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			Praise for

			SILVER SCREEN FIEND

			“Patton Oswalt is one of the most brilliant comedy minds of a generation. This book confirms it.”

			—Ricky Gervais

			“I loved this book. It feels like a great one-sided conversation from your funniest friend. It made me feel less alone in the precious hours I read it. But now it’s gone and I have nothing.”

			—Amy Schumer

			“Silver Screen Fiend is both a love letter to artistic obsession and a string of caution tape around it. Patton describes the ecstatic demands of the arts (in this case, stand-up and film) with insight, fond pity, and unfailing humor. This is a book for anyone who strives to be great, or is bored in an airport.”

			—Joss Whedon

			“Smart and pointed. [Oswalt] is a colorful writer.”

			—NPR

			“A funny and sentimental read . . . deep, passionate, and personal.”

			—The Daily Beast

			“Immediate and vital . . . [Silver Screen Fiend is] enough to make any reader seek out the many films that made him hibernate in the first place.”

			—The A.V. Club

			“Oswalt’s prose is sparkling. . . . A coming-of middle-age meditation, Oswalt’s homage to films is both hilarious and heartfelt.”

			—USA Today

			“Oswalt is . . . a formidable storyteller. . . . A love song to the silver screen.”

			—Paste

			“Vivid and funny.”

			—Entertainment Weekly

			“[Oswalt has] a set of synapses like a pinball machine and a prose style to match. . . . Oswalt’s writing gives off the hallucinogenic shimmer of the true obsessive, packing all the sharpness and bite of his stand-up.”

			—The New York Times

			“Clever and readable . . . Oswalt’s encyclopedic knowledge and frothing enthusiasm for films (from sleek noir classics, to gory B movies, to cliche-riddled independents, to big empty blockbusters) is relentlessly present, whirring in the background like a projector.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“Oswalt is a great conveyer of his real-life (and reel-life) experiences . . . great insider stuff.”

			—The Plain Dealer

			“Entertaining and maniacally informative.”

			—Tampa Bay Times

			“[An] astute, acerbic, and footnote-crazy chronicle of life as a ‘movie freak mole man.’ . . . Oswalt is a true cinephiliac, equally appreciative of the artistry of Jean Cocteau’s Beauty and the Beast and Doris Wishman’s Bad Girls Go to Hell.”

			—The Philadelphia Inquirer

			“Anyone who loves movies . . . will be better for reading this enjoyable and funny memoir.”

			—The Columbus Dispatch

			“A must for fans of comedy and film.”

			—Ithaca.com
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			For Sherman Torgan, 
all twenty-four frames of this 
are yours

		

	
		
			“Film is a disease, when it infects your bloodstream, it takes over as the number one hormone . . . it plays Iago to your psyche. As with heroin, the antidote to film is more film.”

			—Frank Capra

			“Oh Bert, do stop this worrying. You must have heard surely of ‘movie magic.’ You should be a stunt man, who is an actor, who is a character in a movie, who is an enemy soldier. Who’ll look for you amongst all those? People like to believe in things, and policemen are just people. Or so I’m told. Frankly, our problem is so simple it’s almost beneath us. Now listen to me: That door is the looking glass, and inside it is Wonderland. Have faith Alice! Close your eyes and enjoy.” 

			—Peter O’Toole, in Richard Rush’s The Stunt Man

			“Already the present starts plotting its recurrence

			somewhere in the future, weaving what happens

			in among our fabrics, launching its aroma, its music

			imbuing itself into floorboards, plaster, nothing can

			stop it, it can’t stop itself. You will never have access

			to its entirety, and you have asked how to calculate

			what resists calculation . . .”

			—Timothy Donnelly, Dream of the Overlook

			“This WAS our dream, surrounding us. The fucking studios! People’s dreams were their business, and they knew their business. They had us by the heart, and we just walked, and looked around, and longed, all the way to the cattle chutes.”

			—Michael Shea, The Extra

			“No good movie is too long and no bad movie is short enough.”

			—Roger Ebert

		

	
		
			I like to drink. 
At my drunkest the worst I do is rewatch 
Murder on the Orient Express or fall asleep. 
I used to smoke a lot of pot. All it made me do 
was go on long walks by myself and laugh at things. 
I’ve enjoyed my share of LSD and mushrooms. 
They exploded my being from the inside out—
while I sat and listened to music.

			I’ve done my due diligence as far as vices, 
but I’m an unbearable slouch when it comes 
to interesting stories connected to them.

			This will be either the most interesting or 
the most boring addiction memoir you’ve ever read. 
I can’t promise it ever gets “harrowing,” 
but I can promise that I tried—I really tried—
to make it funny.

			Here we go.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Movie Freaks and Sprocket Fiends

			The New Beverly Cinema,

			May 20, 1995

			[image: ]

			Listen—you don’t have to follow me into the darkness here. It’s sunny out. It’s a syrupy Los Angeles Saturday afternoon in May of 1995. We’re standing on Beverly Boulevard, just west of La Brea. Wide, pleasant street. A few blocks’ walk from restaurants, some vintage furniture stores, coffee. Midnineties hipsters are wearing what they think is cool that week. Orthodox Jews committed to their wardrobe thousands of years ago and are walking it like they talk it. Life’s going on.

			We’re about to enter the New Beverly Cinema for a double feature of Billy Wilder’s 1950 smash-hit, critically acclaimed Sunset Boulevard. Wilder cowrote and directed Sunset Boulevard in 1950, took home an Oscar for alchemizing its brilliance at the typewriter, and saw it nominated for ten more Oscars. Wilder etched his name onto the first year of a new decade with a knife made of ink and celluloid.

			I can see you want to say something here but now the Fact Fever is on me, and I bulldoze right over you and keep gabbing.

			The second feature on the double bill is Ace in the Hole, Wilder’s follow-up. Cowritten and directed, again, by Wilder. A man who had not only Sunset Boulevard behind him but also Double Indemnity and The Lost Weekend. He wasn’t simply “riding a wave of success” when he started Ace in the Hole. He was on a three-­engine speedboat of triumph and he punched through the waves like a shark gone blood simple on surfer guts. He pushed his winnings back onto a single square at the roulette wheel of cinema and gave it a confident spin.

			Wait, let me finish. I know, hang on . . .

			Where was I? Oh yeah—Ace in the Hole. That one. The opposite of Sunset Boulevard, success-wise. Double zeroes. House wins. Box office bomb, critical revulsion. Some cynical industry types nicknamed the movie Ass in the Wringer. Poor Wilder got one Oscar nomination for Best Screenplay (back when the writing category for Oscars was divided up between Motion Picture Story and Screenplay) and saw Jan Sterling, the lead actress, grab a much-deserved National Board of Review for her sly, reptilian tour de force. The Venice Film Festival tossed an International Award into his bruised, bloodied lap, as well as nominating him for a Golden Lion (which he lost).

			Not that the awards stopped there. In 2007—fifty-six years later—Ace in the Hole was nominated for a Satellite Award for Best Classic DVD. Which it lost to the ­fortieth-anniversary edition of The Graduate.

			Hang. On. In a minute. Sheesh.

			Billy Wilder still had Stalag 17, Sabrina, The Seven Year Itch, Some Like It Hot and The Apartment ahead of him. At the bottom of this particular valley in his career was a trampoline, apparently.

			I could go on, and I do. This is where you start to pull away. Where you should start to pull away. Even though you’re talking to a relatively fresh-faced twenty-six-year-old on a sunny sidewalk, you can tell something’s wrong, can’t you? The way I talk in unwieldy chunks of paragraphs, rather than inquisitive sentences. I’m a boxing glove with a horseshoe inside of it, conversationally. I speak at you. I speak through you. You’ve got the queasy feeling you might not even need to be here right now, and I’d still spit Facts About Billy Wilder into the afternoon air.

			You’re not up for two movies? Hmmm. Wanna just see the one? I mean, you’ve gotta see Sunset Boulevard. Gotta. You’ve never seen it? How can you be alive and not have seen Sunset Boulevard?I I mean, I’m definitely seeing both of these, but if you only want to catch Sunset Boulevard and then split, fine with me. There are cameos by Erich von Stroheim and Buster Keaton, and did you know that Jack Webb is . . . ?

			 . . . Really? You’re gonna bail?

			That’s cool. Maybe I’ll call you later.

			I turn to the ticket booth and hand my $5 to Sherman Torgan, the owner and visionary behind the New Beverly. This is my first time, ever, visiting the theater. Sherman stares from the scratched, grimy ticket booth window. White coals glowing under gray glass, those eyes. I’ve sat in booths like that before, taking tickets, with zero interest in the customers handing their money through. I stared out at a procession of faces, most of them tilted up and away from me, at the different choices playing at the multiplex I once worked at. The New Beverly has one screen, and Sherman’s customers know what’s playing. And they rarely tilt their heads up. Their eyes are, more often than not, aimed at the ground. Or, like mine, into the middle distance.

			Sherman takes my money and hands me two pale, orange tickets. There’s no one to tear them when I enter, passing to his right and crossing the six or seven feet of dingy carpet to the concession stand, where the air becomes saltier, greasier, stickier and all-around more delicious as I approach. I weigh the cost of a medium popcorn against a large one. In the booth, Sherman files away the memory of my face. He remembers everyone, I’m soon to discover. In four years, to the exact day I’ve purchased the ticket that’s now in my pocket, I’ll find out exactly how sharp Sherman’s memory is.

			But now it’s 1995, and the first of many nourishing, sun-warmed days has been pushed behind me, behind the swinging doors of the New Beverly. I take my bent, warped-spring seat in the briny darkness. This is the sort of abyssal darkness deep-sea fishes thrive on. Fueling themselves on glowing, volcanic vents on the ocean floor. The New Beverly has a volcanic vent of its own—up on the wall, there, big enough for a megalodon shark to swim through. Or a horde of zombies to shuffle through. Or a fleet of spaceships to fly through. Or a teardrop on Ingrid Bergman’s hopeful, heartbroken face to slip through. Me and the other deep-sea fishes inside the New Beverly—the movie freaks, sprocket fiends,II celluloid junkies, single-­star satellites and garden-variety misanthropes, loners and sun haters—we, too, feed from the glow pulsing off of the screen. The movie screen—that’s our volcanic vent.

			Trailers for upcoming movies unspool—The Nutty Professor is playing on Tuesday, along with Cinderfella. Hmm. Repulsion and Knife in the Water. Never seen either at this point in my life. Gonna check those off. It’s starting to dawn on me, as I sit in the New Beverly and munch, alternately, popcorn (salt) and Red Vines (sweet), that this is the beginning of My Training. My Training to Become a Great Filmmaker. Hasn’t Scorsese seen every movie ever made, and doesn’t he still lurk in his Manhattan loft, projecting some obscure British horror movie on a 16 mm projector, looking to be inspired by a single out-of-context tableaux of brilliance? The summer before now I was disintegrated and reassembled by Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction at the Alhambra in San Francisco. Isn’t Tarantino this holy fool who can take various parts of disintegrated movies and reassemble them into a greater whole? Like . . . like . . . oh! Yeah! Like that scene in The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, where Eli Wallach disassembles all of the different revolvers to make the Supergun he’s going to use to ventilate Clint Eastwood? There! Haven’t I done, just now with the Eli Wallach analogy, what Tarantino does on a more epic, transcendent scale in his films?

			I remember walking out of that screening a year before, when Pulp Fiction had finished its Möbius-strip narrative and the audience floated back out into the world on the magic carpet of Dick Dale’s “Miserlou.” I saw it with Blaine Capatch and Marc Maron, two comedian friends.III

			“You wanna go get some lunch, or some coffee?” asked Blaine.

			I said, “Nah, I gotta go.”

			“Where?” snapped Maron. “Gotta go home and burn that screenplay you were working on?”

			Good one, Marc. And good advice, as it turned out. I hadn’t even considered writing screenplays up to that point. My ambition then—six years into a stand-up career—was to get an HBO special. The rest of my Career Whiteboard was a blue question mark in erasable ink.

			And here I am, a year later. Sitting down to devour two Billy Wilder films. One I’ve seen (Sunset) one I haven’t (Ace). A fledgling completist. It starts here. And on an actual movie screen, so I can clock the experience of how I react to the film. As well as the unspoken vibe of the audience around me, of how the amorphous, mass “we” responds to the film. What pierces us. What pings off us, leaving only an echo. What passes through us. What misses us. Look at me—aren’t I a diligent soon-to-be filmmaker, doing my time in the darkness like this? Not just watching movies on videotapes or, someday if I ever get rich, DVDs? On. A. Screen. This is a serious crossroads in my life, a new path, and I’m confidently making my first steps.

			By sitting in the dark.

			No, I’m no dilettante. Light through celluloid, onto a movie screen. Darkness and uncomfortable seats. That’s the only way I’ll see these, from now on. Give me more laps, coach. I’m a champion. Someday. Can’t you see it?

			More trailers. Touch of Evil and Kiss of Death are coming up. Noir! Nice! I became addicted to film noir during the three years I lived in San Francisco, when the Roxie Theater on Sixteenth Street would do its noir festival every spring. I saw H. Bruce Humberstone’s brilliant I Wake Up Screaming in 1993. That scene where psycho policeman Laird CregarIV stares, openmouthed and turtle-­eyed, as the film of his now-dead, unattainable dream girl plays in the smoky interrogation room? The one he’s using to torment slick, grinning Victor Mature, hoping to railroad the poor bastard into the electric chair?

			That got me. Wow, did that get me. It was Frankenstein’s monster staring at his hissing, stitched-together Bride and knowing she’d never return his truehearted, cemetery love. It was also me—although I didn’t know it yet—­shoveling popcorn and licorice into my gaping mouth while every film I would devour off of the New Beverly’s stained screen could march and lunge and glide and swoop out of the darkness. I’ll create one of those someday, I tell myself. And my films will march and lunge and glide and swoop in ways no one has ever dreamed of. All I have to do is keep watching. I’ll know when to make my move.

			At this point in my life, I have every reason to believe that this is a viable process for mastering a creative skill. This strategy worked for me before. For instance: When I was nineteen, I wanted to be a comedian. I’d spent the first nineteen years of life memorizing every comedy album I could play on my parents’ turntable. I knew the exact timing for the pause between the words waited and July in Bill Cosby’s “Revenge” routine.V Not only did I memorize every heckler put-down on Rodney Dangerfield’s No Respect and Steve Martin’s A Wild and Crazy Guy, I could even recite, perfectly, the hecklers—walking themselves into vinyl, drunken, douchebag immortality. Yes, I could recite George Carlin’s “seven dirty words” and all of their permutations, Richard Pryor’s multicharacter “God Was a Junkie” off of Supernigger and pretty much every single flawless word from Emo Philips’s E = MO2 and Steven Wright’s I Have a Pony. I could also sing every Python song, and recite, word-perfect, the “Bookshop” sketch off of Monty Python’s Contractual Obligation Album. Come senior year, I did “Bookshop” in a forensics competition. Both voices, back and forth. That was the first time I experienced, if only secondhand, the effect that doing comedy had on the comedian. The laugh you get after dropping your joke is akin to a rush of emotional heroin after the nerve-scraping silence of the setup. That’s how the addiction begins. But unlike a common junkie, you crave the discomfort as much as you do the high. The risk of that silence sputtering into nothing, or, worse, anger and jeering from an audience, is what makes the laughter that much sweeter. And you keep chasing that scenario where you artificially set up the . . .

			 . . . deadly, deafening, jarring SILENCE . . .

			—and then the—

			 . . . gentle, roaring-through-your-veins surf-crash of LAUGHTER.

			And “chasing that scenario” meant going onstage, over and over again. Except in my case—my frightened, self-doubting, raised-in-the-suburban-Nerf, penned-veal timidity that I’ve fought my whole life—going onstage first meant going to stages. And watching. Like I’m doing now, in the New Beverly. I have no idea, sitting here in the dark in May of 1995, that the watching will stretch into four years.

			And why would I? It didn’t take me four years of watching, as a wannabe stand-up, before I hopped onstage. I mean, there were nineteen years of absorption, but did that count? Then there was a Christmas visit to San Francisco when I was eighteen years old, with my family. We stayed at the Marines Memorial Club and Hotel, and around the corner at Mason and Geary, in a space now inhabited by a jazz club, was an Improv.

			I walked down, talked the doorman (Dave Becky, who would briefly be a future manager of mine) into letting me slide by the twenty-one-and-older restriction and watched a show. Pro showcase. Short sets. Solid, forgettable material in front of happy tourists. But even in the blandness of a weeknight showcase of airline food and cats vs. dogs and men vs. women boilerplate stand-up, there was still the simple, addicting solute underneath it. SILENCE/laughter. I’d tasted the drug in high school. Now I was visiting the equivalent of a junkie’s shooting gallery. The pallor of the comedians’ skin, their free-for-performers nacho-and-rail-drinks breath, their constant brushes with instant failure and annihilation—none of it drove me away. I wanted in.

			I’m feeling the same pull, here in the New Beverly, watching William Holden floating facedown in the pool at the beginning of Sunset, the police flashlights knifing around him while his voice-over fills the icy theater air.

			How ballsy! That’s the beginning of the movie! Seriously, what an all-chips-on-one-spin way to start a film! I want to do that. It won’t take long, I say to myself, hearing the buttered thunder crunch of another mouthful of popcorn in my ears. Maybe a year, tops, of My Training here at the New Beverly, and I’ll be aiming a lens at something that will swoop.

			A year after my visit to the San Francisco Improv I was a nineteen-year-old college sophomore. I spent my summer weeknights watching open-mikers at Garvin’s in Washington, DC. Professionals would drop by every now and then but Tuesdays and Wednesdays at Garvin’s were a raw meat duty-dance. My first Tuesday watching a show some skinny guy named Blaine Capatch made a Harlan Ellison reference during his set. No one I’d grown up with read Ellison, let alone knew who he was. Now here was this guy, using him as a casual reference. In the same show Mark Voyce—later to be my roommate—said, mock-­jovially, “You know, it takes all kinds.” Then his voice shifted to a Balmer-accent diesel bark: “No, it don’t. We just have all kinds.” I was an H. L. Mencken junkie all through high school, but I’d never heard his worldview distilled into such a single, elegant dart. And there was fourteen-year-old Dave Chappelle, who performed onstage like he’d been doing comedy for forty years.

			I watched them stalk the stage and bomb, or stand still and slay, or a combination of both. They seemed as delighted by the failures as they did by the successes. But these weren’t successes or failures with the same pace or flavor as those you’d experience during a week in an office cubicle. I was certain of that, at least—I was spending eight hours of zombie time in a legal firm Monday through Friday. No, those successes and failures had a secondhand flavor and a mine cart’s pace. They only affected you insofar as they made someone else succeed or fail. And they were stretched out and diluted—first over the space of a week, then months and years and, before you realized it, over the span of a life you were looking back on with rage and exhaustion.

			But once you walked onstage you rented, if only for five minutes, a kingdom where you owned the air, you owned time, you owned silence, you owned attention and indifference and defeat and failure. If you could master that kingdom, you could trade up for bigger and bigger kingdoms. It wasn’t a fair marketplace you traded in, and there were plenty of people who built their kingdoms solidly, only to see them usurped and diminished by bold thieves, fleeting flavors and the chummily mediocre, but it wasn’t any more harsh than the cubicle world. At least, that’s how I saw it. Like I was seeing it now, in the New Beverly, when Norma Desmond suddenly stands up and thrusts a rebuking hand into the glowing chrome beam of a movie projector, demanding that time and silence come under her thrall again. Even if you know nothing about the process of filmmaking (as I do at that moment), you can sense the fear, excitement and risk that went into a scene like that—for the writer to conceive it, for the director to facilitate it, for the actors to execute it and for the editor to hinge it to the flow of a thousand other moments with as much gambled on them.

			And even more than the thrill of the stage, there was the Hang.

			Before and after sets, waiting to go on or coming down off the high (or swimming up through the low) of a set, comedians talked to each other in a coded cant that I craved over the warmed-over catchphrase chatter of the cubicle. I copped, immediately, to one of the first and most enduring bonuses to being a comedian: you got to hang out with comedians. You sat by the source of the jokes. You saw them get formed and could maybe add to or refine them. The back-and-forth, the jousting and competition, and the heat it emitted. Another vent of creativity, hidden in the darkness. Instead of one silvery movie screen, you were in a forest of agile, hyper-wired minds. I imagine newsrooms, cop bars and marine platoons have the same hum. And if you pick up that frequency, you’re saved. And doomed.

			I wanted to be doomed.

			I will not trust a comedian who doesn’t hang out with other comedians. Or who doesn’t really have any comedian friends. Or worse, if they do have comedian friends, they make sure their friends are less funny, and less successful, than they are. Because they must suspect (or learned early) that nothing funny, startling or original is ever going to fly out of their minds. Why be reminded by the stony, unimpressed faces of the most talented of your tribe? Better to rely on the love of fans and sycophants who, you hope, don’t know better.

			Watching those first few open mikes before I stoked my courage, I couldn’t figure out what I was more excited by: the Stage or the Hang.

			So on July 18, 1988, I made the leap. A god-awful five-minute set at Garvin’s, in front of—and I’m being generous—twelve people. Jokes about Mike Tyson, jokes about Gummi Bears and jokes about being nervous. Yuck.

			And then one joke—it was barely a joke, come to think of it. It was only an idea. Something you’d let float in the air during a Hang, see if anyone responded, bat it around, riff anything off of it.

			“I think they should replace the word of with the word o. It’d make life a lot less serious. Like, if a wife comes home, and she’s upset, and her husband’s like, ‘What’s wrong, sweetie?’”

			Here came the drop: “And she says, ‘The doctor says I have cancer o’ the cervix.’ Huh! That doesn’t sound so bad!”

			A single laugh. And it was from a comedian. Mark Voyce. And when I say a single laugh, I mean it was a barking, mirthless “Hah!” Which, I was to discover, was how comedians laughed at each other’s jokes. We’re so inside our heads, thinking of the set we’re about to do, or the one we just did, that the objectively stated hah, like a nod between samurai, is some of the highest praise you can hope for. It’s a way of saying, “Despite how deeply I’m living in my own head right now, and thinking about my jokes, you’ve just said something that punched through that Wall of Me.”

			And it was all I needed to doom me forever. Since that night—leading all the way up to this afternoon in May, sitting in the New Beverly—a week hasn’t gone by where I haven’t gotten up on a stage at least four times a week. Usually closer to ten. Seven years, and never a week without shows, somewhere.

			That streak is about to end. I sit here, as Ace in the Hole winds down to its final, twilight-before-oblivion shot of Kirk Douglas slumped at his desk, with no future and not a garlic pickle in sight. I have the same feeling I had back in San Francisco at the Improv, and then a year later at Garvin’s in DC. I glimpse—in black and white, and not the garish primary-colored sport coats and T-shirts of late-eighties American stand-up—another world I want to enter. What is their Hang like, the directors? What is their thieves’ cant? Did Wilder’s fellow directors recognize the genius of Ace in the Hole in its day? Did they know it instinctually, or was it years of labor before they could see through paltry box office and negative reviews to something that would last beyond the momentary inferno of failure? The same way comedians would watch Andy Kaufman, and then Larry David and Colin Quinn, marveling at the grace and balls it took to completely disregard the audience, to always go for broke with every line? It’s one thing to do it onstage—it’s you alone, soaring or sinking. But a movie? Weeks and months and years of collective labor by talented people in front of and behind the camera? How do you convince anyone to take that sort of risk and then maintain that commitment through all of the bad days of shooting, all of the hopeless hours in the editing room? How do you convince anyone to ever work with you again? What kind of person does that cauldron pressure produce, over time?

			I step out into the infant twilight of a Saturday evening in Los Angeles and begin my first full week of not going onstage in seven years. There are stages I can hit tonight, too. If not to perform, to watch. Someone great, someone shitty, it doesn’t matter. The great ones show you what you can get away with. The shitty ones remind you what never to bother with.

			Instead I go back to my apartment at Normandie and Hollywood, just up the block from the LITTLE ARMENIA and THAI TOWN signs, forever in cross-angled conflict. I get out my copies of The Film Noir Encyclopedia and all three volumes of Danny Peary’s Cult Movies as well as the Necronomicon of Z-grade celluloid—Michael Weldon’s indispensable Psychotronic Encyclopedia of Film. I want to read up, in classic fledgling-movie-junkie style, on the movies I’ve just seen. There’s Sunset Boulevard in Cult Movies volume 1, with Peary’s usual loving, combative praise. There’s Ace in the Hole, under the title The Big Carnival,VI in The Film Noir Encyclopedia.

			As I read about them an idea strikes me. I get out a pencil and, after etching in a dark, graphite-gray star next to each title, I note the date and location of where I saw it. A star, “5/20/95” and “New Beverly Cinema” go next to Sunset Boulevard’s entry in Cult Movies. The same for Ace in—well, The Big Carnival—in The Film Noir Encyclopedia.

			And for no reason save for the fact that these are the five volumes in front of me as I sit cross-legged on my living room floor, I decided that part of My Training will be to see how many titles I can star, date and place-name in these books. These five books. At the time, I’m thinking, “How many in one year?”

			And on Tuesday, instead of going up and doing a set like I usually do, trying to hone my skills as a comedian, I find myself back at the New Beverly. You see, The Nutty Professor is playing. And it’s listed in both The Psychotronic Encyclopedia and volume 1 of Cult Movies. So, I mean, I have to see it. To, you know . . . check it off.

			I won’t even learn that much from watching The Nutty Professor, an exhausting comedy made by an exhausted man. Jerry Lewis, in the getting-to-know-you phase of his Percocet addiction, wrestles with the two-headed snake of his loathing of Dean Martin’s soul and his thirst to live Dino’s life. It’s an ice-water-on-bare-skin naked shock, watching Jerry’s id play out in that movie. I sit in the New Beverly, letting Jerry Lewis’s nasal cri de coeur bounce off of me, thinking of all the loud, aggressive, alpha-clown comedians I’d been stuck with on the road. It is nothing I ever want to do on-screen.

			I’m in Los Angeles, with a steady writing job on weekdays at MADtv, a dozen “alternative comedy” spaces to go up in and work on material—and now this, the New Beverly, my $5-a-night film school.

			Pretty good trio of films to start off my education with, right? Sunset Boulevard—a cynical, heartbroken writer, dragged to his doom by a true believer in the illusion of film. Ace in the Hole—a satanic, exploitative reporter who picks apart a dying man at the bottom of a pit in the hope that his career will rise back into the sun. And The Nutty Professor—an ignored nerd who’s tempted by popular monstrosity. Obsession, darkness and magical thinking. Sitting in my apartment late in the night, penciling the star, date and venue name next to The Nutty Professor in two film books, I will have no idea I’ve entered my fourth Night Café.

			It will be four years before I pull myself out of it.

			

			
				
					I. This same conversation is happening, simultaneously, across every other facet of the arts. It’s happened before I say this to you, it’s happening while I say this to you and it will keep on happening, forever and ever. Someone at a used record store is admonishing a friend for never having heard Love’s Forever Changes. At a used bookstore, an ever-ravenous bookworm shakes their head sadly at their friend, who’s never read Charles Portis’s Masters of Atlantis. Or someone’s never had the fries at the Apple Pan. Or encountered Michael C. McMillen’s art installation The Central Meridian. Or visited Joshua Tree. An infinite crowd of apostles, spreading the word to their unwashed, heathen acquaintances.

				

				
					II. Sprocket fiend is the name I have for the subterranean dimension to my film addiction. The subtle, beneath-the-sound-track sound of the clattering projector in those old rep theaters, especially the New Beverly. The defiant, twenty-four-frames-per-second mechanical heartbeat that says, at least for the duration of whatever movie you’re watching, the world’s time doesn’t apply to you. You’re safe in whatever chronal flow the director chooses to take you through. Real time, or a span of months or years, or backward and forward through a life. You are given the space of a film to steal time. And the projector is your only clock. And the need for that subtle, clicking sprocket time makes you—made me—a sprocket fiend.

				

				
					III. Well, Maron was—and still is—a beloved frenemy.

				

				
					IV. Died young. Thirty-one. Heart attack after a crash diet. He had the girth and skull of an unforgettable character actor, but he tried to whittle himself into a boring leading man. The knife hit bone.

				

				
					V. Four seconds.

				

				
					VI. Films rereleased under different titles. Another annoying, alienating weapon in my film fiend conversational spray. “Yeah, I saw a cheap print of Franju’s Eyes Without a Face, under the title The Horror Chamber of Doctor Faustus. Must’ve been a print that got sent out on the drive-in movie circuit in the sixties. Imagine some poor yokel, killing an evening with a double bill, when Les Yeux Sans Visage gets slung at him after half-snoozing through The Alligator People! Hey, where’re you goin’?”

				

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			My First Four 
Night Cafés

			Arles, France,

			September 1888
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			Here’s where I explain what I meant when I said “Night Café” back at the end of the last chapter. We have to go way back for the explanation, but it won’t take long. Just to the end of summer 1888.

			I love the end of summer, by the way. The hellish wick of August, beginning to yield to the waiting fall. Leaves finally surrendering their green, the sky having one last furnace exhalation before it’s safe for a coat to show its face in the afternoon. So this is a pungent, rancid shank of history we’re about to gnaw on, the awfulness of August 1888.

			Seriously, what was in the air in the dying summer of 1888? Did our planet pass through some gigantic, ghostly comet? One that hissed and emitted pure evil? What hung off of the twilight mist and, in the morning, rustled out of view at the first hint of sunlight?

			On September 4 of 1888 George Eastman registered the trademark, and also clinched the patent, for his roll camera film. Five days earlier, on August 31, Jack the Ripper left the throat-slit, butcher-gutted body of Mary Ann Nichols on the bricks of Buck’s Row in London’s East End. Fast-forward to September 8—four days after Kodak film existed in the world. The body of Annie Chapman was dumped in a Whitechapel doorway.

			Three more victims followed. As did the world’s first motion picture. Roundhay Garden Scene—a two-second film by Louis Le Prince. Four people in a garden. Two men, two women. There, on the left, a man in a dark suit takes gentlemanly strides past a woman in a smart white dress. She shifts her feet, turns and takes a step away from the camera. And there on the right, the other couple. A stout woman in a dark dress who appears to walk backward. And circling around her, at a less gentlemanly, more predatory pace, a man in a white, duster-length overcoat and hat. We never see his face. A circling wraith, captured on celluloid.

			No photographs of Jack the Ripper. No movies, either—not even a two-second blip, maybe of his dropping the bloody fragment of Catherine Eddowes’s apron after he killed her on September 30. Whatever was infecting the crisp air near the end of 1888 evaded being captured on film.

			It didn’t escape oil and canvas, though.

			In that same September, in the city of Arles—in the south of France and snuggled by the Mediterranean Sea—Vincent van Gogh painted a masterpiece that destroyed him.

			Vincent van Gogh was a “tormented genius” the way Jimi Hendrix was a “guitar player.” I remember, reading Stephen King’s On Writing, when he said something about how “your art needs to be a function of your life, not the other way around.” Van Gogh’s art had moved beyond being a “function” of his life and had metastasized into a tumor that was keeping him alive only to kill him more slowly. But in Arles, Vincent decided to take control of his “art.” Except that he made it hurry up with the task of his annihilation.

			It didn’t help that Vincent was a religious fanatic. And, again, not to hit the “tormented genius” comparison again, but his career as a simple country priest was cut short when his parishioners were appalled at his intensity, his Saint Francis of Assisi–like commitment to squalor, poverty and filth. His flock wanted Huey Lewis and the News—what they got was GG Allin and the Murder Junkies. And his religious fervor spread to his art, the way cancer will spread to other organs of a sufferer’s body. He had a gift—the gift of transcendent artistic talent. But his religious convictions made him feel that this talent was demonic, and something to be ashamed and frightened of.
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