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  Introduction




  This extraordinary work of postmodern fakery from the ‘golden age of detective fiction’ was last reprinted thirty years ago, and in the intervening decades has

  acquired a legendary status. Introducing the book to those who haven’t read it yet, without revealing too many of its various secrets, is not an easy task.




  It would be a terrible breach of protocol, after all, to give away the ending of a mystery story; and yet it would be hard to decide, in any case, what the ‘ending’ of The Face on

  the Cutting-Room Floor actually is, one of the book’s many peculiar qualities being that the enigmas surrounding it do not come to a halt on the final page. In this novel, reality and

  fiction bleed into one another in the most disorientating way. Of course it is, on one of its levels, a murder story, so I will not do anything so crass as to reveal the identity of the murderer;

  but the identity of the author – which itself lay hidden for more than thirty years after publication – is in some ways the central mystery, and the more intriguing one, and I should

  announce at once that I intend to reveal it here and now. Readers who would prefer it to remain hidden should therefore turn the page hastily, and come back when they’ve finished reading the

  novel.




  There seems to have been no particularly feverish rush of speculation when the name ‘Cameron McCabe’ appeared on the British crime-writing scene, for the first and last time, in

  1937, even though several reviewers remarked on the unusual nature of his book. It was enthusiastically reviewed by the likes of Ross McLaren and Herbert Read, who called it a ‘detective

  story with a difference’. Mention was made of the fact that the story did not proceed or indeed resolve according to the normal rules of detective fiction, that the author’s name was

  also the name of the principal character, and that the concluding fifth of the book was in fact an epilogue, purportedly written by a journalist friend of the narrator’s, commenting on its

  literary qualities and setting it within the context of recent trends in crime writing. But just as much attention was focused on the story, which centres on an act of murder at an unnamed London

  film studio. An actress called Estella Lamare, already effectively killed off by a vindictive producer who has decided to excise her role completely from his latest picture, is found dead in the

  cutting room: her death has been captured on film by an automatic camera but the reel has gone missing. The subsequent investigation ranges widely over London, from the streets around King’s

  Cross to the nightclubs of Soho, from tranquil, verdant Bloomsbury to the docks of the East End.




  If ‘Cameron McCabe’ was praised for the originality of his first entry into the crime genre, and for his novel’s strong sense of place, reviewers might have been surprised, and

  even more impressed, had they learned upon whom they were bestowing their acclaim. For the author of The Face on the Cutting-Room Floor was only twenty-two years old when it was published

  and just four years earlier he had barely been able to speak a word of the English language.




  His name was Ernst Wilhelm Julius Bornemann – subsequently anglicized to Ernest Borneman – and he had arrived in London as a communist refugee from Nazi Germany in 1933. Before that

  he had been living in Berlin, where he had already made the acquaintance of Bertolt Brecht and worked for Wilhelm Reich’s Socialist Association for Sexual Counselling and Research. Somewhere

  along the way, either in Germany or London or both, he also worked as a film editor and acquired a reputation as a virtuoso of the cutting room. Borneman was widely read in European literature and

  once settled in London wasted no time bringing himself up to speed with developments in English-language writing, discovering a particular affinity with Hemingway and Joyce, not to mention American

  crime writers such as Carroll John Daly and Dashiell Hammett. This presumably explains the distinctive, sometimes highly eccentric style of The Face on the Cutting-Room Floor, which despite

  being set in an English film studio of the 1930s (which evokes images, perhaps, of genteel musical comedies performed in perfect RP accents), combines laconic, hardboiled dialogue with extended

  stream-of-consciousness passages, all filtered through the skewed phraseology of someone whose acquisition of English was still, to some extent, a work in progress.




  Borneman was a man of formidable intelligence who, like many a postmodern writer before and after him, loved the narrative energies of crime fiction while wanting to remain aloof from its

  conventions and simplicities. This is the tension that explains, I think, the formal idiosyncrasies of The Face on the Cutting-Room Floor. It begins briskly enough, with a crisp, punchy

  dialogue between narrator McCabe and producer Bloom, followed by an important chance encounter with a stranger outside King’s Cross station, on ‘one of those last evenings in November

  with the feel of July or August and the sky orange and heavy’. We then get a long and evocative sequence following our hero on a night’s adventures through Bohemian Soho, and then there

  is the discovery of the murder itself, the next morning. After that, however, things start to get weird. You keep expecting the story to move forward and it doesn’t, really. Inspector Smith

  of Scotland Yard turns up to take over the case and we are drawn into a protracted battle of wills (alternately referred to as a ‘fight’ and a ‘game’) between him and

  McCabe. The minutest details of the case – who saw what, who was where, and at what time – are combed over again and again. Hardly any clues are offered, or deductions made. The story

  starts to become an exercise in reconciling different perceptions of the same event.




  And then there is the epilogue. The idea of bringing in a (fictional) literary critic to offer an assessment of the manuscript doesn’t exactly suggest that McCabe is a disciple of Dorothy

  L. Sayers or Raymond Chandler: instead it calls to mind, for instance, Alasdair Gray and his slippery creation Sidney Workman, who often pops up at the end of Gray’s novels to provide a

  commentary and footnotes. And when McCabe’s critic, A. B. C. Müller, starts making general observations about the crime genre, such as ‘The possibilities for alternative endings to

  any detective story are infinite’, we are reminded that only two years separate The Face on the Cutting-Room Floor from that true masterpiece of early postmodernism,

  Flann O’Brien’s At Swim-Two-Birds, whose opening paragraph concludes: ‘One beginning and one ending for a book was a thing I did not agree with. A good book may have three

  openings entirely dissimilar and inter-related only in the prescience of the author, or for that matter one hundred times as many endings.’




  O’Brien’s motives for undermining fictional conventions in this way are lofty and inscrutable. One senses only an amused Sternean scepticism about the whole silly business of writing

  books in the first place. With Borneman, though, the underlying aesthetic is more (forgive the pun) earnest. Given the fact that he knew Brecht while living in Berlin, and came under the influence

  of his writings, I don’t think it’s too fanciful to see some kind of Brechtian alienation technique being brought into play here. Just as a later experimentalist, B. S. Johnson, would

  tear through the fabric of his novel Albert Angelo (by declaring ‘Oh fuck all this LYING!’) in order to make a political point about the dishonesty of fiction, so Borneman here

  is drawing attention to the inadequacy of detective fiction to express the chaos, loose ends and ambiguities of real life.




  This does not quite, however, make The Face on the Cutting-Room Floor ‘the detective story to end all detective stories’, as Julian Symons has claimed. For me, that accolade

  would have to go to Dürrenmatt’s The Pledge, published in 1958, at which time it bore the subtitle (later discarded) of Requiem auf den Kriminalroman or Requiem for the

  Detective Novel. Most of Dürrenmatt’s book works superbly as a self-contained crime novella, and in fact the central story is a very faithful novelisation of his film script Es

  geschah am hellichten Tag (It Happened in Broad Daylight); but when turning it into a book, he also topped and tailed it with a framing narrative in which a writer of crime novels meets

  a cynical ex-detective in a bar, and after listening to his (true) version of the story, with its far less neat and satisfying conclusion, is left in no doubt as to the fatal shortcomings of his

  own genre of writing. Dürrenmatt’s forensic demonstration is elegant, devastating and final. By comparison The Face on the Cutting-Room Floor’s increasingly flummoxing

  layers of repetition and variation, and the elaborate metatextual apparatus at the end, feel more like a brilliant young man’s roar of frustration at the limitations of the genre which he has

  chosen for himself.




  And so, having apparently exhausted the possibilities of the detective story with his first book, what was Ernest Borneman to do next? Initially, at least, the matter was taken out of his own

  hands, and he found himself overtaken by historical events. As a German national living in the United Kingdom, not long after the outbreak of war he was apprehended and shipped off to an internment

  camp in northern Ontario. After a year of this, fortunately, his plight came to the attention of Sir Alexander Paterson, Her Majesty’s Commissioner for Prisons, who had met Borneman briefly

  in London, and recognized him when he came to Canada to inspect the camp. Paterson arranged for his release and put him in touch with John Grierson, who had also come to Canada to help set up the

  National Film Board. Before long, Borneman was working for the NFB in (where else?) the cutting room.




  From this era, we are indebted to Graham MacInnes and his memoir One Man’s Documentary for a vivid portrait of Borneman at work as a film editor. Watching him make sense of the vast

  mass of footage assembled for a naval documentary called Action Stations, MacInnes saw that this was someone ‘with an eye as clinical and detached as a lizard’s’, who

  approached his work with ‘a fine mixture of Teutonic exactitude and a Jewish sense of extrovert lyricism’.




  

    

      To see his wavy blond head bent rigidly over a hand viewer; his strong but elegant hands ripping “outs” of film backward like gravel flung

      behind a bone-digging dog; his swift, frenzied but orderly snatching of “takes” from bins; his skilled manipulation, without getting them twisted or torn, of half a dozen shots; his

      mouth full of clips, his shirt-sleeved figure draped with film like a raised bronze statue with Aegean seaweed: this was to see a Laocoon writhing in the agony of creation. Borneman was a

      fanatic, a grammarian, a Central European engulfer and regurgitator of fact. But never a bore.


    


  




  We are dealing with a remarkable man, then, obviously: and yet I’ve barely begun to scratch the surface of his remarkableness. He was also, already, a leading authority on jazz (there is a

  lot of it in The Face on the Cutting-Room Floor) and his next publication was A Critic Looks at Jazz, a collection of journalism on the subject from his London days. He returned to

  Britain in the 1950s and worked as a jobbing screenwriter for TV shows such as The Adventures of Robin Hood. By now he had published two novels under his own name, Tremolo and Face

  the Music, a murder mystery set in the jazz world which was filmed in the UK in 1954. Another Borneman-scripted film from that year, Bang! You’re Dead, is a fascinating British

  thriller set in the world of villagers displaced and made homeless by German bombing, who still live in Nissen huts on an abandoned US Army camp. In 1959 Borneman published Tomorrow is Now,

  a Cold War story described by the critic Jonathan Rosenbaum as ‘evoking at times both Ibsen and Shaw’, and which Borneman himself considered his best novel. The 1960s saw a return to

  Germany, an abortive attempt to set up a new state-funded TV channel there, and the publication of his last two novels in English, The Compromisers and The Man Who Loved Women: a

  Landscape with Nudes.




  Finally Borneman settled in Upper Austria, where he lived in rural isolation in the village of Scharten. Isolation but not, by any means, obscurity: for now the final phase of his multifaceted

  career was under way, and he had made a considerable reputation for himself as an academic working in the field of human and particularly infant sexuality. By the time The Face on the

  Cutting-Room Floor was rediscovered and reissued in the early 1970s, attracting extravagant praise from the likes of Julian Symons and Frederic Raphael, Borneman was already the celebrated,

  sometimes notorious author of such volumes as Lexikon der Liebe und Erotik and the monumental Das Patriarchat, which became a key text of the German women’s movement. He

  continued to write, lecture and publish well into his seventies.




  By the end of his life, Borneman had travelled an immense distance from his early, brilliant foray into detective fiction. Or had he? If we are to make sense of The Face on the Cutting-Room

  Floor, in the end, perhaps we should see it, not as a postmodern intellectual prank, or a ‘dazzling box of tricks’, but as a work of wild and desperate youthful romanticism. By the

  time his part of the narration draws to a close, McCabe – Borneman’s alter ego – has reached a suicidal frame of mind. Hopelessly in love with a woman who thinks nothing of him,

  he reflects that there is ‘No way out for a man once a woman has got hold of him . . . It will get you in the end.’ In 1995, to mark his eightieth birthday, there appeared a

  Festschrift devoted to Borneman’s life and work, entitled Ein Luderlichtes Leben (A Wayward Life), with a front cover that showed him standing, fully clothed, next to a

  nude female model, her arms just shielding her breasts. The book had been compiled by a much younger colleague of Borneman’s, who was also his lover at the time. Before long, however, their

  affair was over, and in June of that year he committed suicide. It had got him in the end. It seems that the twenty-two-year-old Cameron McCabe and the eighty-year-old Ernst Wilhelm Julius

  Bornemann were not so different after all.




  JONATHAN COE




  





  To pay back a debt to Jim Harris and his camp in
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  WARNING TO DÉBUTANTS IN THE LIBEL BUSINESS




  Any person wishing to identify himself, or herself, or any other person, dead or alive, with any character in this book, may do so at his, or her, own discretion. It shall be

  explicitly stated, however, that no such identification was intended, or called for, by the author. Any person who doubts the author’s word for this, and accuses him – in spite of the

  above explicit statement to the contrary – of having committed a libel by portraying any actual person, alive or dead, will therefore himself commit a libel, namely, that of accusing the

  author of telling lies, and will thus himself be sued for libelling the author instead of the author being sued for libelling him.




  





  




  SENTIMENTAL EXEGESIS




  There is an expression in filmland which is genuinely tragic. It is ‘the face on the cutting-room floor’. It refers to those actors and actresses who are cut right

  out of pictures. For one reason or another, it is found, after a picture has been completed, that their part is unnecessary. Thus are dreams and hopes felled with one snip of the scissors.




  – Otto Ludwig in The World Film Encyclopedia




  





  ONE




  He walked in without knocking and began to talk before the door had closed behind him.




  ‘You have to re-edit the junk,’ he said. Then he coughed and wiped the sweat off his neck. Sweat always showed on his neck, never on his forehead. He was too fat. He loved French

  pastries and Viennese strudel. It was an unhappy love. You could see him growing fatter and he didn’t like it.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ I said, ‘and what can I do for your personal comfort?’




  He smiled – rather reluctantly – and after a little while he said, still breathing in an unpleasant way: ‘No kidding, Mac. Cut it out. Cut out the girl.’




  ‘Sir,’ I said, ‘my client’s reputation is spotless. He is happily married and there is no other woman in his life.’




  He interrupted, somewhat too quickly, shouting: ‘Stop it.’




  Then he looked round, vaguely and without aim, and when he continued speaking his voice was tired.




  ‘All right,’ he said, ‘check that witty brain of yours, it’s running away with you. Now listen: you must cut out that Estella girl, every scene with her, I can’t

  have her, the picture’s too long. You must cut it down to seven thousand feet. I’ll send Robertson to help, and between the two of you you can do some juggling with your scissors and

  celluloid. You like it, don’t you? What you say?’




  ‘It smells,’ I said.




  He frowned. The skin of his forehead moved like skin on boiling milk. Then he smiled again.




  ‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘it smells. I should describe it as a singularly ripe piece of cheese.’




  ‘The girl’s got looks –’ I said.




  ‘– like a show-window dummy in a beauty parlour,’ he said.




  ‘She’s all right,’ I said. ‘You wait and see. She’s nineteen.’




  ‘She’s a wow!’ he shouted. ‘Bottle it.’ Then, quietly and almost apologetically, a quick association of word and meaning: ‘You got a drink?’




  I quoted: ‘Studio Regulations, Number Seven, Paragraph Four: “It is strictly requested that the –”’




  ‘Go on,’ he said, ‘say some more. Your brain’s sparkling today. Give me some Scotch.’




  I took the bottle and the syphon from under the table.




  ‘Soda?’ I asked.




  ‘Straight.’




  We sat down and drank.




  ‘A foul business,’ he said.




  After a while he got up and walked about.




  ‘Right,’ I said, ‘it’s so foul it smells like your singularly ripe cheese. You can’t catch rats with that. But I’m smelling a rat. Why do you want to cut her

  out?’




  ‘None of your business,’ he said.




  I stood up and walked over to him.




  He did not turn to face me.




  I had to address his back.




  ‘Now listen, Mr Bloom,’ I said to his back. ‘Let’s get this straight. You are the boss of this pot-house. You are the producer and I’m the chief cutter, and if you

  say, “Cut,” I cut. But if you ask me to cut the other woman out of a triangle story and make it a straight honeymoon for two, then I’m just itching to hand you the scissors and

  let you try it for yourself.’




  He looked at me over his shoulder with a tension in the muscles of his jaw. It was interesting to watch the movements which happened on his face.




  ‘Because you see,’ I said, ‘what you want isn’t cutting: it’s a jigsaw puzzle. Robertson is a fine cutter, but if you cut out the point of a story there won’t

  be a story left, and no Robertson and no McCabe’s going to get you out of that rat-trap.’




  He smiled. Then he said: ‘Yes, sir, and what can I do for your personal comfort? Something is wrong with you. Sounds pretty serious. Must be the nerves. You’d better see a

  specialist.’




  ‘I’ll have to,’ I said.




  ‘Ring up Robertson,’ he said, turned and went out.




  





  TWO




  I tried to ring Robertson but there was no reply. It was twenty-five past six and I was certain that he was still in his office; I rang again but the line was engaged.




  ‘Blast those switchboard fumblers,’ I said.




  Dinah Lee smiled behind her typewriter.




  I looked at her and she started to hammer away on the keys.




  ‘What are you playing, my sunshine?’ I asked her.




  ‘Tiger Rag,’ she said and rattled on.




  ‘Hell,’ I said. ‘This is no Gin Mill Upright, it’s a typewriter.’




  ‘Robertson’s in the cutting-room,’ she said.




  ‘Which one?’




  She said something but I couldn’t understand her with the noise of the Remington going on all the time.




  I thought he would be in Number Two and I went out. When I passed Bloom’s office I heard people shouting inside. There were two voices. One of them, I thought, was Estella’s. But I

  wasn’t sure whether it was a rehearsal or some real quarrel.




  The lift was not working so I had to walk down all the stairs to the studio. They had Conversation after Midnight on Stage A, and on Stage B they were shooting the night-club sequence for

  Black and White Blues. Outside in the yard they were trying some extra scenes for Peep and Judy Show, the Inigo Ransom comedy which was long over schedule time. I met the continuity

  girl from the new studio and I asked her whether she had seen anything of Robertson lately. She was tired and said no she had not and asked me how I was getting on with the cutting of The Waning

  Moon. She was interested in it because she had been floor secretary for the production.




  I said I was getting on all right and she said: ‘That’s good, but now I must go over to the canteen to get a bite of something, I’m starving.’




  I walked across the yard to the new buildings and asked for the Special Effects Department. They were still working there, putting furniture in the offices and wiring the studios for the new

  high-voltage lamps. The girl in the box was new, I had never seen her before. She was very polite and asked me to sit down while she was trying to find Robertson somewhere. She rang through to

  Robertson’s office but again there was no reply. I said I would walk right up and she showed me the way.




  She was pretty and she smelled good.




  ‘What’s your name?’ I asked her.




  She said ‘Robertson, May – May Robertson’ and smiled.




  I looked at her but before I could say anything she said: ‘Right. You are a detective: I’m John’s sister.’




  I thought I ought to be polite too. So I said ‘I’m awfully glad’ and went upstairs.




  The walls smelled of paint and lime and mortar. There was a glass plate on the door:




  

    JOHN ROBERTSON, M.SC., A.R.C.S.




    SPECIAL EFFECTS DEPARTMENT




    BRITISH AND ALLIED FILM PRODUCTIONS


  




  I knocked. There was no reply. I knocked again and tried the handle. The door opened. I walked in.




  It was a large white room, a sort of miniature studio. There were all sorts of lamps: arcs, inkies, jupiter lamps, babies and broads and spots; two cameras, tripods, trolleys, a small truck, and

  a great collection of screens; niggers, gobos, dollies; focusing boards, number boards, clappers; a cutting-bench with spools, winders, grease pencils, scissors, film cement on it, a film bin with

  a bin stick on the left hand and a film horse on the right. There was a new moviola of a very handsome type. There was a new sound-booth with recorder, mike and amplifier complete, and there was

  the most marvellous gadget-box I had ever seen. It had absolutely everything in it, masks and vignettes and diffusers, apparatus for dunning and back projection, changing bags and tools and

  everything.




  Everybody was talking about Robertson’s new Silent-Automatic-Infra. They called it the pride of the Special Effects Department. It was Robertson’s own construction, designed and

  built in the studio, an automatic camera for infra-red light. The thing was miraculous. It was smooth and absolutely noiseless. It worked in light and darkness equally well. There had been a story

  going round the studio that Robertson had once fixed the camera in the dark-room without the people knowing it and next morning he had shown them the film in his little private theatre. That was

  the first film anyone had ever taken of work in the dark-room. The studio technicians went mad. For some weeks even the trade journals talked about Robertson.




  We didn’t like him at first. He was a college boy. So we watched him. But he was all right.




  And there was the camera. I went over and looked at it. When I touched the gear it was warm. He must have been working it a short time ago.




  I went out to look for him. I tried the cutting-rooms and the head offices, even Bloom’s office. He was nowhere.




  Then I thought I had better have another look in his room. I knocked and of course there was no reply. Then I banged my head against the door because quite automatically I had tried to open it.

  But the door had not given way. It was locked.




  I was fed up like hell. I had spent twenty-odd minutes trying to see that man Robertson. It was now a quarter to seven and he had left. I had missed him at least three times.




  He had been there directly after my first call: I remembered distinctly having heard the engaged signal. He had been in his room shortly before I had first entered: I had found the camera

  gear still warm. And he had been there again after I had left and now he had locked the shop and gone home.




  I cursed him and went out.




  





  THREE




  I walked across the street to the garage. Most of the cars were still there but I could not find mine. I asked Max.




  ‘You never brought her in this morning, sir,’ he said with reproof in his voice.




  Then I remembered that I had left her at Lewis’s to have the brakes overhauled.




  I mooched about for some time.




  I looked at the sky and it was red in the west.




  Then I was suddenly in the crowd of clerks and typists rushing towards King’s Cross Met station and was dragged with them and swept away and did not resist.




  In the air there was the smell of too many things. But I didn’t mind. The smoke of the chimneys went with the exhaust from the cars, and the girls smelled of powder and lipstick and

  perfume, and that went with the smoke and the fumes and the sweat of men, and that was all right with me and I liked it.




  It was a warm evening, much too warm really, one of those last evenings in November with the feel of July or August and the sky orange and heavy.




  At King’s Cross tube station I bought some evening papers and a pink-faced old man came up to me and said: ‘You are studying politics too.’




  I said: ‘Now how did you know that?’




  He said: ‘You bought three papers at the same time.’




  He had brownish-grey hair like gunmetal.




  I said: ‘How clever. There are still some geniuses left over.’




  He said: ‘Yes. Have you followed the Johnson–Myers trial?’




  I said: ‘I thought you were studying politics.’




  He said: ‘Yes. Politics too. Everything. But what do you think about murders?’




  I said: ‘Nothing. I never think about murders. I don’t even read about them.’




  He laughed. He had good white teeth. He did not smoke. There was no yellow between the teeth.




  He said: ‘Listen to this: Myers is having an affair with Johnson’s wife. Johnson makes a plan to pay them back, both of them. He starts by pinching Myers’s gun. Then he puts

  some sort of sleeping draught in her tea and puts Myers’s gun in her hand. Then he phones Myers and tells him he has just found his wife dead, killed with Myers’s gun.’




  He looked at me.




  His eyes were brown and friendly.




  ‘What do you think?’ he asked.




  ‘Silly,’ I said. ‘It’s damned silly.’




  ‘Listen now,’ he said. ‘It goes on. Myers doesn’t react the way Johnson has expected. Instead of clearing out, as he should have done, he drives straight over to

  Johnson’s who doesn’t want him there at all. He certainly does not want him so close. But when he tells him to get out, the good old mess begins. Johnson tries to keep Myers away from

  the woman and in the hubbub the gun goes off and kills her. Now she’s really dead and neither of the two men knows who’s responsible for the shot and each one blames himself.’




  He paused again. Then he said: ‘Glorious, what?’




  I said: ‘She must have been the kind of woman I should like to have known better.’




  He laughed. ‘Which way are you going?’ he asked.




  ‘I’m going the other way,’ I said.




  He called me back. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘What about the Grainger–Bennett fight?’




  I turned round and he came over to me again.




  ‘Who won?’ I asked him.




  He took up his paper and read out: ‘Kid Grainger gained a fine fast victory when in the eighth round he knocked out Ginger Bennett at the new Empress Ring at Earl’s Court . .

  .’




  I said: ‘I can read. You may not believe it.’




  He said: ‘Ginger boxed brainily, although mostly on the defensive. The Kid’s all-action close-quarter work was the predominating feature of the early rounds.’




  I asked him: ‘Did you learn that by heart?’




  He said: ‘No, I wrote it. Listen: the Kid was at a physical disadvantage, yet he made the running, never giving Ginger a chance to settle down and box, and his two-handed tearaway fighting

  had Ginger perpetually nonplussed. Bennett certainly made use of his straight left but was only allowed to do so at infrequent intervals. He did better in the sixth round, when he scored with a

  well-timed right to the jaw. The side of his face, however, had become considerably swollen and the referee paid a visit to his corner at the end of the seventh round. But Ginger decided to

  continue.’




  I said: ‘Jesus Christ! You know the business. Are you a pro?’




  ‘I used to be.’




  ‘What are you now?’




  He didn’t reply. He said: ‘The contest was scheduled for twelve rounds but in the eighth round the Kid belted Ginger about the body relentlessly and hooked well-judged blows to the

  chin which brought Bennett down for the second time. He got up at seven but the Kid punched so hard with his right that after a couple of blows he had his opponent on the boards for the full

  count.’




  I said: ‘Now let me have a look at your paper.’




  He said ‘With pleasure’ and gave me the paper.




  There it was, exactly as he said it.




  ‘It was unquestionably one of the best heavyweight fights we have watched for a long time. Never a dull moment and very little clinching. Kid Grainger was the more aggressive boxer, and

  scored cleverly with his heavy left lead. Ginger Bennett endeavoured to bring his old cleverness into action but Grainger was too smart for him.’




  I said: ‘Now I can read it alone.’




  He said: ‘Trouble was that the promoters were left with little scope for filling the remainder of the programme. Quite frankly the rest of the bill was cheap . . .’




  ‘Why do you say “quite frankly”?’ I asked him.




  He stopped, looked at me, grew thoughtful. Then he said: ‘Yes. You’re quite right. It’s this damned journalese. But listen to this: there is some news from the Ogaden front.

  The Italians have bombed some hundred Abyssinian villages and Ras Seyoum is still hiding.’




  ‘Those sons of bitches,’ I said.




  ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you’re right there. “I will have peace; I need peace; we must have peace,” said Mussolini in a New York Times interview, 14th April

  1934.’




  ‘Do you know all these dates by heart?’ I asked.




  ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Good night.’




  He went towards the Angel.




  I waited for a bus. The bus came but as it was one of the jolting type I could not read any more. The headlines were the only things I could read. ‘2,000,000 Russian Loan Talks in

  London,’ ‘Oil Search Will Start in 12 Counties,’ ‘Police Seek Man with 50 Aliases,’ ‘Gold Coins Stored by Road Sweeper in Old Safe’ they said, and other

  nice things.




  By the time we passed Tottenham Court Road my eyes were tired and I started looking out into the street. There were restaurants and snack bars on the right and shops with second-hand cars on the

  left. I thought that it was not really worth leaving the car at Mike Lewis’s for such a long time. She was three years old now and I could just as well give her to one of those car-exchange

  people here in Euston Road and get a new one. The 1935 Riley two-seater perhaps, or a little green M.G. No, green was no good. Everybody nowadays had one of these green two-seaters. Probably they

  were given away as an advertisement for some manufacturers of green motor-car paint – yes, given away to customers who didn’t object to the colour. I wouldn’t do that. I would

  have grey so that the dirt wouldn’t show. I would talk to Lewis about it –




  The conductor called ‘Great Portland Street’ and I got off.




  In Lewis’s shop there was still a light. I had been afraid that I would be late. They usually closed quite early. He did repairs for me more or less out of friendship. We had been at

  Douaumont together. He was a Frenchman. A French Jew from Lyons. A good salesman. A bad driver.




  But there was nobody in the shop. I went over to the office at the back and knocked at the door. Dinah Lee came out.




  ‘Hallo, Mac, I didn’t hear you. I’ve switched off the bell.’




  ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked her.




  ‘Dodging a divorcee,’ she said. ‘Come inside. Shortly after you had left, Lewis rang up for you and when I told him that you were most probably on your way to Great Portland

  Street he said that he had to leave at once and asked me to come over to his place and wait for you here. I was here before you, and here we are.’




  ‘Where’s Mike?’




  ‘Oh, he’s gone to feed. You are to ring him tomorrow morning.’




  ‘Thanks. Where’s he gone to?’




  ‘The little Chop Suey in Buckingham Street.’




  ‘What are you doing tonight, Dinah?’




  ‘I have to close the shop. Then I’ll have some grub too.’




  ‘I mean: are you free tonight?’




  ‘Yes, certainly. Why?’




  ‘Let’s go together.’




  ‘Fine. Where shall we go? Chop Suey?’




  ‘Hell, no. I hate Chinese food. Let’s try the Turkish place in Greek Street. It’s different.’




  ‘No wonder. Like the Hotel Swastika in Rue de Palestine. But I like it. Don’t you like the big doorman with the little kilt?’




  ‘It isn’t a kilt, damn you!’




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Mac. I always forget you’re Scotch. What is it really?’




  ‘It is some Turkish skirt which looks like a kilt.’




  ‘It isn’t Turkish, it’s Greek.’




  ‘Anyway, it’s not a kilt.’




  She began powdering her face.




  ‘Don’t put white on your nose,’ I said, ‘it stands out like a traffic sign.’




  ‘You’re an old Scotch warrior,’ she said. ‘What do you know about tender English ladies?’




  ‘Ladies –’ I said.




  ‘I’ll tell you,’ she said. ‘I’ll explain it to you. It is a special favour. You must promise to keep it from your girl friends.’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘You see,’ she said, ‘you see, when I am excited I get a little perspiration here . . .’ With the little finger of her left hand she touched the little dale between

  nostril and cheek, first on the left side, then on the right.




  I thought: ‘Narcissus seeing himself in the mirror of the lake.’ And I said: ‘You’re sweet, may I kiss you?’




  ‘No,’ she said, stretched on tiptoe, threw her arms around my neck and kissed me on the mouth.




  I looked at her. She was tiny, less than medium height, slender and soft-fleshed, the way a woman should be built.




  ‘Now I have to start all over again,’ she said, tracing her lips with a dark carmine. ‘But what does the male know about make-up . . .’ Then, interrupting herself:

  ‘. . . oh, but I was going to tell you, I must use white for my nose – I cannot possibly use a dark shade – when I perspire here . . .’ The same gentle gesture:

  ‘. . . it will make dark patches – the powder will get moist – I shall look old – and you won’t love me any more.’




  ‘To hell with you,’ I thought.




  She put the mirror and the lipstick in the bag and closed it.




  ‘Finished?’ I asked her. ‘Work is done?’




  ‘No work is ever finished. But some work is done. That’s the difference. I’m ready. Let’s go.’




  ‘Has Mike got the car here?’ I asked her.




  ‘She’s in the garage. I’ll get her for you.’




  She came back in the car. ‘Let me drive,’ she begged.




  ‘Have you got a licence?’




  ‘For everything,’ she said.




  I sat down in the front seat.




  She pressed the starter.




  The car started lightly and swiftly.




  You could feel it had a fine acceleration now. So the repair had been worth it after all.




  We went down Great Portland Street, turned left into Oxford Street and via Soho Square to Greek Street, leaving the car in a little back street behind the restaurant.




  Dinah lifted the doorman’s skirt and slapped him on the back.




  ‘You mustn’t do that,’ I said. ‘It isn’t done in this country.’




  ‘But you do it in Scotland, don’t you?’




  She smiled and her lips puckered.




  ‘I don’t like you like that,’ I said.




  We went in.




  It was warm and lovely inside. We both liked it because it was so un-English. They had carpets and glass cases with oriental necklaces and cigarettes and a fine carved sideboard. There were

  funny coloured Greek plates on a little frieze and carpets on the floor and over the door and between the tables, but not where they had the carved Spanish walls separating the tables so that they

  formed niches.




  We ordered peperoni and moussaka aubergine and pilaff and bamia ragout and petits pois ragout and lobia ragout and shared the lot.




  Dinah asked: ‘Why do they always have French names for the dishes even in Greek restaurants?’ and I didn’t answer because I didn’t feel like answering but I ordered a

  bottle of that dark yellow Greek wine and I told her it grew on the slopes of the Acropolis and she said she knew that there were no vineyards in Athens and I laughed because I knew that she was

  lying and I felt happy knowing it.




  She had discovered something and read it out aloud:




  ‘The management of this restaurant has the pleasure to inform his clientele that Mr Papaioannou . . . I can’t read it, what a name . . . to inform his clientele that Mr

  Fantastic-Greek-Name has been awarded the Grand Prix with Gold Medal at the International Exhibition in Paris 15th December 1930 . . .’ She read it from a poster on the wall.




  I said: ‘. . . for the excellence and purity of his food. Do you like the mirror with the carved frame?’




  She said: ‘Yes, what about the glass flowers?’




  ‘No.’




  A fat woman with too much décolleté entered left and disappeared right.




  Dinah frowned and said: ‘And this is where you spend your time.’




  I said: ‘Yes, and you yours.’




  She said: ‘There are no men in décolleté here. So why shouldn’t I spend my time here?’




  I said: ‘All right.’




  The fat woman came and offered us long Turkish cigarettes and little red cubes of a sweet stuff that smelled like soap and tasted like hell. Dinah said it was rose water.




  We smoked the cigarettes and drank thick black coffee with much sugar. It was so thick that the spoon didn’t touch the cup when you put it in the coffee. Then we left.




  ‘What now?’ I asked her.




  ‘Let’s dance!’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘You know the little Negro club in Kingly Street?’




  ‘You mean the “Haunt”? I knew it when it was still in Little Pulteney Street.’




  ‘Right. Let’s go there.’




  She put her arms round my neck again and kissed me.




  ‘Not yet.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘It’s too early. Besides, you behave too badly. You must never kiss a man in the street.’




  ‘Not in the street – but where?’ she asked looking straight into my eyes with that curious upward look that has become one of the female standard gestures since

  Theda Bara started it round about 1915 in one of her early screen vamping parts.




  ‘Drop it,’ I said.




  ‘But what shall we do?’




  ‘Have you been to see the French show at the Casino?’




  ‘Yes. And I don’t like it. I cannot imagine anybody liking it. I am surprised at you. I never thought you cared for that sort of thing.’




  ‘I don’t. But I thought you maybe would like it.’




  ‘Don’t talk Americanese. It don’t suit you.’




  She was seriously annoyed.




  ‘Don’t say “it don’t”.’




  ‘Hell!’




  We walked silently to the car and got in.




  ‘Well?’ I asked.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘Listen, my darling,’ I said. ‘If you do not care for “that sort of thing” – why do you go to see it?’




  ‘I didn’t go. Somebody took me.’




  ‘So that’s it. People take you. Who was it?’




  ‘Bloom.’




  I said nothing. She said: ‘Mac – you disappoint me more and more.’




  ‘The one thing important is not to disappoint oneself,’ I said.




  She said nothing.




  There we were sitting in this lonely two-seater car with nothing but the nightfall of the darkly-lit back street around us and here we were behaving like a dead-alive married couple in bed at

  night after too many years of connubial bliss and mixed pickles gone by. Late Night Final Blues. And yet had only begun tonight . . .




  Suddenly she looked at me and laughed. I looked at her and laughed too.




  ‘Do you like Mickey Mouse?’ I asked her.




  ‘Yes, darling,’ she said and kissed me. That was the third time. But before I could say anything she said: ‘You mustn’t kiss a man in the street, not even in a car,

  especially not in a car. Oh, darling, let’s go to a News Theatre and see Walt Disney’s latest epics.’




  ‘Right,’ I said and started the car.




  We drove to the Tatler in Charing Cross Road and saw a very good programme. We enjoyed it and afterwards we went to a little French restaurant in Frith Street and had a café noir

  and cream and croissants with butter, that was like first breakfast, and when it was half past twelve we went back to the Lex Garage and fetched the car and drove up Regent Street and turned right

  into Kingly Street, just past Liberty’s Swiss chalets, and stopped at the club.




  I signed her in the book and she left her coat to the attendant and we went in.




  Music came softly from downstairs and there was the sound of dancing feet and of somebody tapping and it smelled thick and warm and in the air there was that curious mixture of French perfume

  and American cigarettes.




  Mrs Levy was sitting at a little table at the left with a lot of photographs of coloured artists hanging on the wall at her side. She was the boss of the club but she always had a coloured

  manager to entertain people and to produce the authentic Harlem atmosphere. The coloured managers changed, came and went, and some of them opened clubs of their own, but Mrs Levy stayed, and with

  her stayed a small gang of faithful ones and I didn’t feel sorry that I was one of them.




  We went downstairs to the little dark-green room with lamps hidden behind green silk and sat down and listened to the band playing blues and watched the hips and breasts of the women dancing and

  drank and smoked those sweet American cigarettes which taste as if they are drugged.




  We danced and I felt her body moving against mine and I thought I was in love with her.




  She was a fine dancer and I enjoyed the night with the white teeth of the Negroes and their fine and graceful bodies and the band playing blues and rumbas in turns.




  I looked at her face and I saw that she was looking at me with her eyes big and dark and shiny and her mouth dark too but red and moist and weak and twisted in a way a woman’s mouth should

  never be in public.




  She was not beautiful but a hell of a lot of those things a man wants were in her face, but then they played ‘St Louis Blues’ and I saw Ian Jensen coming down the stairs with Maria

  Ray on his arm and I felt sick, ashamed of getting sentimental, but I knew that I didn’t care a damn for Dinah Lee and I knew that there was Maria Ray and I knew that I would never be able to

  get away from Maria Ray and now I knew it for certain and I looked at Dinah and Dinah looked at me and then at Ian and Maria and I saw that Dinah had seen everything and understood everything and I

  saw that she was weary and tired.




  They played ‘St Louis Blues’ and a little Negro girl sang:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              I hate to see




              That evenin’ sun go down.




              Oh, I hate to see




              That evenin’ sun go down,




              ’Cause my baby




              She done left this town.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And there was Maria with that man Jensen with his face like a Copenhagen hairdresser. Couldn’t she have found anybody else to take her out? Just that pink-faced dummy. God, his hair was

  even whiter than it had been yesterday. In the studio they called him Black and White because of those black eyebrows and that platinum hair of his. They called him a genius of acting but he

  couldn’t speak a line without the director dictating word by word and gesture by gesture. And so he was the Great Man. The New and Greater Rudolph Valentino. The Mystery Man from the North.

  Scandinavia’s Challenge to the Film World. Hell Scandinavia. And Maria on his arm. Go over and punch him in that sweet pinkish face of his. Knock it to pieces. Knock it flat. Bed Bug. Getting

  some thousand quid for nothing. Ruddocks for riff-raff. And now with Maria on his arm. Just that dirty brick-presser.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Got the St Louis Blues




              Just as blue as I can be.




              Got the St Louis Blues




              Just as blue as I can be.




              That man’s got a heart




              Like a rock cast in the sea.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  – and Maria with him. What did she do with him? Hell, what a question –




  

    

      

        

          

            

              For else she wouldn’t have gone




              So far from me.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  If it had even been Bloom. Yes, Bloom. Bloom was a man. He was fat and oily and suave, quite, but he was a man. He knew what he was talking about. He could read and write and he knew how to make

  three grand out of three pence. But that’s what that man could do too. Make money. Hell, money –




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Gipsy done told me,




              Says don’t you wear no black.




              Yes she done told me,




              Says don’t you wear no black.




              Go to St Louis,




              See that you can win her back.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Yes, that’s what you would do. Go to St Louis and win her back. What do you mean, win her back? As if you’d ever lost her. Go to St Louis. Christ! Go over to her table and ask her to

  dance. Show her Dinah’s rumba step.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              A red-headed woman




              Loves to keep a good man down;




              A blond-headed lady




              Sends the good man out of town.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  But that’s what he could do just as well. Dance. Those gloomy-eyed pansies could always dance. Don’t ask her to dance. Talk to her. Talk like hell. Talk about what? Talk about books,

  films, theatre, anything. But does she care? Like hell she does. She don’t. Ask her about her make-up. That’s what she likes to hear.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              If I’m feelin’ tomorrow




              Like I’m feelin’ today,




              If I’m feelin’ tomorrow




              Just like I feel today,




              I’m gonna pack my troubles




              And make my get-away.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Make your get-away. That’s what you would do. That’s what he would do. Make his get-away. That harmless baby face of his. Smash it.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              I love my honey




              Until the day I die.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Oh Christ. You could sit down and cry. It won’t help. Nothing would help. Eat it up. The man is all right. He earns his living like you and me. Right. Let him have his fun. Maybe she likes

  him. Why shouldn’t she? Sure she likes him. Right. Give him a chance.




  ‘Let’s dance, Dinah. Let’s do the St Louis Blues. Get up. Come on, swing it. Yeah man. That’s the stuff. Shake it.’




  ‘You’re drunk.’




  ‘I’m not. Come on, darling. Let’s show them a number. Come on.’




  ‘Sit down, Mac.’ Low, harsh, sullen voice: ‘Shut up. Leave me alone.’




  Well so she’s doing that too. Gone. Going, going, gone. A Harlem torch song.




  ‘There’s Robertson. He’s looking at you. Pull yourself together.’




  Robertson? That meant business. Excellent. No talk. No Maria. No Jensen. No St Louis Blues.




  Business, no rumba.




  ‘Hallo, Mac.’




  ‘Hallo, John.’




  ‘How you keeping?’




  ‘Keeping fit. And you?’




  ‘Could be worse.’




  ‘Well, sit down.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘Cigarette?’




  ‘Virginia?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘No thanks. I only smoke Turkish. Sorry.’




  ‘Right.’




  Silence. They’ve finished ‘St Louis Blues’. Now they’re playing ‘Clarinet Marmalade’. The cornet’s good. They should play ‘Cornet Chop

  Suey’. King Oliver did it back in the ’twenties. About the time they made ‘Cushion Foot Stomp’ and Papa Handy was still playing blues in Memphis.




  ‘I say, Mac, has Bloom talked to you?’




  ‘About the Estella girl? Re-editing the whole stuff?’




  ‘That’s it.’




  ‘Well?’




  ‘Lousy.’




  ‘Quite.’




  The trumpet is out of tune. If these guys could only stop imitating Armstrong. They should learn to play a straight chorus from a printed headline before they start trying to hit high ones.




  ‘Where’ve you been today? I’ve been trying to get you on the phone all the afternoon, and Mac’s got flat-footed trying to find you,’ Dinah said.




  I had quite forgotten that she was there.




  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’ve been looking for you – wait a minute – Bloom left at twenty past six – yes, from twenty-five past six till a quarter to seven.

  First your number was engaged, then you had suddenly disappeared, then you went back and played with your Automatic-Infra and then you locked your shop and disappeared for good.’




  Robertson looked at me and then at Dinah, questioningly.




  ‘What’s it?’ she asked him.




  He looked at her, then back at me. Then he started chewing his upper lip. Then he got up and said: ‘Well, I better be going.’




  ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked him. ‘You got a date?’




  He looked at me again and said nothing.




  ‘Well?’ I said.




  ‘Goodbye,’ he said.




  ‘Sit down,’ Dinah said.




  ‘Just a moment,’ I said.




  I got up and walked over to Maria’s table.




  ‘Hallo, Mac,’ she said. ‘How d’you do? You know Mr Jensen?’




  ‘And how,’ I said.




  ‘Let’s dance,’ she said.




  She smiled.




  We danced. As soon as we had got far enough away from Jensen her face changed. She looked at me, annoyed and irritated. ‘What the hell’s the matter with you tonight?’ she

  asked. ‘Why do you treat everybody like poison?’




  ‘I don’t like that young man of yours.’




  She let my shoulder go and for a moment it looked as if she was going to leave me standing in the middle of the floor.




  Then she went on dancing.




  She smiled again.




  ‘Jealous, Mac?’ she asked.




  I thought ‘I’ve no reason to be jealous –’ and I said it.




  But after some time I added: ‘– unfortunately.’




  When it was out I could have killed myself. I was fed up with all I had said and done that night.




  ‘Let’s stop dancing, if you don’t mind,’ I said.




  I saw her back to her table. Robertson had left our table. He was now sitting with Jensen, talking to him. Both remained seated when we came. Neither of them looked at me. Maria sat down and I

  went back to my table.




  ‘Listen, Mac, this is curious,’ Dinah said. ‘Robertson says he left the studio at a quarter past four and he never went back. He says he locked his room and he showed me the

  key.’




  I sat down and closed my eyes. They pressed from inside against the lids. I could not get my thoughts together. My throat felt like emery paper. And there was the blood knocking against the

  carotid. It was a hell of a night. That was what happened to you when you enjoyed yourself. Had some drinks and some cigarettes and some music and then you went home with a head like an

  anthill.




  Then suddenly I had it.




  ‘Jesus Christ,’ I said. ‘The face on the cutting-room floor.’




  Dinah rose with me.




  ‘What’s up?’ she asked.




  ‘Sit down,’ I said. ‘Listen carefully. You must keep Robertson here for at least two hours. Do what you can. Talk, dance, do anything you like. Be nice to him.’




  ‘That’s simple,’ she said. ‘What are you doing?’




  ‘I’m leaving.’




  ‘Going home?’




  ‘Oh, no,’ I said.




  I went out. In the late evening there had been a thunderstorm. Now it was cool and clear and nice to drive with the sound of the tyres on the wet street.




  





  FOUR




  The next morning when I arrived at the studio the crowds were already there. The garage was crammed full with cars which did not belong to the studio gang. In the small lane

  behind the dubbing-stage there was an ambulance car and behind it one of those small black Hillman four-seaters, the police type of quick-runner.




  At the front entrance a crowd of news-hawks and picture-snatchers had a row with the doorman. I made three efforts to force my way through. But when I had finally got through

  and I saw there was a new doorman and when that doorman asked me whether I had a studio-pass I shook my head sadly and said: ‘I was just trying to trespass, so sorry, but you were too smart

  for me.’




  He smiled proudly and said: ‘Out you go.’




  ‘Certainly,’ I said and went to the back entrance of the new studio.




  Macauley was at the door and let me in.




  ‘What are you guys trying to do?’ I asked him. ‘Lock out your staff?’




  ‘Haven’t you heard?’ he asked, angry that I had not heard and anxious to tell me all about it.




  ‘Spill it,’ I said.




  ‘Well, you see, Mr McCabe,’ he said, and he had the air of a man who is prepared to talk for some time, ‘you see, when Mr Robertson opened the door of his room this morning

  –’




  ‘Cut it down,’ I said, ‘make it snappy.’




  He was disappointed. He looked like a bitch in heat who had missed her opportunity.




  ‘Well, she’s dead,’ he said.




  ‘Hell,’ I said, ‘who?’




  ‘The new girl. Estella.’




  ‘Lord in heaven,’ I said. ‘Where is she?’




  ‘In his room. In Mr Robertson’s room.’




  I ran down the passage. The lift was still out of order. On the staircase I ran myself out of breath. I met nobody in the upper passage but there was a crowd at the entrance to Robertson’s

  room on the third floor.




  ‘You can’t go in,’ said the bobby who stood guard. ‘Keep off the door.’




  ‘Let me have a look,’ I said.




  ‘You can’t –’ he said.




  ‘Get out,’ I said and walked in.




  But there was not much to see. She was lying there with her face on the floor and both her shoulders and her breasts covering the ground but the hips were turned to the left so that only the

  right leg and the right foot were on the floor but the left leg and the left knee, bent by the rigor, were resting on the right leg, both knee and foot hanging in the air, the knee some inches to

  the front, the foot some inches to the back. There were those two small wounds on her left arm between hand and forearm, two inches above the wrist. She had lost much blood, almost all her blood,

  the floor was covered with it, and she was dead and cold and pale. I had never known that a human being could look so pale. But she was young and very beautiful and there was nothing bad and

  disgusting about that dead body, except the paleness, of course, and the blood sprinkles all over the creamy white dress. But that looked almost like some curiously modernistic sort of design.

  Worth or Patou could show it in their summer collection. ‘Rhapsodie en Rouge et Crème.’ But Worth was too English, no, Patou would be better, Patou or Saint Simon, that

  great new designer Bloom had engaged for our new production. He paid him a ridiculous salary, but the man was worth his money.




  And there was that girl in her strange red and white gown, lovely and young and beautiful to look at, except for that blood on the floor and the wounds on her wrist.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE
FACE

ON THE
CUTTING-
ROOM

FLOOR

CAMERON
McCABE

With an introduction
by Jonathan Coe

J1ISSV1D 40daVvOld





