounding euphoria lasts a couple of days. Everything is now fixed on Honest, Decent and True which still hasn’t been given a new transmission date. Christmas is coming and the staff in W. H. Smith’s seem to have become so accustomed to my lurking at the mag stand that I wonder if I’ve become invisible.


Watching TV induces a head-rant: who are all these people, acting and working and getting paid and pointing at weather charts, smiling through snowstorms on the Isle of Skye, and the second episode of We Are All Famous will continue after the News at Ten.


Lying in the middle of the floor and discerning the intricacies of the plaster rose in the middle of the ceiling has begun to seem a more sane option. Why not take up further education, boy? Why not read some more Tolstoy? Why not shut-the-fuck-up and die?!


Six interminable months drag by and then, ‘Your picture’s in the Radio Times,’ Joan calls out as she arrives home from work one day. Fifty thousand volts up my Khyber would have been sedative to what these six words achieved. ‘Where?’


‘It’s not big, but your name is under it and it’s going out on Sunday the thirteenth of January at nine p.m.’ I’m not superstitious but at this moment, I am daring fate to thwart me once again by quoting Macbeth, walking under ladders, and across the paths of black cats. Sunday the thirteenth, not Friday the thirteenth. Could this be a problem? Could this be the beginning of the end of being invisible?


In the cold porridge reality of Sunday morning, I anxiously scrutinize the Radio Times to see what the other TV channels have to offer at nine that evening. Honest, Decent and True is on BBC2 so surely that incredibly popular American-something-or-other or last of the red-hot pokers of Yorkshire will be the viewers’ first and second choice. And those left over will doubtless be asleep in front of Gardener’s World. So who will watch?


WATCH ME, MAMA. WATCH ME, DADA. OH, JEEZUS.


‘Hello, this is Richard E. Grant, I met with Michael Whitehall about six months ago and he asked me to give him a call when my TV film was to be broadcast . . . Put it in writing? Of course I will.’


Hollow-guts watching through the cracks in ten fingers strapped to my phizog. Christ, is that what I look like sound like walk like? Nuclear mushrooms cloud up my brain and the bile of embarrassment is coursing fast through my veins. Everyone else seems fine, but oi vey and a trio of poodles, what the . . . WHAT . . . am I doing?


Tears would be too easy an option right now. The temperature in the room seems to have burst the thermometer, or is it just that my head is about to implode?


‘You’re funny.’ My wife’s reaction is edged with a distinct note of surprise. It dawns on me, too, that I’m supposed to be funny. Maybe not the full ha-ha brand, but certainly satirical and sniggery.


‘You’re funny.’


This note of affirmation is like a benediction. You live with each other all year round, in a kind of close-up, and all of a mosey, tonight, watching, you are seen in Cinemascope. And if she is surprised by what is beaming back, then all is clearly Not Lost.


‘YOU’RE FUNNY,’ she repeats, and I suddenly, blindingly flash upon just what it must have been like living with me this past unemployed year, and wonder whether I would be as capable and generous in the reverse circumstance. Tears are streaming down my chops.


‘You’re all right. Don’t be upset.’


‘It’s not the fucking TV. It’s you. Where did they make you?’


‘What are you on about?’


Lest I test this poor human’s patience any further, I hug and hold and go for a brontosaurus smooch. That all this should originate from with the showing of something on BBC2 on a Sunday night I am sure must strike as ludicrous, but, oooooh, the RELIEF, the brass-bound silver-plated affirmation that, in the eyes of my beholder, I do have a chance, crack, shimmy up the old drain-pipe of future and fortune.


When the credits roll the phone starts to ring. Folks I thought had assumed me dead are yodelling and it feels as if I have come back to the land of the living.


Ten a.m. on Monday, it’s ‘Hello, Michael here. Come and have lunch.’


I am now poncing about the morning with all the bravura of a prima ballerina on pointe. Get dressed, get going, and tube it to Gloucester Road where his new offices are located, punch the buzzer on the brass plate, bound up the three flights with the perfume of future prospects assailing my nostrils, and take a deep, calming breath before footing through the door.


Amanda, priestess of this domain, is smiling, as is her assistant, as are all the famous faces pinned to the board, as are the tropical fish in the bubbling tanks. As am I when I’m back in that chair in front of Michael’s desk, the shark jaw grinning in between.


‘Launceston Place restaurant all right for you? Princess Diana favours the food there.’


My head manages to nod, while my voice merely hides.


‘Shall we go?’


Why bloody notsky, comrade?


Everything he is saying en route has my head and heart yoyo-ing. ‘Very funny . . . strange . . . why did you play such a weirdo? You’re much better-looking than you allowed yourself to look . . . My wife liked you, though . . .’ Fast forward through the pristine white napkins and three courses of cautious praise, topped off with ‘I think I could really do something for you, assuming you’re willing? And I’d like to represent you.’


DONE.


Circus-skip home, stuffed to the gills and with a promised itinerary to meet the casting directors who decide and guide your thespic fate.


Music is played very loudly this afternoon. It has to be to face the daunt of writing or calling my agent, now my former agent.


I am a Born-Again coward, so the trusty quill will have to do.


I outline my feeble year’s worthless auditions for Dr Frankenstein’s creature, Little John and the like, and conclude: I regret to say that I am going to leave your agency and seek representation elsewhere. Thank you very much for everything you have done for me and please know this is no easy thing to write, as I am sure not very pleasant to receive. Yours—


1st July 1986


‘Mary Selway is casting a film for Handmade with a peculiar title, “With-Some-Bloody-Thing” or other. Wants you to read a couple of pages, but I’ll send the full script to give you some idea. Says it’s a comedy, but no doubt with a different title. Give me a call when you’ve been in. I’ll put you on to Amanda.’


‘Gotta pen? You go to a house the producer Paul Heller is renting: Peel Cottage, Peel Street, Camden Hill, Notting Hill Gate. Two thirty.’


The next day a package flops through the letter-box. Withnail and I by Bruce Robinson. Light-bulb recognition of the author as actor. I’ve seen him as Benvolio in Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet and most recently in The Story of Adèle H. Apprehension that this pop-star pretty actor wouldn’t be capable of writing anything other than a nursery rhyme to Narcissus. Two pages into the script and an ache has developed in my gonads – I am both laughing out loud and agonized by the fact that the Withnail part is such a corker that not in a billion bank holidays will they ever seriously consider me. This conviction gets stronger as the script gets better and better. Never before or since have I read something that conveys what goes on in my head so accurately.


It’s a grey, stormy day and I get the tube wearing a 1940s Oxfam khaki raincoat, carrying a leather-bound copy of Robinson Crusoe to read on the way.


Step out of Notting Hill Gate tube into a combination typhoon/monsoon and head through the downpour to the address I’ve been given. I am met by Mary Selway, who in the way of all casting ladies is instantly reassuring and near-maternal in calming nerves and wobbling egos. ‘This way,’ and I follow her leggy, toothy self into a dining room and am offered a cup of tea ‘as we’re running a little behind. Don’t touch your hair,’ she advises as she leaves the room.


Hear the mumblings of another actor reading in another part of the house and assume he has got the job. This is confirmed when I spy Bill Nighy pass the window on his way out. Cemented when I hear Ms Selway declare in the friendliest of tones, ‘Will call your agent. Bye, darling.’


Her head is round the door. ‘Come in. Relax. Like the script?’


‘Really funny.’


‘Really?’


Herr Robinson is mid-lager opening, leather jacket, jeans, fag in maw and hair flopped to his shoulders. Like a lost member of the Rolling Stones.


‘Jeezus!’ he exclaims at my appearance.


‘Caught in the rain,’ I say sideways out of a shit-eating-grin-attempt to relax.


‘What’s that – a Bible?’


‘Uhhh . . . oh, this, no, a novel. For the tube.’ (Oh, fuck.)


‘What is it?’


‘Robinson Crusoe . . . Defoe,’ by way of explanation.


‘Brilliant book. One of my favourites. D’you read Dickens?’


What is this? Hippie Mastermind?


‘Yes.’


‘Gonna read Withnail for us?’


‘Sure.’


My throat is a camel’s arsehole and what comes out is scrapy rep Noël Coward. Robinson’s mouth twitches and he says to try it again and drop the Noël.


I do, and ask if I can audition standing up as I’m reading the kitchen scene that opens the film and sense that being on my pins might just mobilize whatever talent might be lurking somewhere.


The ‘I’ character, read by Mary, identifies ‘matter’ growing in the kitchen sink, which is crammed with the unwashable. Adrenalin, like a rocket of FEAR, shoots through my system and ignites upon the order to ‘FORK IT!’


My script goes flying, my fingers missiling towards Robinson’s face. And the morose little fucker laughs. He seems even more surprised than I am. Scrabbling around the floor for the dismembered script, whose metal clips had snapped, he asks whether I had attacked any other directors.


‘Not yet,’ I lie.


‘Can you come back tomorrow and read another scene with another actor?’


YOU BETCHA SWEET TWINKLECHOPS, BABY.


‘Which scene and when?’ is what came out of my mouth.


Mary is now sotto voce-ing me towards the front door and whispering that out of all the thesps who have read so far, this is the first time he has ever laughed. With this faint hope I moon down Peel Street bewildered. What do I say if and when they ask me whether I chain-smoke and drink a case of vodka per day, as the demands of my character dictate? How many folk are they seeing? Oh, up down and forklifts, this is a kind of dull madness.


Michael Whitehall is on the line when I get home and wants my version of what happened and has already heard from Mary Selway that it went OK.


First ever film audition, first proper agent.


A recall is loaded-gun territory: each shot could be your last chance. The last bullet saved to blow yer brains out when they say the sorry part.


4th July


Eleven a.m., return to Peel Street. The hovercraft of hope that buoys up my shoes as I walk in is deflated by the torpedo exit of Kenneth Branagh.


I now get to read with another actor, rather than Mary’s monotone. Paul McGann’s the man, and as blue-eyed and infuriatingly bushy-tailed as you wouldn’t want anyone else quite to be in such circumstances.


He is apparently casual, confident and chugging down a beer with Bruskie Robinson. Bruce is now up on his feet and giving detailed directions of the kitchen scene, saying, ‘If you get this scene right at the start, everything else will just follow.’ This has a worrying tinge of you-just-might-already-have-the-part familiarity that will be as cold as porridge when regurgitated on the tube home. What did he mean when he said – Does this mean this – and round and round the mulberry bush of recall post mortem you thrash.


‘Very encouraging . . . indeed. They aren’t seeing that many more and are short-listing, so hang in there.’ I am trying to work out a strategy of how to keep breathing, rather than holding my breath until the second recall, plotted for Monday. Can you get forty-eight-hour sleeping pills down at Boots?


7th July


Ten a.m. Turns out I’m now reading with four different thesps and, while hoping above hope, I begin to wonder whether I am being used as some kind of willing stooge to shortlist the ‘I’ character, while the real contender for ‘my’ part suns himself in Majorca, doing his deal on a mobile.


There is no mention of a screen test and this too sends missives of doubt to my cranium. Bruce is now asking my opinion about each actor just released from the room. I have heard from Michael Whitehall that the part was originally offered among a pile of others to Daniel Day-Lewis who has just double-whammed America with the simultaneous release of A Room With a View and My Beautiful Laundrette. He is now doing The Unbearable Lightness of Being, which about describes my state of flux; in with a chance, thanks to Dan, or, more likely, approaching the unbearable of ‘Thanks so much. Sorry it’s not going to work out this time’ and release into oblivion with a kissy ‘mwaah’ at the door.


Michael Maloney is recalled for Tuesday and they seem to favour him strongly for the ‘I’ part.


8th July


And it’s just Maloney and me, two hours’ working and gnashing at the script trying to get the funny lines to come out of a real situation and not sound like we think it’s funny. Bruce is cracking open the ales and I wonder whether this is out of brain-busting frustration, or flickers of hope.


9th July


How long can this rack be winched? A very well-known face is just leaving through the front door as I approach Peel Cottage, and my guts have now plunged fifty floors south. He exactly fits the script’s description of Withnail, but surely – this thought enforced by a facial scrunch and eye-clench designed to transmit it through walls and skulls – he is too old!!


I forgot to say that Mary said I’d hear by Thursday evening.


Having now become intimate with everyone at Peel Cottage, it seems traitorous that these very smiley faces have their own agendas and are seeing other Spotlight subscribers. Over and over we do scenes, I and Michael Maloney, who is wonderfully specific about the ‘moment to moment’ of every scene, and credits theatre director Peter Gill for this rigour and focus.


Impossible to sleep properly – I am now worried because Robinson has learnt that I don’t drink a drop or smoke, and Thursday will be the last chance to get it or goof up.


Myopic, tunnel-visioned, call it what you will, but I am MANIC!!!!!!


Mr Whitehall is ‘hanging in there’ with me, making a daily nuisance of himself by hustling Ms Selway.


10th July


‘We would like to take you out for lunch and then do an hour or so’s work.’ Mr Maloney is apparently not in a state of the old high wire as I am, and seems able to swallow his three courses and talk at the same time. My teeth feel like loose Chiclets, masticating their damnedest, but I suspect the saliva ducts have jammed. Tongue, too, has numbed and nothing tastes of anything other than the approach of bad news. My nerves and napkined nourishment are soulless partners and every sop of sparkly water brings up miniature burps of desperation.


WHY TAKE US OUT TO LUNCH AND NOT TELL? WHAT THE FUCK IS THIS WATER TORTURE?


Bruce is well Barolo-ed by mid-afternoon and by five we’re sent packing with a handshake and ‘We’ll be letting you know today, one way or the other.’


Michael and I schlepp to the tube station. He makes for the public phone box and I hear him tell his agent that even if they do offer him the part he doesn’t want to do it.


I am astounded. ‘Why not?’


‘I just have problems with the script. I’m sure they’ll still offer you the Withnail part.’


Going down the rush-hour escalators, my body feels time-suspended, shocked into immobility by this turn of events. Why had he gone through nearly a week of this audition torture? They had been casting for a pair with ‘chemistry’ so what were my chances now?


Walk home in direst droop of jaw, planning a change of profession. ‘To what?’ retorts Joan with an overflow of impatience. ‘It’s only a bloody part. Not a lunar landing.’ I know, but right now I feel like strapping myself to the nearest rocket to Mars.


‘Has Michael Whitehall called?’


‘No. Call him.’


‘I can’t.’


More ‘bloody actor’ mumblings assail the air round her exit. It’s nearing six o’clock and my nerves are shredding themselves in a kamikaze pact.


‘D’you think I should call?’ I ask her retreating back.


‘I told you to call.’


‘No need to bloody shout,’ I mutter as I dial.


‘Can you hold? Michael needs to speak to you. Your phone is out of order. We’ve been trying to call you for the past hour. Hold on, he’s here.’


‘Your phone’s on the blink. Where are you?’


‘Home. It must be just incoming calls.’


‘Well, sit down I’ve got some news for you.’


At this juncture, agent am-dram is almost suicidally inappropriate. My mind has derailed and is scudding towards Dubai.


‘You’ve got the part . . . if you want it?’


GOT THE PART GOT THE PART GOT THE PART signals the SOS standby through my charged circulation. Some kind of scream must have hurtled from my mouth because Joan’s face is two inches away and registers STARTLE.


Share the phone earhole for: ‘Mary Selway says you must have known it was yours. Anyway they’re offering [more money than I had earned doing theatre for four years] for a seven-week shoot, Shepperton Studios, and the Lake District, with a couple of weeks’ rehearsal. Congratulations!’


Sphincters are winking, neck hair is rising, tears are welling and Joan is tut-tutting about mood swings and extremes.


‘Oh, and by the way, Mary asked if you could go in tomorrow because they want you to read with one of the McGann chaps. Maloney pulled out.’


‘Does that mean they could still change their minds about me?’


‘The part is YOURS. Congratulations!!’


Grab my wife, squeeze, jump, hug, blub and make for the sofas to jump up and down. Braying donkey noises are emanating from my bowels.


­Y­A­A­A­A­A­A­A­A­H­O­O­O­O­O­O­O­O­O­O­W­O­W­E­E­E­E­E­E­E­E­E­E­E­E­E­!!!!!!!!!!!!


Right now, I could happily convert to Catholicism, the Ayatollah, Dalai Lama, Jehovah Witnoids, you choose the denomination – I am obeisant.


I have a bone deep conviction that this is the BREAK. I suspect this sure, centred sense of something happens rarely and some part of me is grateful that I am conscious of it now, and not in the mists of nostalgia and disappointment years down the line.


11th July


A week after my first drenched meeting with Them and, to everyone I pass in the street, all is as per, but in my head and heart a Dixie jazz band is stompin’ ma joints.


Bruce greets me with ‘Well, Granty, we’re gonna make a fucking masterpiece.’


Paul arrives and we read, and today it’s his turn to be nervous and needy. His hair is similar in length to Bruce’s and sitting together they have a likeness that aptly fits his character, which is Bruce twenty years ago.


Mary Selway is hugging and kissing and ‘I told you so-ing’ by lunchtime and Paul is confirmed and contracted. We now go to the same restaurant, and it feels like the end of school! Bottles are imbibed and food forked south. Bruce claps a paw across my shoulder on the way out and says, ‘I’d like you to lose about a stone to look really wasted.’


Skipping, levitating, long-jumping, I am airborne back to the underground and on my way to Boots for weight-off powder. Sorry, Dreas. Apologies, Richard La Plante. I contact Gary Oldman, who is currently porking-up to play Joe Orton, for weight-loss advice. He says that for Sid and Nancy he ate nothing but a small piece of steamed fish every day and lots of melon. But warns that he got so obsessed that he was briefly hospitalized and had to gain weight. He points me in the direction of a ‘diet-agent’ who assures me that, following her regime, within two weeks a stone will shed itself from my beefed-up frame, and armed with food-supplement tins and a few nutrient bars I am ready to De Niro it in East Twickenham for Art.


A lead role in a first film that isn’t written by Rumpelstiltskin about topples my equilibrium. It is ridiculous that an offer of work could be so instrumental in restoring a sense of self-worth. But it does. This pre-rehearsal weekend is sunny, beautiful, calm and loved to the hilt of its hours, pulsed through with this part. Every mollusc that squelched doubt and ‘You haven’t a flea’s chance’ BE BOILED. And SLOWLY.


Love is made, shops are shopped, vases are flowered and talk is peppered with possibility.


Our baby is ‘baking’ and we are nearing seven months safe, after three previous miscarriages at three months. She is kicking inside as am I on the out.


14th July


Everything feels like a Virgin First, from the chauffeur-driven Benz that motors me down to the studios, to the meeting with George Harrison, who is Handmade Films’ chief honcho, aside from being one of the Fab Four.


We rehearse in a wood-panelled drawing room in the Old House which was once the Manor of someone Born. Valerie Craig is the production Girl Friday, and is clearly feared by everyone, except David Wimbury, the other producer whom Bruce refers to as The Pot (in reference to his gut).


Bruce and Paul arrive and Bruce is giving a monologue on the state of the British Motorway at this historical juncture.


Away from Peel Cottage, reading the lines aloud in this new location is deadly. Sentences putter out without any life and ‘I’m sorry we have made a dreadful mistake, Edward Tudor Pole is on his way down’ is bleeping through my solar plexus. All notion of how to play this part has deserted me and I just hope to whoever that Bruce does not detect this. Having been an actor, however, he is acutely aware of the anxiety and his ‘Well, boys, how are we going to get this fucker off the floor?’ eases us up. Everything comes and goes and just when you think you have something, the next scene squirrels off to Slough. He is incredibly patient, but knows exactly how he wants the lines delivered; nothing is improvised; and the luxury of the writer being the director short-circuits any doubt as to what the author might mean.


A couple of weeks have passed since Peel Cottage and costumes have been fitted, the sixties revisited, our own backgrounds mined for ‘experiences’, hair and makeup tests completed and the script known by heart. Bruce tells us the background for the film, and where, why and how it came into being.


He wrote the script in 1970, basing it on his drama-school days in the mid-sixties, but it wasn’t until his Oscar nomination for writing The Killing Fields that he could get the venture financed and build in the proviso that he would direct it. Paul Heller has raised money through Handmade and a philanthropic American billionaire called Larry Kirstein. The ‘I’ character is based upon Bruce himself and Mickey Feast, Withnail modelled upon Vivian MacKerrell, who never really worked as an actor, contracted throat cancer some years later, and has now fetched up in a hospice in Gloucestershire.


Bruce declares without a hair of humility that he ‘was as gorgeous-looking as a fucking Renaissance prince’ when he left drama school and various gents ‘wanted my arse’. ‘Uncle Monty’ is the rotund apotheosis of this ‘harassment’. Bruce decides to cast Richard Griffiths in the role ‘because he is so sweet and simpatico, like Billy Bunter’, which ensures that Monty will not be perceived as some saturnine predator.


‘This film is bittersweet, sweet and sour, like King Curtis’s definitive sax version of “A Whiter Shade of Pale”,’ is Bruce’s oft-quoted mantra. ‘The comedy comes from character and situation. There are no jokes. No poncing.’


While Paul and I understand the theory of this, the practice is still eluding us and cruellest yet is the day Bruce has the camera team and script supervisor in for a rehearsed read-through. Instinctively, Paul and I are seduced into trying to perform as they are the first audience we have experienced. Working to explicate our characters comes across as commenting on them – or third-eyeing – and it’s disastrous. We sense that the room is now as solemn and silent as Tutankhamun’s tomb and we both start rushing, which only compounds the problem.


Bruce is chalk-white-grey. No sooner has our audience all filed silently out, than he turns and lays it on with, ‘Well, what the fuck do you think I feel like? Apart from a TOTAL CUNT.’ Head pounding with the shame, eyes snailing the carpet for clues and he despairs of us and calls it quits for the day. Says the next morning that he had to put The Fear up our arses so that we never make the mistake again.


His oven-scouring honesty and wit make his damnation all the worse because you can’t retort with the usual who the fuck do you think you are?. The tension is leavened somewhat by a casting session for the drug dealer, Danny. He is based on a record-shop bloke near the Central Drama School, who did a side trade in drugs. Bruce is moronic and funny when he imitates him and warns the three actors he is auditioning for the role that whoever plays it is going to have to put up with him demanding a near replica of the weak ‘R’d’ dude voice. Ralph Brown turns up, bare-footed with painted black fingernails, long wig, shades, eye-shadow, attitude and a pair of those bell-bottom pants with criss-crossed string where a zip might be. He is IT and as good as gets an offer from Bruce there and then. I only realize later when he actually comes to film that he is nearly bald and does not look anything like what came down to Shepperton that day.


21st July


While all this can-we-or-can’t-we-get-this-comic-stuff-right was occupying time and space, nothing prepared for the horror that happened this morning. Joan, who for some reason apparently common to the offspring of doctors never admits to needing to see one, is ashen and asking, ‘CAN YOU TAKE ME TO THE HOSPITAL. NOW. I THINK MY WATERS HAVE BROKEN.’


She is only seven months pregnant.


Bewildered and panic-stricken and ignorant, we get into the car and, trapped in early-morning rush-hour traffic, she tells me she has been spotting for a week. I am nearly yelling my disbelief: Why the fuck didn’t you tell me? We could have gone to the hospital and got advice, help, whatever.’


‘STOP SHOUTING. STOP IT!’


The car has now mounted the pavement and lights flashing, horn honking, we career along to the Hogarth roundabout and, blindly, hobble and bump to Queen Charlotte’s Maternity Hospital.


Joan is now holding the roof of the car, stretched and in agony. Crying. ‘HELP ME. GET A STRETCHER.’ Someone does. White coats and aprons crowd round and we are moving towards the lift like an instant rugby scrum. Shoes and wheels squeak and slide along the polished corridors and there’s that disinfected smell of institution. OH, JESUS. OHHH, JEEZUS. NOT NOW. NOT THIS. PLEASE NO!


Labour Ward. Still doesn’t register with me. Wheeled along and sharp turned into a ward, green curtains drawn and I know by the look and sound and whispered stuff that we are in trouble. A tiny West Indian sister takes me to one side and says, ‘Your wife is in labour.’


My head is shaking NO and she softly tells me that ‘The waters have broken and we will try and do everything we can.’


And still it does not enter rational thought that this is it.


I hold Joan’s hand, tight, and her face is contorted with the onset of pains and the disbelief that this is happening.


I haven’t exactly read the books or done the breathing classes, but I do know that all this is happening too early. But at least we are now in the hospital and everyone seems to know exactly what to do and how to be, which we do not. Over the next four hours, the sister and doctors gradually give me information, clearly knowing that to have told me in one dose would have been unwise. It is coming at us criss-crossed with percentages and chance and probability.


I do not dare ask why a Caesarean is not an option, as everyone seems to be acting as though this way is best.


I am stationed at the head of the bed holding Joan’s hand, shielded from the medical team by a green cloth which divides us and the lower body like a windbreak on a British beach.


Undiluted fear is all that courses through every vein and the what if and if only variations collide.


The room temperature is getting higher by the minute and this is explained as being necessary to help the baby.


And still the imminent reality of what is presaging does not get through. Everything is out of joint. What should be a journey of unimaginable pain towards the safe birth of a baby, is now an upside-down event at the wrong time with the wrong noises and the wrong expressions on every face. IF ONLY, IF ONLY . . . Joan’s face is just tortured and streaming tears.


‘Your baby will be very small, because it is so early and will have to go into an intensive-care incubator. It can be very distressing, but we have a great success rate.’


Whatever. Wherever.


We have a name already, Tiffany, as we know she is a girl but when she is born there is no sound. No cry. No sight of her. But just the terrible rush of hands and doctors and nurses doing something in a huddle. For half an hour. Like half of eternity. A doctor comes away and has tears in his eyes, as does the tiny sister and they say words that are unbearable to hear. Unbearable to say. ‘Her lungs were too small. We tried everything we could to save her. We are so sorry.’ Were and could ricochet through me. How can this be the past tense? We are here now. Joan is just shaking. As am I. This intense activity, commotion, tubes, bleepers, scanners, pumps, hyper-this and dermic-that, is now all abated. Falling away. And then the words that you hate the speaker for saying. ‘Would you like to hold your baby? . . . We find this helps . . . not to just take the baby away . . .’


She is handed to my stricken wife first, and had I all the powers of Mars and miracles I would give this child life. After I don’t know how long, my baby is put in my arms. Hand. For she is the size of a little bird. She is warm but dead. And PERFECT. Ten toes, ten fingers. Eyes, mouth, all. Broken. No breath.


Our hearts are broken and will we ever cease weeping.


To have and to hold, through sickness and in health . . . and we are blind with this grieving.


Her little body is lifted and put in a blanketed tray and, most bizarre of all, a Polaroid picture taken, once then twice. The baby blanket arranged as though preparing for sleep. The sister says, ‘Odd as it may seem, having a picture will be very important and precious for you both in the coming weeks. We are going to leave you here with her for as long as you like’ – with which the last of the team leaves us to the room that is silent.


Later, I go to the sister’s office. ‘What do we do now?’


‘Your wife will have to stay overnight and we have given her some sedatives.’


‘I mean, about our baby?’


‘Well, we could perform an autopsy, but it’s up to you. Her lungs were just too under-developed to survive, but if you want further investigation . . .’


‘Please! No autopsy.’ (The thought is beyond this nightmare.)


‘We have a garden of remembrance here if you choose to have the body cremated or you can have a burial, but we find that most parents opt for the former.’


HOW DO YOU BURY YOUR CHILD?


The question is not a question I want to be asking, but it is when I speak to an undertaker who is saying, ‘We do a very simple, classic white casket, if you choose burial.’


Hammersmith Municipal Offices are the next port of call while Joan sleeps and a human blimp shuffles forth a form on which I am legally required to write down our daughter’s name, date of birth, date of death. One little half-hour. Same day. Same hour.


This confuses the counter cretin who whines that I will have to do the form again ‘’cos it’s not possible to ’ave the same date of burf ’n’ def on the same line’. Behind me are folk waiting to register. I lower my voice and say, ‘Excuse me, I don’t want to argue with you, but my baby daughter was born and died within half an hour of birth on the same day, within the same hour, and is therefore registered on this form on the same line in the same section.’ A couple of sullen eyes meet mine with the distant blink of a light-bulb going on in a place which has been switched off for a couple of aeons and I wonder if she is ever going to stamp the fucking paper—


‘Get a move on, love,’ comes from someone behind and her hand is galvanized and grips the stamp, inks up and blots down on the words that I never thought would relate to me.


‘Here are some pills to help you stop lactating. They will reduce the build-up of breast milk. Every hormone and heartbeat is programmed for the coming child.’ COME AND GONE.


‘I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.’ This keens from my wife and, no matter how I try to absolve her, she relentlessly repeats this, rendering what sounded like apology as an elegy, lullaby for a lost babe.


Joan accepts a job in Sicily coaching Christopher Lambert for The Sicilian. She is not keen to go but it seems better to be abroad while I am filming on location in the Lake District than to be alone at home with a baby’s room that has no infant.


Flowers have come from the Handmade team as well as others from all over and the house is full of pollen.


I drive to the cemetery alone. I am handed the tiny white coffin by a lone man in black and, having no religious conviction or ritual of prayer, close my eyes tight and just bust. Find my way to the open grave where three coffins are stacked one atop the other, unmourned, unclaimed, and I give the coffin to the grave-digger, who is actually in the enlarged hole. He places it on top of the unknown adults. ‘I’m sorry, mate.’


This will be an unmarked grave, but I know where it is. And I am relieved Joan is not here. The unbearable has to be borne.


I must have called the studios during the labour hours to say what was going on, because everyone knew what had happened when I went back to rehearsals. Because a premature birth is perceived as a miscarriage, people find it hard to credit such a death with as much gravitas as they would a full-term child and I was bleached by the ‘Never mind, you’re sure to have better luck next time round . . . Nature’s way . . . for the best . . .’ palliatives.


Bruce’s wife Sophie is nearing her full term and all joke and joust about these two Withnail babies is abandoned.


29th July


‘I want you and Paul to get absolutely legless tonight, stay up all night, come in first thing tomorrow and we’ll stagger through the whole screenplay. I want you to have a chemical memory of what it’s like to be arse-holed beyond Withinsnape.’ Wasted. Fucked. Horizontal.


Since trying every alcohol variation in teenagerdom and never succeeding in keeping any down me for more than half an hour, I know this planned Walpurgisnacht is going to be some trial. Joan thinks the idea completely insane and in the light of what has just happened to us, no doubt it is.


Get a couple of bottles of champagne from the off-licence, don’t eat, and start off at around nine. Any publican’s fart would be capable of rendering me askew so it is no surprise that by nine thirty I have already lurched to the loo for the first of what will be many hurling-up visits thither.


By about two a.m., my innards have obviously acquiesced and alcohol does stay down and there is now a serious focus on measuring out my intake so that I maintain this state until dawn. My bereaved and bewildered spouse has retreated to bed with mutterings of ‘Wanker, why don’t you just try acting?’


30th July


Nine a.m. and I am dragged out into the car and driven to Shepperton where there is a generous wet bar laid out in the corner. Fearing that I am not quite far enough gone for Bruce, I fill a large tumbler to the three-quarter mark with neat vodka. What to top it off with to get it to go down? Ah – I spy with my totally bleary eye, a row of Pepsi cans beckoning. Grab the ringpull, whish, spill some and frotz the last quarter of the glass with liquid black. I put the can down and lift the tumbler to my chops, hold my breath, which is Vulcan’s stithy by now, and gloop the bubbling Pepsi bomb down in one. Burp, eyes squirt tears of shock and in a nano-second the whole fucking room is turning in on itself. Bruce and Paul arrive and start laughing. We start rehearsing, and I suppose because we know this script to Bognor and back, the words are firmly enough lodged not to get displaced by the alcoholic onslaught.


I must have fallen as my trousers are gaping at the knee. Both knees. Lurching and crying and laughing and flailing and the more it goes on, the more hysterical are Bruce and Paul. Who seem to me totally sober. Right now I don’t care a fuck about anything or anyone and this limbless lunacy gets us almost all the way through the script. Or so it seems. French windows line the far wall with a narrow side glass door into the garden. An ocean of nausea bolts through my system and brain cells convene upon one single thought: GET THROUGH THAT DOOR. NOW! Only it seems very far away and movably mobile. Fall on the way, grab the doorknob and get outside. Blazing sunlight and fluorescent green grass come up at me fast as a flying Persian carpet of champagne vodka cocktail comes spewing from my gullet and I still feel duty-bound to carry on the dialogue. On my knees, vomiting, crying and berating the wide world and its invisible masters.


31st July


That was Friday morning. Today is Saturday and I am at home, in my own bed, and my stomach is on fire. Tongue stapled to the roof of my mouth, throat scorched and head housing an orchestra of pneumatic drills playing Beethoven’s Ninth. All for Art? Terrible stink coming from somewhere close. Not a fart, but, uh-oh, I have dribbled some nasties onto my shoulder when comatose. Still, the exercise seems to have paid off as when I grope my way downstairs Bruce has left this message on the answerphone: ‘Granty? You did it. Breakthrough. Gonna make a fucking masterpiece, boy.’


1st August


Joan flies to Sicily. I meet Paul at Liverpool Street Station at midday, and we board for the Lake District. I feel slightly uneasy that he witnessed my utter arseholedom on Friday but he says it is the funniest thing he has ever seen. Regales with tales about shooting The Monocled Mutineer up this way last year, and my brain is clocking my endless months of unemployment and how changed everything is just now.


On the outskirts of Penrith near the motorway is our hotel. It is brand new, American ranch-style, and is full of tourists and badge-and-briefcase conference types.


No turning back, boyo, is boing-ing through my brain as I ginger towards the bar to meet the assembling crew, all of whom smoke and drink and, oh, fuck, will they suss that I do neither, playing this part?


Everyone knows this film is being made for a flea’s pittance, but loyalty, friendship and a sense of what this script might be, if pulled off, pervades us all.


I speak to Joan in Sicily and she says she is helped by the change from everything familiar. No one asking ‘How’s the baby?’ Says she is enjoying the work and has met a great young actor called John Turturro. Go to bed listening to Otis Redding on earphones singing ‘Tenderness’.


And the grief is uncontainable.


I suffer nightmares of what has happened to her little body.


2nd August


Mini-bus together out to the location in Wet Sleddale, supposedly the wettest corner of the United Kingdom, through numerous gates, up a mountainside to an abandoned cottage on the water board estate. Perfect. Exactly like the script suggests. A hammering Art Department is getting it ready for the first day’s shoot. Black drapes have been erected round the kitchen area, as we start with a day-for-night scene – when the two characters first arrive in the middle of the night. Everything now is practical and hands-on and how to get from A to B and where to put the camera and lights and which props and where do you want this and how do you like that and suddenly it is all very real and very close and very adrenalin-friendly!


Bruce is poncing around with his hands fixed in I-am-a-camera mode, and sending himself up for doing so.


He has a very simple but strict dictum for the camera crew: everything has to be seen from the I character’s point of view. Nothing can be shown that strays from this discipline. He also declares his loathing for over-the-shoulder shots and challenges the team to come up with alternatives. All of this is new to me, but his sureness alongside his total honesty about knowing nothing technical has the desired effect of giving them the responsibility, rather than arsing about with a lot of ‘I think we should go for an 85 mil. lens on this one chaps, followed up with a quick pan, zoom or what you will up my collective.’ This ant-hive activity is fuelled by lack of time and an overload of nerves. All round.


3rd August


The dialogue for the first day is very short but, even so, it lops around my head like a pea in a tin. I am deluded, despite having had the experience of the TV film a year and a half ago, into thinking that the shooting will go quickly. Hurry Up and Wait is what it turns out to be. Much fixing and flagging the black drapes round the door, rain-machine for the window and seemingly endless tweaking of lights to effect the I character’s beat-up Jaguar headlamps outside. When all is dingy and complete I am doused down with tepid water and I reprise the drowning rodent-look with which I first presented myself to Robinson.


Paul is to light a match and then get a paraffin lamp going. As it’s from his viewpoint, we follow his hand to the lamp, and then up to the walls and around the derelict room to discover Withnail slumped in a chair. Only Wesley – the American-football-sized props boy – is busting his balls to get the taper to ignite, with everything now poised and waiting. Fingers fumble and ‘haven’t we got another lamp?’ unwelcomes its way out of someone’s mouth. I hold my breath.


An aeon later it catches and we do the short scene, which has me answering I’s question about what’s going on with ‘I’m sitting down to enjoy my holiday.’ Uttered with as much contempt and despair as I can muster.


By which time it’s lunch-time and we are off.


The catering is set up in an old barn, and, half-way through a mouthful, rumblings are to be heard from nearby.


Bruce is arguing with Denis O’Brien, the incredibly tall, incredibly bald Big Noise from Handmade Films who is a Bilko identikit on a giant scale.


O’Brien says something about the film being behind schedule and suggests cutting the Bull scene.


‘How can we be behind schedule? It’s only lunch-time on the first day?’ Bruce retorts and, to my horror, spits out his resignation.


David ‘The Pot’ Wimbury seems unperturbed and says it’s par for the course. ‘Intimidation, dearie. Not to worry.’


NOT TO WORRY? Food is now paralysed in my oesophagus. Paul doesn’t seem bothered and his nonchalance is rewarded by the news some time later that Bruce has been reinstated and that ‘over my dead carcass will we cut the Bull’.
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