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The most beautiful thing of all is the complete stillness of an audience so intent that it hardly breathes.

Charles Laughton


The author was the grateful recipient of a Wingate Scholarship from the H. H. Wingate Foundation during the writing of this book.

Extracts from Notes sur le cinématographe by Robert Bresson appear with the kind permission of the author. Extracts from Zen Flesh, Zen Bones appear with the kind permission of Charles E. Tuttle Publishing Company Inc.


HANDSPRING OVER MY neighbour and check out the wing fire fairly frequently. Hey, it was hard manœuvring my own face out the way, it looked very old and lonely out there and wanted to tell me things, the pallor was exaggerated I hope by the cabin lights and three inches of perspex. I’m guessing three inches, by the way. Three inches sounds dense enough because any less and I’d start to get worried, I’d start to think twice about placing my face so close to somewhere very high above the Arctic Ocean and there’s still a draught that gets your nose iced over. You’d thought the whole thing was sealed up and triple-checked because if it isn’t sealed up the eccentric but adorable bobble-hatted old lady or whoever sitting next to you gets sucked out screaming suddenly and you’re only staying put because you’re clutching your in-flight movie headphones or the stewardess’s thigh or whatever. I thought about showing my movie in a 747 actually but I had to pay a pilot, they didn’t do a self-fly. Anyway, this wing fire was doing fine despite the ice particles, I could see it clearly beyond my wide and terrified eyes if I barn-doored the night lights, there was a kind of red flame and sparks and the wing looked like it was about to fall off, it was doing hand flexions or whatever, these 747s are getting old, they can’t just go on forever, something’s gotta give if you’re a lump of metal ploughing through alien air at some God-forsaken hour in some totally God-forsaken place just under outer space with only five hundred military personnel in ski suits and maybe a few white seals below you for thousands of miles and this ectoplasm over your shoulder that turns out to be the aurora borealis. I must have been saying oh God oh God or something over the snores of every single other passenger dribbling onto their neighbour’s shoulder or groin or even sockettes in some cases if they’d really slumped because this stewardess came up to me and said relax, sir, it’s only Arctic thermals, is this your first time up and I unstuck my nose and my twin plunged away screaming and I said, no, if you’re talking about aeroplanes, it’s my seventy-seventh, actually.

If you’re late and you missed the beginning then frankly you won’t understand a single thing for the next twelve hours, you might as well go learn some manners someplace else.

OK OK, it was the traffic, London has terrible traffic, you didn’t think of leaving an hour early despite the fact that you have lived here all your life or whatever and know for sure that you can only jerk anywhere. So you got very stressed up and kept looking at the invitation and pointing out to your chauffeur or whoever that it started at eight o’clock and you still had to park, Richard would be very upset if you came in late and then your chauffeur told you to shuddup for Christ’s sake because living together’s like that, instead of chilling each other out in a five-mile tailback with some vertebral massage you work each other up and shout and jerk and then say what you’ve actually now you’ve mentioned it been meaning to say for five years ever since and by the time I open the door and say hi, you people, come on in, you’re late you’re already negotiating on the splatterware vase with the chip you paid through the nose for but what the hell on that amazing weekend in Cromer when you couldn’t stop looking at each other in the bus shelter.

Call me Ricky. Richard is granted to a select few, mostly dead.

The bit you’ve missed was vital but I’m not rewinding and this is a unique screening, so shucks. It was something I wrote on the flight over, which if you weren’t trying to find your seat or grabbing a highball at the bar or yelling hi to everybody as if everybody wasn’t staring up here with their mouths open and their eyes flickering because they’re hanging on to EVERY WORD you’ll have realised I’ve just been talking about, so concentrate. It was a pretty scary flight because all the cans were in the hold and all of me was in the cabin and if the thing went down blazing and got the polar bears looking up for a moment there’d be nothing left of me anywhere else and NO COMPLEX MASTERWORK either, you’d just have been drinking highballs and jiving and cramming your mouths on my tick and maybe mentioning me about once, yeah, what a shame, they’ve found the wreck with sonars I think but it’s too cold to go down, what are you doing these days?

Because I know this is a very exciting time, I know there are distractions.

I hope you’re keeping your head dipped if you’re stood up in front of this, because if you have a large head or a ridiculous coiffure for the occasion or some fucking stupid fedora that keeps knocking everybody’s glasses off then you might be wiping out several days’ work on my part, light travels in straight lines, it doesn’t curve for anyone, not even you. Unless your brain’s a prism or you are a very special visitor from some hitherto unknown galaxy with an important millennial message to impart, biding your time. Bide your time a little longer and duck, will ya? You have another thousand years in front, don’t panic.

This is the trailer, by the way. Or maybe the foreword. It’s filling in some large holes. It’s important, you’re not looking up and seeing this giant Coca-Cola can waterfalling while you’re treading on everybody’s toes nor are you wincing while everybody seems to be shooting everybody else one hundred times too big and missing the gangway step because Next Week is Mad Bastard 3 now the school vacation is over – we’re talking serious informational content here and if it’s smeared it’s not your contact lenses playing up it’s because this reel’s a daily and going in practically green, I’m scribbling in my kitchen, I’m between time zones and feeling like the Blob from Sirius after Commander Cody’s dealt with it, bear with me, I know this ninety-nine-year-old who’s got the keys to the Shepperton processing lab, they fired him or something for hand wobble or head shake, he’s worked with Max Sennet and maybe Frank Tuttle and he’s a genius, he has nitrates instead of blood, he’ll rush my rushes through and it’ll be rolling loud and as clear as can reasonably be expected given this fucking biro and my brain and the fact that it’s TOMORROW you’re gonna be looking at this, cor blimey luvaduck guv, if only I had a little more peace of mind ummmmm.

It’s certainly not the camera and it’s certainly not the projector if Joe the Gel’s on it. The projector is antique, it’s reliable, it cost a bucking bronco off a specialist dealer with sprocket holes each side of his brain, it takes 35mm silent like you’ve given it a free trip to the Seychelles or someplace, oars included. Don’t knock it. Don’t give Joe the Gel anything that might make his breath inflammable. If you feel a warmth on your head, DUCK. Crawl to your seat. Don’t wave your arms in the air. There’ll be intervals for your bladder contents to get recycled in, OK?

I was never late, actually. I was always very early. I got there so early I was scowled out by the kiosk lady and sometimes by the big padlock and chain across the double doors made of laminated bronze or something. I’d go round the side and look at the back of the screen like I was looking up a girl’s skirt, it was all raw naked brick and there were no windows, the drizzle played on it, there were stains off the gutters at the top and it frightened me because it was so BLANK. I’ll talk about this in about two hours, right now I need to cover some lost ground before the main feature. I was talking about the flight. I think I nearly died from heart strain over this wing blaze because I was the only one awake who realised except for the stewardesses who were either very cool or androids, they had built-in gyroscopic stabilisers or something – I’m checking out the conflagration trying to count the red sparks and then the nose-cone hits a very tall iceberg or whatever and Miss Gotta-Be-A-Wig comes running up to tell you to keep your voice down and your language clean because, sir, EVERY SINGLE OTHER PASSENGER is asleep. Hey, they are, it’s true, it makes you feel lonely and unwanted under your nose-bleed and if Miss Gotta-Be-A-Wig wasn’t actually only about five years younger than you if you were to peel everything off of her face you’d try maybe to start something at 3.21 a.m. But she trips back down the aisle as you’re zigzagging on the spot and you haven’t even mentioned the wing falling off in a fire-ball, she looks the kind of person who might scoff and make you look a real jerk. On the other hand, you don’t want to be the jerk who killed five hundred people because I didn’t want to look a jerk, he commented afterwards. From fifty feet down in this chance snowdrift.

My table’s scratched. OK. Leave it.

Planes are ships on borrowed time, you yell after her. But she’s already straddling the navigator behind that creepy closed door at one end the stewardesses always come out of with a sly smile giving you just a teeky-weeky glimpse of balloons and winking lights and highballs and party poppers like right now, like right now in every house worth peeping into all over the world, heading for the unknown on only one good wing, bub. And now your hands are moving because you’re trying to remember which is port and which is starboard, you’re swaying up the gangway past the galley towards the cockpit because you have to speak with Captain Peck personally but you can’t say there’s a worrying flame situation in the left wing, he’d just shake his peg-leg at you from under Miss Buck-Teeth ’99 and tell you to jump overboard, so instead you just go soak your sockettes in the toilet and pray.

OK, God listened, obviously. Or He lip-read because I cannot imagine for a moment that He could hear anyone stuck in a stainless steel toilet inside this metal prophylactic Somewhere in the Night over the greatest ice sheet known to man however loud the appeal. My granddaughter can lip-read, by the way. She loves silent movies because they use such filthy language. Hi, Hilda. Glad you could make it.

Yeah yeah, and the Lord did respond. The landing was hopeless because of the peg-leg probably or maybe Heathrow Inc have put down some authentic hand-chipped cobbles on Runway Three for the Japs or whoever but the trees slowed down and so did my heart and I fell asleep for fuck’s sake, I slept for the five miles it takes to get to passports on that moving belt that turns your stroll into a joy-ride and I slept on the baggage carousel until some amazing Colombian brunette picked me out and also in the train despite all the jerks and all the way up the stairs to here. To my ridiculously dear walk-in England so tiny the broom has to wait outside.

Ho ho. You know what this is called? It’s called a warm-up. It’s called a dope-massage. It’s called firing-the-brain-dead so they actually move their jaws to the right position every now and again. I hope y’all doing that. Ricky Thornby’s back in town.

I fell over. Kind of. I slid off the table. Nervous exhaustion. I woke up immediately but my clock says it’s been two hours. You can’t do that at fifty-nine. You can’t adopt a position with your butt up in the air and your wrist torqued and sleep for two hours unless you’re twenty-two and flexible. But from my general pain situation I think I did. Hey, I feel mentally MAHCH BETTER, GUV. Which means chilled out and dreadful. I’ve just shot what I’ve scribbled and I’m ashamed. But there’s no time for a remake. No time. Cor blimey no.

I thought the trailer would be finely wrote, as a matter of fact. I don’t mean italic handwriting, dumbos, I mean content, style, all those things you people don’t believe in any more. I thought all you guys and gals at the party’d be drooling over it. Hey, Dick the Prick can write! He took a wrong turn way back! Too bad it’s too late! Maybe it’s not too late! It wasn’t too late for Mary Wesley!

Mary who? You mean Wesley? You mean the one who wrote that crap my pal Jerry Freeman lost the film rights to back in ’89 and said it was all my fault because I’d kept him too long on the phone and that’s when I told him to fuck off out of my life because I’d talked for about ten seconds and I’d been trying to get him for weeks? Give us a break, I might get jealous.

That reminds me. Fanfare. A coupla thousand of Cecil’s trumpets and a gong. Now’s the time. It’s as good as any other.

The poor soul sat sighing by a sycamore tree,

Sing all a green willow;

Her hand on her bosom, her head on her knee,

Sing willow, willow, willow.

You know something? About this song? (Othello, dumbos. The William Shakespeare version. A great scene. I’ll have you know, who might not for some incredible reason like being in an iron lung for thirty-three years, that I was on set for the Larry screen version in ’66 giving kind of technical advice, I was at my peak, my advice was ACTUALLY BEING SOUGHT AFTER, I fell in love with Maggie as in Smith, I watched her sing it and cried – I really cried, my nose ran, I was sacked because I became totally useless. I started at the top and worked my way down etc. Big deal. No one knew why I cried. It had nothing to do with Maggie, it had everything to do with the raising of some titanic memories best left to the barnacles. So stick around.)

You know something?

I want it carved into my tombstone. The willow song.

Seriously. It’s in my will ho ho. It’s written down. I’ve written it down because if it wasn’t in black and white and blotted carefully my lousy relations wouldn’t do it. I mean, Gregory my son might, and Hilda my granddaughter might, but my nearest and weirdest and their terrible spouses’d stop them. They’d say it’s too expensive, they’d say it’s not done, they’d sip Australian brake fluid at my funeral and say it’s not done, he was always barmy, what’s good enough for Mum is good enough for Dicky, and I’ll end up with just my initials and a couple of dates and my initials are R.A.T. Des’d love it. Des my brother has been waiting for me to cop it for years so as he can put RAT on my tombstone. Richard Arthur Thornby. Christ, my parents were thick. Nay – my mother was thick, my father was (is) malign. He did it deliberate, dinne? Good for a chortle, eh? Oof. I’ll bet he did. Most of you don’t know this little legacy of mine. I’ve been R. T. for forty-five years. I let the trapdoor open under Arthur when I was fifteen. I heard him scream all the way down, out of my life, and walked forth R.T. for ever and ever amen. But Des remembers. He’s a fucking elephant. He calls me Ratty. We have to meet now and again, every funeral, every wedding, every so too bloody often. Hallo, Ratty, he chortles, how’s tricks? He likes slapping guys on the back. It’s how the English cope. They don’t kiss, they don’t hug, they just disable you. They? I mean we. I’m one of them. I’m Des’s closest relative after our mutual progenitor. We shot out of the same organ. Imagine that. He takes off my accent. Waal, whad’ya know, it’s the Yank! Over-sexed, over-paid, and over here! Great joke. He’s always joking. Every time he opens his mouth it’s like pulling a cracker. Actually, he’s very depressed. I know. I can tell. He stayed, I got out. But they’re all back there with him, waiting. They’ve got your old skin in their hands. They’re waiting until you’re helpless, dying, dead. Then they’ll zip the skin right over you, the old sloughed skin, right over you and over your head. Hoi, I didn’t want to get on to this. Not yet. I’m scribbling against time. I have to fill in some holes.

Maybe I should write in block capitals but it’s slower. I don’t know what the fuck the time is. I’m between zones. I’m feeling terrible. I’m thinking – this party tomorrow night, it’s too much, I want to bury my head in the futon, ouch, I can’t face it, I can’t face all those people, I can’t face the most important day of my life, how did I get to this point? I don’t know, I don’t know what I’m doing here, I’m still bucking, the kitchen floor is not stable, I’m nauseous, we’ll crash, we’ll crash in flames at any minute, into the waves, into the anomynomynymous waves of slumber and I’ll wake up and I’ll have blown it, I’ll have missed the party, I’ll have wasted the day, I’ll have wasted twelve years of my life, you stupid cunt.

I’ll fix myself a coffee in a moment. Right now I’m too stressed. I need the toilet. I’m intercontinent. Hey, that’s the first joke! Dick the Prick’s on form! Things are going to be OK!

I hope I’m getting the focus right and hey, sorry about my thumb if it’s bothering you. I’m working in terrible conditions, the Sellotape’s run out, Greg and Mee stayed here over Christmas so all the fucking vital things like Sellotape and string and toilet paper and whisky are missing. I’ve picked the pink Blu-tac off of the Christmas cards they’ve stuck up all over my pure white walls which is why you’re getting speculars off the glitter. I apologise. I’ve tried blowing but the stuff catches in the little hairs on my palm. I’ve NO TIME TO CARE. Holy shit, the camera’s making the kind of noise my neighbour with the cockroaches just overhead likes to report, it’s very old, the intermittent’s a couple of pterodactyl claws, the actors had to shout to make themselves heard, you’re lucky there’s no soundtrack on this one or your teeth’d be coming loose. Or maybe looser ’cos, hey, we’re no longer what we were, huh?

Cor blimey luvaduck. I hope I’m not repeating myself. I’m thinking about y’all. I’m thinking about all those people who’re going to be there tomorrow. I’m thinking about you reading this and saying, hey, he’s still repeating himself. I can see your faces. I can see you squinting at this. At this. At this.

At this.

Wow, that’s weird. Some of these faces I know so well I don’t even have to imagine them, they’re just kind of more slouched with bad hair around them. Hiya there, Ossy, y’bastard!

Some of the other faces I’m not so sure about. The phantoms’ll be in the front row. Hoi, it’s their film. Don’t sit on their laps. Just don’t get in their way.

Christ, this party. I can’t stand it. I can’t stand the fact that it’s tomorrow. As long as it was next week, or next month, or next year, or in nine years’ time, I could stand it. But it’s tomorrow. My party’s tomorrow. Tomorrow is my birthday. Tomorrow is the Big One. Once this tomorrow was in nine years’ time. I mean this. It was, once. Hey, seriously. What d’you expect? You’ve got a suite, a suite with a terrace, a suite with a terrace overlooking the fucking Thames. I booked the last one available. I booked it nine blahdy years ago, mate. I worked out how, leaning out a little, you’d get the official fireworks, the big jobs, the ones that burn out their hundred quid in ten seconds of the Second Coming, then pop some more, then bloom into a thousand crimson blooms, then go quiet and dark, then spray a million peacocks over the city with a Semtex bang and a mass whoo from underneath and a yaroo from whoever’s got it melting their shoe. I thought, there won’t be room for everyone to lean out. There’ll be shifts, or some people won’t like bangs and whizzes and stay inside, or others’ll be English and stay pissed off and polite at the back, seeing only the rockets if the arc is tight. The bigger ones were all booked. They were booked ten years ago. Hey, I apologise. At least you’ve got the bleedin’ river, mate, the cobbled wharves slapped at an’ all that, ghost ships swingin’ their crates, the sound of peg-legs tappin’ an’ inn signs creakin’ an’ me dad wiv his barrer, yellin’ ’orribly. There’ll be some minor B-rated fireworks around. People will bring their personal squibs. We can light the blue touch-paper on the terrace and stand back and try to look impressed for Christ’s sake. There’ll be boats. There’ll be pleasure-boats plying up and down gushing with peacocks and their reflections we can all ooh and aah over. If anyone’s grumbling I say to you hey, why didn’t you git up off your fat arse ten years ago, huh? Because that’s when the big suites were booked. I thought ahead. I mean it – this was the last one available, on the blahdy river, anywhere. Now hold up yer mitts and count the fingers if you can count that high ’cos that’s what it cost me, guv. A cage o’ monkeys at bun-time. Poetic thought, faintly Japanese: no party tonight will be quite right unless it faces flowing water. Hey, way above y’heads, dumbos.

Oh Zelda.

I haven’t invited my first wife. My second is dead, of course, some of you know this, so she might or might not be there. If she is and she’s not snoring – ignore her, she doesn’t mean it. My first wife is currently under the notion that I’m tacky, that I’ve done a very tacky thing with Hilda, which is simply not true. Hilda wanted to be present. She wants it. She wants to be with her grandad. As her grandad, I can only open my arms and say, honey-bun, come right in. Just don’t bring any of your Friends of Woodstock ’99 to shame us. It’s my party. I did not write to Hilda insisting. There were no bribes. Hilda’s had nothing more than a box ticket for Hotchpotch (the crap musical, not the great film) from her grandpop for two years. (Lighting box, I mean. My friend Joe the Gel was doing lights.) No bribes, no bribes whatsoever. I’m too damn skint, for starters.

That’s me dad speaking. Nasal, Enfield coming on Cheshunt. He never had no pretensions. Too damn skint, for starters.

Hoi, listen. The Earl of Sandwich saved the King. Naval battle. Can’t recall the details. Charles, it was. Poncy Restoration types lining the poop, misty, a slight swell, moisture beading in their wigs. You’re an earl, says Charles. Cor, says the Earl of – oops! Earl of what, Your Highness? Earl of wherever we touch first, says Charles. The Earl of Wherever We Touch First is quite excited, standing on the poop, his toff gloves feeling the wetness off of the poop-rail. The coast looms. He quite fancies the Earl of Dover (my father winks at me mum, I fake a grin). Cor, says a partially deaf ancient mariner, it’s England. Where are we exactly, where is that? lisps the Earl of Whatever-the-ancient-mariner-is-about-to-reply. Sandwich? says the partially deaf ancient mariner, undoing his greaseproof. I’ve got tomato-and-herring, if you’re partial.

Yup, that’s how Dicky Thornby learnt history, at his father’s elbow, jabbed on the end of it – oof! Geddit, son? He had one book. The Percy Anecdotes. Anecdotes collected by the Percy family. They’d sell books off the barrows, along with the fruit and veg. Our lot, not the Percys. Old books. Books from bookclubs run by crooks as cover for the white slave trade or whatever. This one they couldn’t sell. He claimed he’d filched it off the barrer. Crap, Pop. It slipped into the interstices (now that’ll fox you, mate) of the free market. He still has it. It’s his Bible, for crying out loud.

Sing willow, willow, willow.

None of the uncles is coming. They weren’t invited. Anyway, most of them are dead. The least dead one got out years ago. He’s in Melbourne. Eighty-eight and fighting fit. He writes to me. He wants to be in one of my movies. He thinks I’m still in movies. Well, I AM. He’s seen Ridden Out, Honky Tonk and Honky Tonk Two (the better half, if you harken to the critics. Derek Malcolm said so. The lesser of two evils. Yah, yah). The others weren’t dizzed in Australia, not on the big screen. He has a video but I haven’t told him. Anyway, they’re rare, they’re collectors’ pieces, they’re hard to track down. I’m talking of Will There’s a Way and Homhitch. These titles. They’re like a woman you wake up to in the morning and don’t recognise but she’s made you tea in the right mug.

I should be so lucky.

The second least dead one most of you know. He’s been in all my films. He was Kierkegaard in my first short, print lost, history down the plug-hole. But he can’t come. Gerald can’t come. He’s busy. He’s building a wind machine on the beach of Bognor or someplace. He’s tied his trilby to his head with elastic. Otherwise it’d bowl along like nobody’s business, way off along the sands of Bognor, the shingle of Bognor, the fucking agonising pebbles of Bognor – whatever, I haven’t been there. Gerald Ursule Thornby. Ursule? Is that a slip of me blotty biro? Nope. Ursule it is. Like some medical appliance one don’t mention, as my pop would say, what didn’t like Gerald very much. Gerald’d only have to crack his knuckles to get everyone falling about, that’s why, and he was too feeble as a kid to push a barrer the requisite distance. My old man always was a bully, not so deep down. He lacked ’uman sympafy. My films lack ’uman sympafy. Derek says so – has said so on many occasions, I can show you the cuttings if you handle them carefully ’cos they tend to crumble. Toff. Ponce. Wouldn’t know what ’uman sympafy was if it smashed him in the teeth.

Yup, I’ve always had a soft spot for Gerald, if I could find it.

Listen. I’m getting derailed. It’s not deliberate, it’s not me being smart, it’s me with an iced nose still winding the big hand in me small brain forward, OK? I’m no moth, mate. I’m lagged. Yeah yeah, I kipped. I kipped for ten minutes on Norman Mailer’s latest and I need to see my chiropractor, bom bom. Have I said we had turbulence? We had turbulence. I hate flying in the winter. I have this thing about snowstorms at night twenty thousand feet up. This film I went to see as a kid, the first film I ever went to totally on my own, I was nine, the old Enfield Ritz, Saturday morning, a drizzle, it always drizzles on Saturday morning, it was called, it was called – heck, I’ve forgotten – anyway, it had this sequence which had me sucking on my duffle-coat’s top toggle so hard it came off and I nearly died. These toggles were the size of enemas. I reckon they were enemas. It got caught in me red lane. They fitted a young boy’s red lane (look it up, look it up) exactly. I didn’t try the other place. If I’d had a sister I’d have hired it to her. For a shilling, of course, ’cos I wanted to haggle with Donald Benson for his Lotts Bricks Box, Set E. You could build a Municipal Sewage Works with it, Tudor style, with gables, mullioned windows, the works. Blow me down. This sequence, I was talking about this sequence – it was great, it was awful, you were looking at the cockpit, the lens was set on the twin-prop’s nose and it made me feel carsick. Screams. Snow. Oh crikey, thick swirls of it, against the cockpit, just about see the pilot’s eyes, oh crikey. Wind machine going flat out, buckets of fluff tossed in front, cockpit bouncing like crazy, pilot’s knocked out or got the vapours, hero grappling with joystick, joystick comes off, top toggle comes off, sticks in throat, I’m dead. My fear of flying is nothing to do with sex, OK? I explained all this to my analyst when I had one. (A phase, a phase.) She said I was projecting. I said hey, I’ve always wanted to project. Sweeping the smoke for the screen, finding a film at the other end, hoping it doesn’t bomb. Miraculous. Works every time. She nodded carefully. I had to be carried out. Of the Ritz, I mean. They whacked me on the back and out it shot, rolling under the Number 49 to Palmers Green. Me mum’ll kill me if I don’t get it back, I rasped. True. The Number 49 ran over it, Stevie Smith bumped her head on the top-deck rail, I got my top toggle back, intact. The Princess and the Pea, Enfield version. They knew how to make stuff in those days. Oh yes.

That thing about projecting. Part of another little party popper. Blitz in the Ritz. Hoi, geddit? Me dad’s legacy. Jokes that need explaining. Damp squibs. Fireworks and a torch with the jitters. The Catherine wheel that believes in only one revolution a century until you get too close. Whop! The sound of fireworks even cheaper than your neighbours. I mean, even cheaper. At least their rockets fart.

Hey, why am I so angry?

This was going to be cool and explicatory, not angry. My classes’d start cool and explicatory, I knew the ropes, I got angry later. My kitchen table’s been scratched. I don’t care. I feel terrible. I’m nervous. I’m about to be sixty. I’m about to be old. Do not go gentle into that good night. My father’s still alive. I’m about to be old and my father’s still alive. We’ll both be old at the same time. It’s not fair. How can he do this to me. How can He do this to me? I jog now and again, I wear casuals, I don’t have a tie, I’ve never seen The Sound of Music, a million-to-one-chance, I know, it’s never seeing snow on a mean person in Switzerland or seeing my lips flapping in slomo with the sound not off, it’s incredible but possible, I was avant-garde, I had the film rights to Narziss and Goldmund before Hermann Hesse was invented, I made love while John Lennon was playing with his lead soldiers, I was hip, I was cool, I was outrageous, I bombed up the Marylebone Road in a Daimler Conquest Open Roadster once, I took drugs, I took Diana Rigg to the movies, it was my movie, I had a Cocteau cap and cigarette holder, I chortled in French. Remember?

Hoi, I’m talking to you people. Remember?

Great days, great days.

I think of Roy, Roy Plomley. I knew Roy, Roy Plomley. He promised. He promised I’d be on it (Desert Island Discs, deadheads.) One day Dicky, he said, you’ll be washed up, I’m sure.

Great joke, huh?

Actually, I never thought that others’d creep up on you so quick. I’m talking about youf. I’m a grandad! You know who I hate? I hate the boomers, the groovy boom-babies, the boom-baby-boomers in their tie-dye bloomers. (Opening song from Hotchpotch, you ignorant bastards.)

Seriously, I have relational problems with a generation.

You don’t know this?

I wasn’t one. You know that, you know what I was. I was a BOOM-boomer, born in an air-raid shelter, the stupid type which killed you. They took away my youth, that peacetime polio washed-in-Daz lot. I’d just got rid of my spots and they made me feel old. Christ, I was on the edge of thirty in ’68. Thirty, sixty, what’s the difference? I’d made a few movies but suddenly I was old, comfortable, clapped-out, a fucking Morris 1100 Saloon with Grandma in the back feeling very comfortable, thank you dear. I was idiot enough to wear a black polo-neck when bandannas were in. I looked like Colin Outsider and felt it. I made the right noises, oh yeah. I squirmed naked in some mud, once, on stage, for Ken. Ken Campbell. Made no difference. It washed off. Very comfortable, thank you dear.

Phantoms.

I’m not feeling angry. I’m feeling nervous. I’m still feeling nervous. That’s why I’m not going to have a coffee. I drank coffee all the way over. My ears are still humming, humming One of Our Aeroplanes is Missing. Hey, yeah, I know it’s safe as houses, million-to-one copper-bottomed safe, the flames were the fucking wing-lights given the nadgers by the ice particles, etc etc. But you know what keeps a big heavy jet high up in the sky? A vacuum above the wings. Think about it.

And thrust.

Thrust and vacuum. That’s me. That’s my life.

Sing willow, willow, willow or whatever.

Anyway, who said houses were safe? Most accidents are in the home, for God’s sake. And mine’s been smashed up twice, back in Houston. Nice neighbourhood. Nicely distressed fronts. Nice English statuary, authentically nicked, lifted out of some forgotten corner of a genuine English lawn so big they thought the Sikorsky was the flymo – Echo with hand up crotch, Pitys scratching her moss, Syrinx squeezing into her swell reed outfit, dip the hysterical laughter, I haven’t finished. Tudor Mansion Kits (real woodworm, real woodworm, guv). Sprinklers with built-in radar, mastiffs who don’t like their analysts, gravel driveways you have to wade up – get the picture? I say to them, what’s so great about England? It’s a dump. It’s mean, peevish and little, as my pal Jonathan Windmiller put it once peevishly ’cos someone had said his Show wasn’t the greatest thing since the Siberian shamans. They love it. The Texans, I mean, not the blahdy shamans mate. They’ve only been to Windsor Castle and they love it. We even have a pub. It’s an exact copy of a pub I happen to know, back in the old country. I say, sipping my Pigge Swille, shielding my eyes from the flare off of the horse brasses, this isn’t England. This is about as English as the set of Suspicion. People drift away like I smell. Maybe I do, but that’s not the point. I stand alone. They don’t want to know. They don’t want to know the genuine cast-iron authentically traditional hand-buffed troof, guv. I try not to get pissed. When I get pissed I get magdalene. I went to Magdalene College, Cambridge, I say. Magdalene with an e. If it hasn’t got an e it’s the Other Place. I wasn’t a blue, I was a red. OK OK, maybe I start to shout now. Dudley was at the one without an e! That’s why he’s a scug! I made love with my bedder! I bet he didn’t! They don’t understand what I’m yelling. I feel Union Jacked down to my underpants, my tinnitus is whistling the Selected Beatles, I raise my glass and look around with this Alec Guinness grin playing over my bottom lip. There’s a crop-headed barman out of Terminator 2. He wears these terrible sort of solarised shirts. I thought, the first time I went in, he’s the only orfentically English thing in here. I was right. My act gets nowhere when Jason’s about. Tinkerbell’s tiddly again, he says, so why doesn’t Tinkerbell fuck off out and join Wendy in Never Never Land, eh? I don’t know why he has this nickname for me. It’s worrying. It takes the wind right out of my gaff topsail. The beer’s terrible. He waters it down. He mixes the IPA with some American junk that has a big head and a big flavor. Otherwise no one’d come. Who can blame them? Real real ale’s so real it tastes like it isn’t. That’s why I like it.

Sorry about the corner on that last one. I could wind it up, scroll it up on a toilet roll. I’d have problems with the focus. Stay with me and ALERT. Anyway, I’m out. Retired early without honours. The Houston Centre for the Dramatic and Visual Arts (Film Section) is gonna be sunk without me. I’m shaping the future. I’ve seen it, it aches, it needs a massage. At least I have a walk-in swimming pool. I walk into it every morning and eat an avocado. Seriously, I do, a whole one and they’re Texan. The pool’s small but it can take my Monroe inflatable and the ripples cluck like my mother used to when I chewed my Wrigley’s Spearmint Chewing Gum and I was doing the advert for Christ’s sake. Very early days, but still. Have style, right?

So, about this plane trip: I drank coffee through the night when I wasn’t tucked up with Norman Mailer and my neighbour’s elbow and now I feel terrible. I’M OUT OF CHICORY AND THE LAST TOILET ROLL’S DOWN TO THE SUTURE. I can’t cope with having two homes each side of the Atlantic either financially or mentally. Someone’s used up all the chicory and not replaced the essential. That’ll be Mee and Greg respectively – Greg has always spun the roll until it touches ground before tearing it off seven times over, it’s a childhood habit, he practically ruined us, maybe I should have lowered the holder, maybe I should have done a lot of things when I think about it. Have I mentioned Mee? Mee, or Mi, is my son’s partner. She’s Chinese-American with a pinch of St Helena. St Helena! Hey, she could be related to Napoleon in some sneaky way! She’s beautiful but she’s a health freak. She uses up all my chicory powder and all my lentils and anything in big chunky blue-glass jars with cork lids because anything in those looks pure, unmilled, all that crap, even if it’s not. I’ll lay traps for her. I’ll empty the best the US can offer into one of those jars – real Agent Orange schmuck the colour of bri-nylon striped underwear and see if it goes. It will, it will. When I’m next over.

Mee’s coming, I know this. She wrote me. Hiya, Mee! My son might be out there with you, too. He’s not getting on with his mother, so it’s touch and go. (Hiya Greg, if you are.) Mee wants to come because she thinks I’m famous. She’s a sucker for fame. I’ve touched her knee. I was pissed, Greg! It was in Ashby-de-la-Zouche. Remember the Green Horn, Ashby-de-la-Zouche? August 1995? (Hey, is that 19 looking antique already? Does it wear a high collar, does it talk kinda funny?) We were jerking up to Edinburgh for some private view (the car was fine, it was the traffic) because my son’s an artist, in case any of you deadheads didn’t know. He lays carpets. No, he doesn’t even lay them. He gets the carpet layers to lay them while he lays Mi, probably. He’s into carpet squares, these days. This is a big development. It used to be nothing but fitted stuff with one end left unrolled. They’re called deep things like CARPET SQUARES #32 and sell for a THOUSAND BUCKS A YARD OR SOMETHING. I’m a Morris 1100 with Grandma in the back. Fuck the carpets. I put my hand on Mi’s knee in Ashby-de-la-Zouche, Greg. You were out at the toilet. Her knee was bony. There was a stretch of naked thigh above it, like a beach. My hand wanted to move up there. It wanted to leave the bony country and make out for the beach, maybe hit the frilly white surf. It did so. The going was easy, soft, warm. No thunder. Only a giggle. A Chinese-American-St Helena giggle, soft as breakers heard from a far hut.

Then you came back in, Greg. There were some interesting beer-mats. We did the quizzes on them and I said Miami Dolphins to every one and got a point. You said well done, Dad, and bought me a half. Hey, Gregory is a saint. He’s a nice bloke, guy, whatever. He’s a saintly fool who makes bucks. Somewhere between him and what he creates there is a gulf with a swing-bridge. He shouldn’t be creating what he creates. He deserves Mi, or Mee. He really does. But so do I. I’ve seldom met anyone I thought I deserved more. But the thing is, I think she feels sorry for me. She thinks I’m more famous than I really am (wow) but she still feels sorry for me. I don’t know why. It’s just a feeling I get. She borrows my flat now and again, when they’re down from Stoke-on-Trent (it’s hip, it’s hip, you’re out of sync), and she sits there in the empty kitchen and I think she thinks it’s sad. She thinks it’s sad to see my posters, my old movie posters, nicely framed and ranged on the kitchen walls. They’re terrible posters, most of them. The colours are going. All except the red. Not even Technicolor red. Oh no. Not the ripe incarnadine throb of Technicolor, to quote myself (A Student’s Introduction to Film Techniques, Nonumque Press, Houston. It bombed at $5. It bombed at $1, remaindered. I shipped some to Manila. It bombed. No student buys a book, period. Not by me, anyway).

Yup, cheap carmine red, on my posters. Which is just as well, because most of it is on the mouths of the posters. There’s a lot of mouth on my posters. I was always into mouths. They’re leaning up against the miniature dishwasher now because I needed the white walls for this. Otherwise I’d pan them to remind a lot of you of old times. Your hot cheeks would go with the mouths.

Sorry, I’ve interrupted. So she sips my chicory coffee and looks around and says, Greg, don’t you think it’s sad? And Greg pauses. If he was in one of my old films he’d say whassat or come again or sing a song for about ten minutes. But he doesn’t, because he’s not. And she doesn’t reply oh, it doesn’t matter, in close-up, blinking fretfully. Nope. He just pauses and then he nods. He nods and gives a little snorty sigh. Yeah, he says, softly. Yeah.

I was never that blisteringly realist. Till now.

Christ, I’m getting myself worked up. I can’t stand people feeling sorry for me. I want people to think I’m so great they hate me deep down under. I’ll bet everyone hated Andrei Tarkovsky deep down under. I’ll bet Alfred Hitchcock got right up their noses. Ford, too. Bresson and Godard and Carl Theodor Dreyer. Gods. All of them. They tower above me, gloating. No, not even gloating. Great men don’t gloat. They don’t need to. They don’t notice me. That’s it. They don’t even notice me. They think I’m Second Grip. They think I’m the jerk with the walkie-talkie who keeps the onlookers out of line and kicks them if they cough. They think I’m the one who oils the tracking rails and can’t get the coffee machine to work. They think I’m practical with limits. That’s it. Christ!

But what Mee doesn’t appreciate is that Gregory has crept up on me. He’s overtaken me. He has a quietly solid reputation. I’m not Dicky Thornby any more. I’m Gregory’s father. I’m Any Relation, question mark. A few fucking carpets and some crap about the I Ching (I’d forgotten the I Ching crap, it’s normally at one end of the room so you have to walk across the carpet, innit brilliant?) – this lousy scam has overtaken all my years of hard graft, all my aeons of blood and sweat and tears and, OK, semen. That’s why I deserve Mee. He can’t have the whole bleedin’ can, can he?

Sorry, Greg, if you’re out there. I’m emoting. Take no notice.


I’M GETTING MYSELF so worked up I’ve left a bit of white wall for you to kind of space out on or go get another drink. In that beat I’ve drunk some real coffee. I feel better. My apartment’s born again. The air is roasted, ground, and boiled. There are some fings in life better than Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins, I can tell ya.

Also, I’ve been to the lavatory. I eked out the roll, I managed, I found some face fresheners in my back pocket, it was a new sensation, my butt never gets that kind of privilege normally. Hey, I feel nicely voided, I can begin to picture the curry I’ve been picturing for six months now, the airline food did something, I don’t know what, it always does. Perhaps it’s not the food. Perhaps there’s something about turbulence that stays. Like my English accent. Gregory’s posh pretending to be not. I’m not, pretending to be posh. By posh I don’t mean Harrods posh, I mean International Artiste posh. But Pop won’t let go. Enfield-coming-on-Cheshunt’s got its claws in. It’s got its claws in my nose. Just when it’s safe for my voice to go out the Thing From Enfield-Coming-On-Cheshunt pops out of my nose and screeches. No, it whines. It slobbers over my wotsits, my my my my diphthongs. It particularly tucks into the word ‘field’. If the aliens in Alien could speak, they’d speak Enfield-coming-on-Cheshunt. Eighteen years in the States, all in the state of Texas, and it’s still slobbering. But no one over there thinks it’s ugly, no one over there thinks it’s anything but quaint. Like Tomato’s four parnd fifty. Only the English barman knows. Jason knows I’m not a gentleman. He knows that, because I’m not a gentleman, he can say fuck off and pitch me out on the end of his tie-pin, the rotter. He knows this because he’s English, he’s from Wokingham of all bloody places. I revile him. I’m going to send him a postcard of the High Street of Wokingham with WANK OFF OVER THIS, YOU BASTARD, under highlighter on the back.

No, no, Dicky. About as subtle as a gas – hey, sorry, petrol pump (Derek on Honky Tonk). Let us think.

MUCH MISSED, FROM ALL AT THE EARLY LEARNING CENTRE.

Maahch better.

No. He won’t get it. You can’t have a chortle at someone’s expense unless they Geddit. He’ll show it to the customers and they’ll all shake their big, stubbly, Texan heads and say, sorry, Pat, me neither, as if they’re bit-parts in The Searchers, the stupid cunts. Nope. How’s about: Thank you for your enquiry. A post is currently available for a traffic bollard on the A327 turn-off.

Hey, hey, that’s good. I could filch some Berkshire County Council notepaper from somewhere. I could make this my first big proj for the new millennium.

OK, I had to look up the road. The A327. I’ve got a Great AZ Britain Road Atlas with an Index to over 30,000 places and it was in the right place. That’s because I hadn’t unpacked it yet. I keep it in my suitcase, and I haven’t unpacked my suitcase. It fits right at the bottom of my green Globetrotter that’s been a constant companion since, ah, 1963. (1963. Where’s my plume?) So after traffic bollard on the, I went over to my bedroom about ten paces across some coconut matting that’s hell on bare feet but aw shucks and through a door because right now I’m in the kitchen (have I said that?) and worked hard at this tricky-dicky lock on the Globetrotter until as usual it ended up embedded in my nostril and had to rummage through two pairs of sneakers, ten underpants, five clumps of socks, my inhaler, the Norman Mailer whopper and a dirty magazine. The dirty magazine is called the Spectator. Yes, the same. I admit it. It’s my sort of magazine and its lousy politics keeps me on my toes. It reminds me of pigeon shit on the church porch of Bloody St Mary’s, England. It reminds me of the Golden Age of British Cinema just round the corner, if only the steeple-fund barometer would hit room temperature. Its very own Auberon Waugh once called me the faintest hope of British film ever to have flickered out. Yup – I’m that guy who had thirty years of the Listener bound in leather and they blew my cover, the old devils. Or was that in Private Eye? Same gang-bang. All ye who enter here, wear a tie and testicles and chortle in Latin, or else. I’ll send them a postcard, too. From a Reader in Houston. Hi. I think you’re all great. All my friends think you’re great. We’re coming over next week and we’ll be dropping by. We admire your deeply held convictions and want to meet up in person. Mothers of Serial Murderers Friendship & Support Club, Houston.

Kill the roars. That wasn’t very funny.

I’m even getting to look like him. My pop, I mean. My old dad. Grey hair out the ears, Goofy’s dewlaps, lousy double-act in They Came from Planet Age. He tells ’em backwards, now. Tomato-and-herring, if you’re partial, he says. That’s right, Dougie, says the nurse. She never stays long enough to get the opener. The Earl of Sandwich saved the King makes a great punchline, but she’s off hospital-cornering some other poor bastard with no teeth. Poor bastard? Sucks. She can hospital-corner me any time. I like to trampoline. She murmurs to me – well, he does talk but it’s all nonsense, I’m afraid. ’Twas always thus, I say, in my RSC croak. Prithee, unpin me. These nurses, they never geddit. They glance at their stop-watches instead. What a carry on. No need to hold their stop-watches up because they’re rested horizontally on their chests. It’s all rather confused, Mr Thornby. Nonsense, I say, you just have to put him on rewind. Then you’d get the joke.

Hey, I really do find nurses’ uniforms attractive. I really do. I want to die in hospital. I want to go out with them perched on my bed like starlings about three minutes after they’ve given me my daily all-over soap. I want to go out clutching one of them by the ass, and she not minding. Perhaps minding a little bit. A giggle. I hope you don’t mind my old geezer’s reverie. I couldn’t say this kind of thing where I worked. I had to hold myself on a very tight rein. I had to look at my male and female students equally or I’d get hauled up for one of the seven deadly sins, I forget which. It was tiring, I didn’t have a stopwatch, I got migraines. I want to go out clutching a nice little nurse’s starchy ass. Or arse, if it’s over here. They’re nicer over here, nurses are. They’re starchier. They’re young. They’ve got tiny teeth.

Hey, I’m getting myself really excited. I’m bursting through the mould on my chakras. The coffee’s coursing. I was talking about my father. Why am I always talking about my father? Why not my mother? It’s because he’s a malicious person. Even backwards, he’s malicious. You look younger every day, Cyril, he says, tucking into his Smarties. I’m not Cyril, I say, I’m your son, I’m Dick. Spotted! he cries, and rasps. The rasp is him chortling. The bed shakes and squeals. There’s a tip-tap over the lino. Everything all right, Mr Thornby? Nurse Luscious is bending so close over me I can tell the time to the millisecond. No, I say. He’s just dusted off my school nickname and I feel very upset. He’s still a right bastard. When’s your shift over? Let’s go out. Let’s go out and skiffle a bit and then nip back to my flat and discuss your favourite operations over a pillow or two with the lights out and that dicky street lamp giving a great strobe effect on your hip-bone.

Uh-huh.

Actually, I clear my throat and enquire if there’s a cup of tea available by any chance. In about an hour, she snaps. It’s always in about an hour, whatever, whenever. Not that I’ve visited more than about once a year. I can’t afford the Smarties. They’re a shocking price, don’t you know. And he never chokes on ’em. Never offers me one, neiver. His Norf Lunnun’s got thicker. I can’t pretend he’s Michael Caine any more, it’s kind of brewed over the years, it’s got this whine in worse than Steptoe Senior, it makes me jump up and look for the shelter practically. When he begins the ends of his jokes, I wince. When he ends the beginnings I sigh with relief because hey, you get about a minute’s break before the beginning of the next end. I try not to look at him. He’s unpleasant to look at. It’s not the forgotten-satsuma-found-behind-the-fridge face so much as the eyes in it. The eyes weep a kind of pus, a kind of snot-green pus no one does nuffink abaht. Son, he says, these eyes have seen so much in their time they’ve rotted, they’ve gangrened: LOOK! I wish he did say that. It’d make a great line. But he doesn’t. He whinges on instead about there being no white ones. All the colours of the rainbow, he says, that’s the trouble. Like he used to talk about the immigrants. Oh, I remember, I remember the Book According to Enoch glossed by Douglas Thornby. Suck ’em, I say, before he can start shouting. Suck ’em and then look, Dad. He scowls at me and rattles the packet. Or maybe it’s his cough. Cyril, he says, you’re a ponce. I’m fit as a fiddle! Fit as a fiddle!

Cyril, by the way, was his pal in Forsyte Avenue. Are you all sitting comfortably? Then we’ll begin. So shuddup. Once upon a time there was Cyril. Cyril’s father was a baker, a rump-cut above the costermonger lot. Cyril died in the rubble of his shop, three o’clock a.m., baking wartime bread out of road-grit and boiled fag-ends. Direct hit with a V1. Um, I think my father’s shrieking off-set, excuse me a moment, something about a V2, sorry, I think it was a V2, that’s an important correction, we’ll trim this up later, meanwhile let’s have a slow pan of CYRIL HATH RISEN wot some berk with a great sense of humour scribbled on the brick wall opposite. You had to laugh, apparently, in those days. You had to laugh, or weep. Same difference. Cor. Poor old Cyril. Maybe I look like him. Hang on, I’m twice his bloody age. Work it out! I’m older than Sid James in Carry On Camping. Oh, crokey. (Would you believe it? That was a slip!) Hey ho the wind. I’ll be fancying Hattie Jacques, this rate.

Jokes flying like penguins, eh, son?

Thank God Cyril didn’t die in the first wave. I’d have been called after him, for certain. No person called Cyril Thornby could ever have made it as a really great movie director so IT WAS JUST AS WELL, HUH? Dick was bad enough. After – wait for it – Dick Whittington. Naff, eh? Then my progenitors rubbed wartime lard into my cheeks and stuffed me full of fake sausages to get me spots just right because they’d heard the bells of Ponders End and the bells of Ponders End had said I would be called Spotted Dick. And lo, I was. I had the worst fucking spots in Jubilee Road, not counting Stephen Arkwright, who’d walked into a blowlamp or something. Jubilation. The Thing from Jubilee Road, The Gong with the Luminous Zits, all that. Wandering the early fifties with his hand-cranked Oxo box, too busy tracking old ladies with hairnets yelling bugger off or zooming the wheezy old weirdo in gumboots waving his medal at the ducks or panning the grey early-morning light on trampled fish-guts in his grim social comment phase to be a great costermonger. The early fuck-all Fifties. Who remembers them? Who remembers him? Who but he has framed his mum’s ration cards and hung them in a Houston lavatory (his own)?

Me mum. I must talk on me mum, guv. The sun is now as risen as it’ll ever rise, the shops are open, I’ll nip out in a tick and smash-grab the fireworks and sundry other items that’ll get the party swinging groovily. I’m not organising it, I’ll have you know. I’ve paid good money to get it organised. Actually, it’s Hilda’s second cousin/my whatever who’s got a little catering business and I hope she’s got the date right because I couldn’t get hold of her from Houston. This is my opening line to her. Her name is (I’m checking up) Zoë Brand. How could I forget? My opening line is: Hi, Zoë, it’s Richard, Richard Thornby. Hallo. Great weather (first joke). It’s about my birthday party. I hope you’ve got the date right, Zoë (second joke).

Zoë Brand, Miss Tiggywinkle Catering. Hey, that’s awful. Miss Tiggywinkle, I ask you. We got organised last year, over a Sarf Bank sandwich. I had to check up on her. I mean, she’s English, she might have been into Tanzanian goulashes or supp’n. I had a Brie & Cranberry Sauce Wholemeal and she had a Taramasalata & Prince Albert’s Green Chutney Brown and I said hey, I hope that’s just his chutney, Zoë. She didn’t click, she just flushed so I waved my sandwich around and said, so what’s your professional verdict? She said, extenuating circumstances, it’s an English sandwich. She smiled. I tried to smile back but the brie had kind of glued itself to the roof of my mouth, my tongue was planing it, I think I frightened her because she showed her profile against St Paul’s (it’s a montage shot, give me a break, London’s always got something in the way, for Pete’s sake) and then, over some fairly sinister strings, I realised I knew her from somewhere.

Maybe in a past life. Maybe Zelda is a red herring, Ricky.

I got excited for about as long as this pigeon took to haul the rest of my sandwich off the ground before I remembered she was related. Yeah yeah. Just my luck. I’d taken her in at all those family occasions through fans of twiglets and the chronic congenital deformities I have to be nice to because you NEVER KNOW, you never know what they’ve got stashed away and some are very old. Each time I’d thought it was a different person but she’d just grown. She was the only catering outfit not booked for my birthday. I don’t mean I’d booked them all, either. I mean that my sixtieth birthday is in competition. If I called it my sixtieth birthday and had a quiet do in here I’d get no one, probably, except my neighbour overhead with the cockroaches and, of course, Ossy. Huh, Ossy? No? Aw, shucks. I mean not even Mee’d make it. So I’ve had to relent. My birthday’s barely mentioned on the invitations –which, I’ll have you know in case you’ve forgotten, y’all, I sent out THREE YEARS ago. So did everyone else. Like panic buying in Russia. Cor blimey. Remember? One fucking paranoid with halitosis sent his invitations out three years ago and, waal, whad’ya know – every dinner table got to hear of it and panicked. I was in Houston. If I hadn’t read about it in the Guardian Weekly or someplace I’d have been sending my stack off about two years late. They’re coming through so fast it’s like flash cards, yelled the report. They’re smothering the doormat and they are (oof) flashy. Two types. Huge’n apocalyptic with bloody tasteless terrible jokes or small, gilded, classy. Take your pick. Mine were a third type, unique type. Hand-crafted, I’ll have yer know. I spent two weeks painting each one. OK, two weeks preparing myself and humming and then a couple of seconds for the artwork. Chinese ink onto silk paper. They were Zen. They were minimal. They were brill. Don’t say you haven’t bloody well framed them. Hey, I look at them now and I feel, well, bashful. But we’re talking aeons ago, the last millennium, we’re talking three years ago, when Zelda was still around. Zelda. I call’d my love false love; but what said he then? Look it up, dumbos.

Ivory Zelda with the yellow front tooth. That was the loveliest thing about her and the rest of her was pretty lovely, too. No dentist should ever touch it. That little bit of canker on the glossy apple’s what every painter craves, innit? Tarkovsky would have really liked her. Fellini did. She was one of the Serbian refugees in E La Nave Va. She joined the queue of hopefuls outside his office and he picked her. There
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