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            ‘As a critic, I thought of myself as a filmmaker. Today I still think of myself as a critic, and in a sense I am, more than ever before. Instead of writing criticism, I make a film, but the critical dimension is subsumed. I think of myself as an essayist, producing essays in novel form or novels in essay form: only instead of writing, I film them. Were the cinema to disappear, I would simply accept the inevitable and turn to television; were television to disappear, I would revert to pencil and paper. For there is a clear continuity between all forms of expression. It’s all one. The important thing is to approach it from the side which suits you best.’

            —Jean-Luc Godard (translated by Tom Milne)
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            How’s It Going?

         

         The moment Scotland Today called I knew the game was up. A newspaper doesn’t call you at 8am on a Monday morning to commission film reviews. Redundancy handling is a corporate skill and its envoys are well selected, and these bearers of bad news are known for their timing.

         I said ‘Good morning,’ in a croaking whisper as I glanced across the kitchen towards my family, all of whom were waiting for a breakfast. On the line was a secretary, or an intern, or somebody’s PA—she introduced herself as Millicent. I didn’t catch her second name because I was too busy kicking myself. The arts editor herself would never have had the nerve to phone me because that might have suggested that I was in any way connected with the paper. As such I was a freelancer, for which read freeloader, and instead it was Millicent, whom I had never heard of and would never hear of again.

         ‘Hello Victor,’ she said. ‘I’ve been asked to call you with details of the reshuffling in the arts sections of the newspaper, most particularly in your case, the film reviewing.’

         How could somebody with a name like Millicent fail to get a job at a Scottish national newspaper? It couldn’t have been that good a job, I thought, otherwise why would she be working at 8am on a Monday morning, informing me about the reshuffling going on across the newsprint industry? But it was a job and that was more than I had. I got the message hard as the next batch of market-town syllables dropped from my receiver.

         ‘As you know the editors met on Friday to discuss the cuts pertaining to the new style in the arts section and they’ve gone ahead 10and had to restructure the budget with the freelancers being the first to go.’

         ‘This is because of that Fenian thing,’ I stated. To silence.

         I should have learned from my past mistakes never to say the word Fenian again. It wasn’t only impolite to say it out loud, but it was inconsiderate of the feelings of others.

         ‘We’ll put this in an email but—’

         I’d been waiting for the word ‘but’ because ‘but’ was my cue to press the plastic stud on the phone and disconnected Millicent. I squashed the button into the telephone’s handset, secretly wishing it was Millicent’s nose I was pressing into her luxury London coupon. As an afterthought I took the batteries out of the receiver in case she should call back.

         ‘Who was that?’ asked Fiona.

         I was in the process of making four breakfasts: a croissant for Eddie, a dedicated maternity feast for Fiona, cereal for myself and some butchered meat chunks for Lola, the cat.

         ‘It was the newspaper,’ I said. ‘And it wasn’t good news.’

         I returned my attention to the croissant which needed to be specifically engineered or else I could lose another job. Breakfast instructions came clear in our house—the croissant need be heated up with butter and jam in the middle and butter on top, before the whole thing was cut into three. For Fiona, bread was soaked in a mixture of eggs whisked with cream, and then fried, before being served with maple syrup. Lola meowed for food but she was always last.

         As the sights and sounds of the kitchen returned so did its demands. I sincerely hoped one of those was not going to be my three-year-old son Eddie asking me what a Fenian was. The food was ready and the child wasn’t dressed. I still had to cycle him to nursery and clean the breakfast things, before putting on my writer’s clothes and getting down to the Film Festival. The festival meeting had been a summons if you like. ‘Please be there promptly’ the email had said, and with no more newspaper work, it was perhaps going to be my best chance of meaningful service to the arts.11

         ‘Why don’t you feed the cat first?’ asked Fiona.

         Damn it, I thought. Fiona had given in to Lola’s meowing and she’d torn open a gelatinous cat food pouch and squeezed out its contents, jellied chunks of noisome comminuted muscle meat. The bowl landed on the floor with a chink and the cat fell upon it.

         ‘I was going to feed her,’ I said.

         ‘So why don’t you feed her first?’ asked Fiona.

         There was moment enough for me to expound.

         ‘A personal weakness,’ I said. ‘I don’t want Lola to think she can just wear us down like that until she has it all her own way.

         ‘She’s a cat,’ Fiona reminded me. ‘We’re her only source of food and the other cats come in at night and steal it. She’s defenceless.’

         ‘How could she be so fat,’ I asked, ‘—if the other cats are stealing her food?’

         It’s true that Lola was a fatty. Visitors to our house asked us if she were pregnant although she wasn’t. She was merely gross.

         ‘If you feed her she’ll maybe respect you,’ said Fiona.

         I eyed the cat in doubt. Could it be true that as with the newspaper, this animal had no respect for me?

         Fiona was ready for work. Luxurious red hair tied in a bundle—purple suit secured at her waist above the splendid bump of our new baby—the pendant below her neck drawing the attention of the room to its nexus.

         ‘I much prefer you without makeup,’ I said, and I kissed her before she went to the bathroom to deploy her public face.

         I surveyed the mess. We’d tidied up the night before so how come a man, a pregnant woman, a toddler and a cat had managed to make so much wreckage? Today’s special shambles was the cat’s water which had spilled in a cat-fight in the night and everyone had walked through it. To back it up Eddie had sprayed jam on the table and my first attempt at toast had resulted in three burned slabs of bread which had disintegrated as I’d tried to transfer them to the dustbin.

         ‘Eddie more one cwassy,’ said my son. ‘My no like this cwassy,’ he added, and he pushed it away.12

         ‘You can’t have another one,’ I said. ‘There are children starving out there.’

         Eddie’s gaze followed my pointed finger and although I had been attempting to indicate the rough direction of Africa, it was possible that there were a few starving children in Edinburgh that would have welcomed Eddie’s abandoned croissant. I generally grudge every single household expense and typically I couple this parsimony with comment on the international situation. The net result in this instance was a five second silence as Eddie scanned the back garden for starving children.

         Lola meowed, having eaten around the edges of her meaty by-products and cereal components. As an obligate carnivore, Lola wasn’t going to be satisfied with one dish of jellied oddments and I didn’t blame her.

         ‘My grandparents,’ I said to Lola, ‘you wouldn’t have known them—but they had a cat. They lived on a farm and as was customary at the time the cat was left to live from its own hunting. What I’m saying, is that the cat on the farm never saw cat food, nor even kitchen scraps. That cat had to survive on mice, shrews and baby rabbits if it could catch them. That cat had to work for its keep.’

         Lola hated it when I spoke in Human so I gave up and poured a circle of milk on to a plate and she pressed her face into it. She was hungry but she wasn’t alone there. A billion people were hungry and despite her being the apple of our eye, Lola was further down the food chain than she knew.

         I returned to the sink and its pile of dishes. ‘Where did these forks come from?’ I asked. ‘How can we have dirtied six forks this morning?’

         Fiona stood waiting, she was made up for battle with the business community.

         ‘Please tell me what the newspaper wanted at 8am in the morning,’ she asked.

         ‘No more work,’ I said, and my eyes rested on my bare feet.

         I had thought that it was going to take me at least a day to process this disappointment and break it to the family, so I was 13pleased I’d managed to get it out so quickly. That said, Millicent had been a great choice. She had succeeded in making me feel like failure merely by dint of her survival in the employment game. That and her faint upper-class accent. The blog didn’t make any money so it had been exciting for a short while to be a fully graduated print journalist, or maybe even a pretend one. It had been great taking home money for writing about films, too. What had all those years of movie watching been for, if not to serve my family pocket?

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Fiona. ‘You did expect that though, didn’t you? They’re cutting down the books and theatre pages too, you know.’

         ‘Darling,’ I said. ‘Books and theatre were the first to go.’

         ‘Do you not get any notice?’ she asked.

         ‘There was a problem with one of my articles,’ I said. ‘I don’t think they’ll be wanting to hear from me again.’

         ‘So no more swanning around the cinemas?’ she asked—and I am sure she was hopeful of a ‘yes’ on that count, although I couldn’t bring myself to utter it.

         ‘The perk of being a real critic is that people pretend to like you,’ I said. ‘But their fondness lessens the closer your influence reaches zero. And now with no newspaper freelance work, I will have no influence. So there will be very little point in me doing any swanning.’

         ‘They can’t drop you for doing your job,’ she said. ‘Can they?’

         I shook my head. That was my way of saying ‘I don’t know’ and ‘I don’t know’ was my way of saying ‘I don’t want to say,’ while ‘I don’t want to say’ was my way of saying ‘yes’.

         ‘I’m late,’ said Fiona. ‘At least you can get on with the book in the meantime.’

         ‘Yes,’ I said, and I glanced at the coffee pot, the only thing in the house which could accelerate my sluggish limbs into work mode.

         ‘My no like this cwassy!’ shouted Eddie, and he tipped his plate on to the floor. He’d always been good at getting our attention. I touched Fiona’s bump. She was tired from carrying this baby and it was frankly huge, much larger than Eddie had been at seven months. It seemed impossible that a mother could continue under 14these circumstances.

         ‘Jayne Mansfield died when she was 34,’ I said, ‘and before that she had five children. Yet you never see a pregnant photo of her. Never.’

         ‘You’re full of fun film facts,’ said Fiona. ‘I hope someone pays you to use them again.’

         ‘The world was obsessed with Jayne Mansfield’s breasts,’ I continued, ‘but her breasts fluctuated from pregnancy and nursing. Trouble was that all the servicemen who put up posters of her didn’t see that—at least not consciously.’

         ‘What else have you got on today,’ asked Fiona, ‘other than study of Jayne Mansfield’s breasts?’

         Eddie threw his fork on the floor.

         ‘I guess I’ll do some work on the book,’ I said, ‘although I do have a Film Festival meeting this morning.’

         It was hard for me to hide my doubt about the whole Film Festival thing, but I did my best—smiling the word Festival out as if its very mention dug through the cynicism-saturated layers of my thought to a deeper level where a spark of hope for culture still lurked.

         ‘Is it work?’ she asked.

         ‘It’ll be work,’ I said. ‘But as to whether it’s paid work—who knows? Someone will have dropped out of hosting a discussion of Michael Bay and they’ll be desperate for a stand in stooge. That’s where I fit in.’

         As Fiona turned, she knocked Lola’s cat dish causing drops of milk to scatter on her shoe.

         ‘Why did you put bloody milk there?’ she asked. But I didn’t answer. I was already down there with a cloth trying to save the suede.

         ‘I could have inserted any of many film directors into that joke,’ I said. ‘So don’t worry if you don’t know who Michael Bay is.’

         ‘Rubbing it in will make it worse,’ said Fiona and she pulled her foot away, but I followed fast with my moist towelette. Fiona was on her phone and typing HOW TO CLEAN MILK OFF SUEDE 15into a search engine.

         ‘A clean water rinse is best,’ I said. ‘We’ll shampoo it later.’

         I stopped what I was doing and looked up. The bump was magnificent, although bump was a euphemistic description of the globe that was suspended from Fiona’s waist. This was going to be a huge baby and presumably a boy from the nightly kicking it delivered. We had even given the baby a name—Ordell. ‘Ordeal’ might have been more apt.

         In the meantime, Fiona’s search engine had delivered.

         ‘You can buy these suede erasers,’ she said, handing me her phone.

         I looked at the screen and scrolled up and down in alarm.

         ‘We can’t afford suede erasers,’ I said. ‘I don’t even have a job anymore.’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Fiona. ‘There’s still the book. And it was never a job. It was one film review a week, so it shouldn’t be hard to come back from that.’

         ‘Yes,’ I said, and I rose, and rinsed my towelette, and followed Fiona to the door. ‘There is still the book. And maybe it wasn’t a real job, after all—’

         There was a light crash from the kitchen which could have been cat, or it could have been child. I glanced into my study, where the book-that-would-never-be-finished awaited me. The prospect of the book-that-would-never-be-finished did not in any way sweeten the grief of my redundancy, and in fact the book complicated it, and I decided for the sake of the children, those born and unborn, to push aside reality for the time being.

         ‘In a way it’s good not to be bogged down with journalism anymore,’ I lied. I wanted to tell Fiona about why the paper had released me but I couldn’t. The fact was that I was embarrassed about it and my bad conscience was stopping me from telling her (and so yourselves) the story.

         I spoke my usual goodbyes and waved as Fiona left for the outside world, but I was thinking about the suede erasers. Simply typing those two words into the phone meant that we’d be seeing 16adverts for sneaker protection products and premium bristle brushes for months now.

         I returned to the kitchen. Eddie had found my phone and was filming the crushed croissant. I let him get on with it. I have recently read that smartphones now do somewhere in the region of 45% of parenting, and I agree these moments of distraction are helpful. This moment in particular allowed to plug the telephone in once more and listen to the messages, maybe to see if there were any changes of heart from Millicent and Scotland Today. Of course, there was no such thing, but what I did find was just as embarrassing—a message from my agent asking as he did each month, where the hell my finished book was.

         ‘Victor. Charles. Where’s the book? I’ve got to see the book. Send the book. Send what you’ve got. Speak soon. Bye.’

         I was five months late on my still untitled book on Jean-Luc Godard—a guide to his films with selected criticism, plus criticism of the criticism—and although I had watched Godard’s films to death, writing the book had ground to a creeping halt when I began to appreciate how much Godard criticism there was out there. I couldn’t in all conscience contribute another book on Godard, I kept telling myself. Not when I was supposed to be criticising the critics too. It seemed obvious to me in the case of this one man, that everything meaningful had already been said. Every Godard book that there ever could have been existed already, and every observation possible had been repeated and verified. My own book could only verify this again, by generally agreeing with everything. I’d begun this book on Jean-Luc Godard with no specific direction in mind, and in its way, that action had been my own germane comment on the great man’s films. However, I had merely turned in a sample chapter of my provisionally titled Jean-Luc Godard—A Critic’s Guide and received a small advance which myself and Fiona had immediately spent on a pram, nursery fees, and other parenting essentials. It was another book that would never be written, and were it not so metaphysical a complaint, I could tell you that I had a shelf of them.17

         Having cycled with Eddie to the nursery, I hopped off my bike to chat with the mums for a moment. The mums asked how Fiona was doing and even though I tried to think of something original to say, all they wanted was ‘fine’. Thereafter, I knew that everything else I had to say would cause their faces to glaze over, but I tried to stay in command of my words, even though I found myself rabbiting in an effort to impress.

         ‘Parenting is a degrading occupation,’ I said. ‘No one can grasp it or fight against it. When the suffering is for a single instant broken by joy, as it often is, the whole thing is in a sense made worse.’

         This observation was treated as it rightly deserved to be, as a sign of the epicurean corruption of my mind. I was about to continue on this theme when I was approached by one of the smiling nursery staff, who arrived to take Eddie inside.

         ‘It’s nice to have Eddie back after his horrible trip to hospital,’ she smiled.

         ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘He’s so much better now.’

         ‘We were concerned,’ she replied.

         The nursery junior patted Eddie on the head and he trotted away. There was a short silence while this bright young woman watched him go.

         ‘How was it really in the hospital?’ she asked.

         There was a story to tell, but I knew that the story required batteries of digesters, descriptors and forcibly piled adjectives that would not come to me at that moment. It had been meningitis—one of the nastiest possibilities—and when the subject came up, my mouth clogged up with nothings.

         ‘It was fine,’ I said, and I waved as Eddie headed into the building. ‘He made one of his famous short films about it on his Cubbizoom. His teddy bears are in it and he is rightly proud of it. He did an interview with his mummy and he’s going to edit it this week. Maybe he could show the film to the other children?’

         ‘That would be super,’ beamed the nursery nurse and she smiled from shoulder to shoulder.

         This is great, I thought. He’s three year’s old and developed an 18audience bigger than mine!

         I cycled home and put on my writer’s clothes. These were the clothes that I had once worn as a freelancer with not-a-real-job when I had visited the atriums and courts of Scotland Today House, and the set I’d be wearing for my Film Festival chat. The dad-shorts came off and my legs were shelled within some Chinos. My t-shirt was replaced with a shirt and I then pulled out and draped over my arm my blue sports jacket into the top pocket of which I popped my reading glasses—which completed the look. I say ‘completed’ because a male wearing a blue jacket is seen as more competent than one wearing a brown jacket or no jacket at all—while people wearing glasses are always judged as more intelligent, hardworking, and successful. These are the rules I had learned and they never changed, and of course as everyone knows you cannot go wrong by being boring. The aim for my writer’s clothes was therefore restraint with minimal styling, letting the construction influence the look. The intention was contemporary relevance with the ultimate effect being my credibility as an intellectual with something interesting to say.

         I checked myself in the mirror, and with one hour to wait before I left to meet with the Film Festival, I opened my computer to attend to the matter of Clint.

         Argument: The men portrayed by Clint Eastwood do nothing for the mental health of males. If Dirty Harry broke down and sobbed once in a while, it might give the rest of the male population permission to talk about problems when life just gets too much.

         I leap in and type: There isn’t anything in ‘Dirty’ Harry Callaghan’s persona that men are supposed to emulate. In The Enforcer (1976), Dirty Harry bullies his colleagues, harasses civilians, beats up suspects and verbally abuses people in his city’s administration, is sexist in the face of everybody knowing he is a sexist. This is not like Clint Eastwood in In the Line of Fire (1976) in which he does actually cry. A film incidentally in which we are supposed to think he is a good example. Neither are good movies in my opinion.’

         Once I replied to this and all other arguments on social media, I reviewed my latest works-in-progress, a selection of unfinished blog 19articles. My blog reviews had been going the same way for quite some time, and I think it was for lack of readership. I wondered if I had lost my ability to care. Flicking through my back blog posts it looked to me suspiciously like my insight on the silver screen had been reduced to the following list of words:

         
            
               Badass

               Hot

               Awesome

               Woesome

               Tripped-out

               Freaky

            

         

         My fingers rested on the computer’s keys awaiting decisive corroboration between my thoughts and my fears. Following that undying edict ‘write what you know’ I wondered if I shouldn’t write an article explaining the funny side of how I managed to cause widespread offence by the simple inclusion of the word Fenian in a film review which was then published in a national newspaper. But then I thought again. If that article had been the blog then something could have been done. But it was not a blog, and it was in proper print and that was hard to alter. I had published in a newspaper and there was no delete and no revision. Not unless you were one of these censors that Joseph Stalin used to purge public archives and the press. And even they failed, badly. No—no other media would wish to drag up this up on my behalf, not even the Internet. So all I had to do was keep my head down and carry on blogging. Maybe I thought, I should learn to appreciate my station and maybe finish the book. In fact, I thought, I could finish any of the many books I would have written had I not been blogging.

         As I moved to type my first words of that week, an email arrived from Millicent and it predictably began with a query along the lines of ‘we appear to have been cut off this morning’. I wanted to write back and tell her that it’s such a pity you can’t slam phones down these days—you are left squashing rubber buttons or sliding 20your thumb up and down a glassy screen and that’s no outlet for anybody’s madness. Instead I deleted the email, blocked her, and for good measure reported her as spam.
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            Operation Concrete

         

         The festival director, Alison Cutlette, had asked to meet me in the Filmhouse Bar, which was telling. I knew the rules. A meeting in the bar meant that a favour was being requested and for that favour there would be no money. A meeting in the office indicated that you were of sufficient importance to be asked upstairs, and that meant you would be paid—but there was something very different here. She had merely repeated that the meeting ‘wasn’t official’.

         It was a bright spring day in Scotland—perfect conditions for agriculture but lousy for the dwellers of the city. A robust wind blew me to my meeting, pushing me past doorways in which men and women that had long ago divested themselves of any sex-appeal were struggling to fire up cigarettes. By mid-morning, the city’s capable players were at work leaving only a few drifters like myself and the looming cavities of empty buses on the roads. I got to The Filmhouse and took a seat and I was fiddling on my phone when Alison Cutlette moved sedately into the room.

         I had known Alison Cutlette for years and I liked her enough. There was nothing coarse about her and she knew her job well. She approached everyone with the same smile of patronage and seemed to know little about cinema except that she LOVED IT. She was smart in appearance, and slender was her shape, and even though I had socialised with her at creative events across the city she had never called me for a meeting like this. I was intrigued—and best of all I was but a mere blogger and the person in the room, for example, most likely to print sentiments such as—well:22

         
            
        Arts administration in Edinburgh is a crook’s paradise.
      

         

         That was one of mine. There was also:

         
            
        Budgets are large and salaries are prodigious, the lunches are monumental and the holidays are whopping, the parties are lively and the adjectives are cyclopean, and best of all there’s very little work to do. Generally, if you work for one of Edinburgh’s festivals your job amounts to one month of heavy socialising, followed by a month’s holiday and then ten months of bathing in the glory of the reputations of others. Pacified by the quaint desires of your board of directors you inform artists what ‘will work’ and what ‘will not work’, and the rest of the time is spent on social media, your days punctuated by functions and the enormous satisfaction of knowing that you are better respected than any of the artists you patronise.
      

         

         That is what I had written about this woman, or this class of person I might be safe to add, and so I did feel adversarial here. I might have come across as awkward, but I was trying in the most indurate manner known to me to be professional.

         Alison Cutlette was with her PA, whom she kissed and dismissed. Then she gave me that ‘delighted to see you smile’ that is quintessentially arts admin and she opened her diary at today’s date. Other than a doodle and the mention of my name (followed by a question mark) the page was starkly blank.

         Cutlette shared a moment as we consider the page together:

         
             

         

         VICTOR EAVES?

         
             

         

         ‘How are you doing Victor?’ asked Cutlette.

         The PA was at the bar, purchasing the coffee.

         ‘I’m fine,’ I said. Would I have had it in me to include the unfortunate details of my day to date, I would not have said that I was fine, but feigning fineness is always wise. ‘The Festival 23programme looks great—congratulations,’ I added.

         I had said this to Alison Cutlette before, and it had been in passing at a Festival party, twice before, maybe four times before. Each year I’d shake her hand having blagged-not-blogged my way into a Festival party and I always wondered if she knew me, and maybe she just thought I was called ‘Congratulations’. I’d never had the chance to speak to her in a non-party environment, so this was a kind of promotion, I felt.

         ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘We’ve grown again, we’re bursting at the seams in fact.’

         ‘All the more reason for all the more congratulations,’ I said.

         ‘How is your book on Jean-Luc Godard progressing?’ she asked next.

         I was taken aback here by the pre-interview research that Alison Cutlette had brought to bear, and I instantly felt far less maladroit, positively encouraged that good news might be near in the shape of my acceptance as an authority.

         ‘The book’s OK,’ I lied. ‘It’s hard with a young kid—but guess what? We’re due our next baby in a few weeks. So I don’t know if I’ll get the book finished any time soon. Nice of you to ask though.’

         ‘Congratulations,’ said Cutlette.

         Had she seen me play the baby card to try and avoid something, or impress her with either my capacity as a man? I don’t know, but sometimes I wished I was more careful and didn’t always mention my children.

         ‘About your book though,’ said Alison. ‘It said on your blog that you’d have it finished by Christmas—but that was three months ago, wasn’t it?’

         Damn my blog.

         Alison Cutlette’s PA arrived with a chock-ass super-colossal ceramic bowl of Americano for myself and a tiny cup for her boss, which looked like it contained rubber. The PA placed a spoon beside the rubber-filled demitasse and I stared in wonder as Cutlette picked it up and prodded the contents. The coffee was fashionably presented, but what the hell was it? Once the PA had retreated 24Alison Cutlette offered an explanation.

         ‘Caffè gommosa,’ she said. ‘A shot of espresso poured over a marshmallow.’

         All I could feel in that moment was that somehow I had been left behind. I tended to think of my coffee as just a drink that at most amounted to a form of liquid intelligence, but here on the streets it meant so much more. Why hadn’t I heard of that one before?

         ‘Victor,’ said Cutlette, ‘I have a favour to ask.’

         ‘Of course,’ I said, and I smiled with the emphatic politeness of somebody who would really like a job—any job.

         ‘As you might know, we are profiling Jean-Luc Godard’s recent work at the Film Festival,’ she said. ‘It’s by special arrangement with the Office Fédéral de la Culture.’

         I nodded. I liked the way she said that. It was amusing that while she didn’t speak French, Cutlette was able to stress the pronunciation into something that sounded authentic, but wasn’t. Of course I’m being uncharitable. Alison Cutlette gave the French a good go but for someone that speaks fluent French like myself, it was hideously funny, and impossible to reproduce.

         ‘Well, Godard is coming,’ she said.

         Now that was news. In this land-of-no-surprises it was good to hear something as exceptional as this from time to time. It was also a great act of social inclusion, as Godard was often thought to be quite anti-social in person.

         ‘That’s great,’ I said. ‘What would you like me to do?’

         Alison bowed her head and I could tell she didn’t think that it was great at all. In fact, from the way that she looked at her spongy black coffee it was all gloom. Perhaps she had heard tell of Jean-Luc Godard’s belief that cinema was dead? More likely it was the case that as an enfant terrible Godard would be a Film Festival risk, either by not turning up, or by turning up and making one of his notoriously dangerous pronouncements. Every Film Festival event was policed for content that might trigger the ideologues who made up the body of the audiences, and this meant that the Festival always chose guests who would avoid the topics of gender, race, religion, 25politics, atheism, right wing populism, drugs, actual descriptions of war, discussion of consensual sexual activity, terrorism, banking and most especially the Holocaust. Tragically for culture in Edinburgh that only left clothes and cooking as the subjects open to discussion, but Jean-Luc Godard, known across the world as a loose cannon, would never agree to those—especially when it came to the Holocaust. For those who were willing to accept these limits, subjects such as cuisine and the choice of the correct trousers were acceptable. But for years now, Godard had been too unpredictable to be passable as event material. And it was probable, I think she suspected, that he might mention the Holocaust.

         ‘Yes,’ said Cutlette. ‘Godard is coming to Edinburgh and he wants to show an excerpt of video and we have agreed to that. Certainly, he’s welcome. But it does put us in a bit of a bind.’

         ‘How so?’ I said.

         ‘Godard has made a few requests,’ she said, ‘and we’re doing our best to meet them. And that’s why you’re here.’

         ‘Anything I can do to help,’ I said.

         Cutlette frowned. She poked her supple black coffee as if the unpronounceable emulsifying agents within it had depressed her into quiescence, and I wondered at the oddity of Godard having anything to do with her—with us.

         ‘Thing is,’ said Cutlette, ‘Godard wants someone to pick him up at the airport, and we think it might have to be you Victor. So for the duration you are going to be Film Festival staff. How does that sound?’

         ‘It sounds all right,’ I said. ‘Why me?’

         My question was fair. There were others I could name whose salaries would have included their partaking of adventures such as this and even if they hadn’t wanted to, there were plenty individuals who were higher on the pecking order than myself when it came to such privilege.

         ‘We wanted Linda Suliman,’ said Alison wistfully, ‘but she seems to be off the grid. I couldn’t find her at all.’

         ‘I wonder if I could find her?’ I added weakly. As a Palestinian 26film director who spent much of her time in Scotland, Linda was the natural choice. Linda Suliman had even worked with Godard before, and she could speak French, and as far as I know she and the great man were politically aligned. She was the one to do it, I knew it.

         ‘I did email Linda,’ said Cutlette. She swirled her finger round on the spot a couple of time. ‘I would go to meet Godard myself,’ she said, ‘only I don’t speak French. Between you and me, I haven’t seen that many of Godard’s films, anyway. I’m trying to catch up but it isn’t really my thing. I like most French directors, but Godard leaves me cold.’

         ‘Well Godard is Swiss and not French,’ I said—a statement which caused Cutlette to wheeze out a chunk of melanoid marshmallow.

         ‘You’re kidding?’ she gasped. With her mouth open she looked like a frightened horse. I could see the marshmallow poised in her mouth, all black with a white centre. ‘You are mmmph, absolutely kidding?’ she asked through the pulpous cushion of her half-swallowed coffee.

         As soon as I said ‘No,’ Cutlette spat the marshmallow on to her spoon, scrambled for her phone and began a text.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she said as she typed. ‘This doesn’t look good. I’ve written two press releases this morning and fifteen fucking tweets.’

         Alison Cutlette waved frantically towards the door of the Filmhouse bar. There was the PA.

         ‘Godard—is—Swiss.’

         Cutlette mouthed the words but the PA could not comprehend. The PA shook her head and Alison Cutlette spoke the words at a slightly increased volume, although the PA remained confused—as smiling as ever, but in essence out of her depth.

         ‘Go get a fish?’ mouthed the PA in return. Glassy-eyed, she stared in painful hesitation. PAs in Edinburgh are used to the most finical requests. It happens all the time that they are asked to fetch some fish or complain about the quality of cocktail cherries.

         ‘You can virtually get away with saying that Godard is French,’ I said. ‘He was born in Paris but his father was Swiss, and I think 27you’ll find he holds a Swiss passport.’

         ‘He’s Swiss!’ shouted Cutlette, loud enough to be heard by the whole room. Loud enough, but not clear enough, and so the PA was bid approach. It was only when she neared us that the PA received her text message, read it, turned a hue of crimson and ran from the bar. In running the PA resembled a wounded wading bird, her legs forced by her skirt into an unnatural twist.

         ‘Good God,’ said Cutlette. ‘I’m glad I called you now. You see Victor, this is a good sign.’

         We were being watched by the many early lunchers in the Filmhouse bar. People take this sort of excitement seriously in Edinburgh. They know that if anybody raises their voice at lunch then a cultural disaster is near. Alison Cutlette wrote GODARD IS A SWISS in her diary and circled it. Then she stared at the statement as if she could make it last forever.

         ‘There isn’t anyone here that can pick up Godard,’ she whispered. ‘Nobody has seen any of his films.’

         ‘They’re not shown often,’ I said, ‘but the enthusiast can always find the basics on DVD. For a long time, even cinemas wouldn’t distribute what he made.’

         ‘I saw Le Weekend,’ she said, ‘but I don’t remember much about it.’

         ‘It’s just called Week-end,’ I said, as nicely as I could, but of course I regretted it. Correcting people more than once isn’t a good way to make friends in the arts.

         ‘We asked at the university,’ she went on. ‘Someone was doing a paper on Godard but they don’t speak French and the person that does speak French is too shy. There were postgrads who could speak French and thought they might be able to go. Some of them had seen a few Godard films.’

         Alison Cutlette turned the pages of her diary until she found the list. The page was scored with markings, phone numbers and doodles, there must have been twenty names there. She ran her pen down the page.

         ‘Nightmare,’ she said. ‘None of them were any good. And these 28ones didn’t respond.’

         The pen hovered on one person’s name and then drifted at a curious angle to the next.

         ‘This is the one I wanted,’ said Cutlette. ‘She said she’d do it and vanished. And this guy was going to do it, but he changed his mind at the last minute.’

         She turned the page. Another set of scored-out individuals. Probably ten. I spotted my name. It was circled but not scored out.

         ‘Fucking postgrads,’ she said.

         ‘Well thank goodness for film bloggers who speak French,’ I said.

         ‘I know,’ she replied. ‘I’ve begged a lot of people but nobody will touch it. Godard won’t speak English. He just won’t speak English at all, apparently.’

         ‘It’s an ideological thing,’ I said. ‘English is the language America uses to dominate world cinema with its genre-based attacks on the art form.’

         ‘Really?’ asked Alison and she paused to consider the implications of this last statement. ‘I wonder how he feels about Scotland?’ she asked.

         ‘I’ll be happy to meet him and bring him here from the airport,’ I said.

         I smiled and was pleased. To be meeting Jean-Luc Godard was rightly exciting and to have come at least fortieth in their list of candidates was a compliment I was not going to ignore.

         ‘Very good,’ said Cutlette. ‘I’ll email you the details. Godard doesn’t want to go to his hotel, so take him to my office. We have a translator. Godard will have some friends with him, his travelling companions. His one commitment is that he has an interview when he gets here, then we’re showing his video and that will be his Film Festival appearance over. There’ll be a party but I’m not sure what Mr Godard’s plans are. I expect I could get you a ticket for the party if you liked?’

         Cutlette began the complicated routine of confirming all of this in her diary, once again writing my name and this time drawing a large empty rectangle beside it. Perhaps that would be where my 29final score would go?

         I waited a moment and then said: ‘When I arrived you asked if I would do you a favour.’

         Cutlette looked up and surveyed me.

         ‘This isn’t a job then?’ I asked.

         Alison Cutlette turned her pen on the page but I butched it out. I hated to ask about payment, finding the matter too indelicate, even in my dire need. But the thing is that these festival guys never stump up for writers.

         As I had said myself in a blog post about the evils of arts bureaucracy:

         
            
        There’s money for badges and back supports, and there’s always tens of thousands for rebranding and the consultation fees necessary to choose the correct designer chair. There’s money for marketing campaigns and for seminal seminars on how to use social media—but try being a writer in their midst and see if they’ll pay you—because they won’t.
      

         

         I realised that despite my spite, which I thought had always been a shady posture I adopted online, I might have actually been correct. Cutlette was even being paid to have this meeting but I was the one losing valuable writing time. I was the one taking the morning off to shepherd Godard into Edinburgh and I was expected to do it for free because I was a writer. Alison Cutlette would slap her sludgy marshmallow coffee on expenses and yet I was the one being made to feel like a dick for requesting disbursement. The Film Festival had never done anything to help me and no one in their office had ever replied to a single email I had written them. It’s another of the great benefits of working in arts admin—you never reply to emails. You just let ’em build up and delete them all as junk.

         ‘There isn’t a budget for this,’ said Alison Cutlette, rather harshly I thought. But on the day that the fates had ended my journalistic career and returned me to the status of readerless blogger, I had been stupid to ask for money. 30

         ‘Yeah I guess,’ I said.

         Alison Cutlette pushed away her coffee in a manner which reminded me of my family’s inability to finish their own food.

         ‘That was a cunt of cup of concept coffee,’ she said.

         I glanced at the blot-like blob in her tiny Filmhouse-branded cannikin. Why do we remind our children of the hungry people in the world but never treat adults to this humiliation? What would they do with Cutlette’s half chewed coffee-stained marshmallow in sub-Saharan Africa, anyway?

         Alison Cutlette gathered her papers and checked her phone.

         ‘I have a meeting,’ she said as if to emphasise her worth—and I got on my feet and shook her hand.

         I had no other meetings that day, while Cutlette of course had meeting after meeting ahead of her—that was all she did. She was in a meeting with me, presumably? I was a meeting, wasn’t I? Why do they always say they have a meeting when they are in a meeting? The world has been upended. It’s filmmakers, writers and virtuosi from all corners that are working to create the arts, but it’s these administrators that are being paid for it. They justify everything by being in meetings, but it’s not a life. It’s a parasitical attack on the defenceless handicrafters of culture.

         ‘Phone me when you’ve got Godard and his travelling companions,’ said Cutlette. ‘Deliver them to the Film Festival office and that’ll be you done. Meantime, head over to Press Registration and pick up your pass—it’s waiting there for you.’

         As we walked from the Filmhouse bar, Cutlette glided away from me, once more using her phone as an excuse not to speak. Presently came a stupendous laugh from the stairs as she bumped into another executive and they whooped their hellos and kissed.

         I wonder if I am jealous? I thought as I watched them interact. Their gestures were open and expansive, and I could tell they were talking about any number of wonderful artistic happenings.

         I might never know. In the meantime, the whole morning had passed and I had done no work to speak of. If I wasn’t to be paid, I wanted something out of this—but what? The question was answered 31for me at Press Registration when I picked up my pass—my social media profile image printed on a tab of white plastic, which would then circle my neck on a dark tartan Scottish Government branded band. The girls at Registration were great, but I always wished they placed the pass round your neck rather than just attaching it to your Film Festival tote bag. Because that way it would feel more like winning a medal, which this was in a way for me. Some years they had not even given me a press allocation and I had had to review the films of my own accord—so this was great—the life.

         I smiled and said thanks, and awarded the medal to myself, and walked out of the building into a crowd of other people, all wearing passes like myself. I looked inside my Festival tote bag and the first thing I found broke the illusion entirely—it was an advertising flier for the company that made the Festival tote bags. There had been a time when Festival tote bags had come with pens, thumb drives, chocolates, stickers, buttons and even one year there was a sponge—I am not sure for what. But now there was a glossy leaflet reading:

         
            
        Your customers and your brand will stand apart from the crowd with our designer-led canvas tote bag. This festival tote says bold, sleek, high tech, and sophisticated all at once. If your company is trend-setting and market-leading, your logo on this bag will serve you well. Long straps make for easy carrying.
      

         

         What a bummer—as if that didn’t break the fourth wall and show everything up for the corporate ding-dong it truly was. Never mind—I delved further, still in a state of mild excitement—for the bag was heavy after all—four pounds and two ounces I later discovered when I weighed it for the Facebook post. And in it there were the following:

         One Film Festival press catalogue, offering an impressive 200 pages of publicity statements I could borrow, programming and details of talent labs, UK premieres, world premieres and special workshops celebrating what is now darkly called in the digital age 32‘photochemical film practice’;

         One public edition of the Festival programme, in full colour, 70 pages;

         One Filmhouse leaflet detailing ‘Food Served Til 3AM’ and a list of spins, rhythm machines, soul jams, new wave discos and 80s ‘Miami-style’ parties that I could attend until guttered and exhausted;

         An Industry Calendar and a Festival map of the city which marked Festival venues, local attractions, bars, cafes and restaurants;

         An Industry and Press Guide, which listed Passholder Offers on haircuts, cosmetics and tourist attractions, as well as private Passholder events such as Film Fund Breakfasts, Networking Drinks and seminars;

         One copy of Independent Cultural Journal Product, featuring a 200 word rant by myself on Stanley Kubrick, I was proud to note;

         And one glossy and expensive puff brochure, detailing all the great times Scotland has been featured on film.

         Of course, I turned first to St Ninian’s Cave and Culzean Castle, as featured in The Wicker Man (1973)—and yet after that?

         Bollywood producers had apparently been ‘flocking’ to Scotland since 1998, although in those two decades, that entire flock had only shot five films here.

         And I was interested to learn that the final boat chase in From Russia With Love (1963) had been filmed on Loch Craignish and not in Turkey—who knew the two could be so easily confused in the mind of the viewer?

         Not me for one, I thought as I began to traipse home.

         I left the spangles and celebrity of the Festival Press Area and took my pass off when I was back on more normal territory.

         Yet all the while I was thinking about Jean-Luc Godard—Jean-Luc Godard—Jean-Luc Godard—and what this forthcoming meeting might mean for my book—my blog—my possible career. This was the good news that would finish my book and make it one of the finest Godard books of them all. I thought.

      
   


   
      
         33
            Every Man For Himself

         

         Jean-Luc Godard wasn’t on Twitter and this may have been why the world had neglected his existence for a decade or more. In case you don’t know, Twitter is a state-of-the-art contempo-planetary outrage machine where sensitive people spend their time in order to be offended by everything, and where people can stalk each other by pressing a FOLLOW button. Writers and filmmakers also gather on Twitter and spam each other all day long with details of their latest works, believing this to be a new form of marketing.

         This considered, I’d like to say that the Internet has been crueller than necessary to Jean-Luc Godard.

         For example, if you type Jean-Luc Godard’s name into your Internet search engine, the form will auto-populate with the details of a Canadian TV star called Jean-Luc Bilodeau, who was born in 1990 and who says things like:

         
            Ayyyyyyyy thank you everyone!!

            
                

            

            We’re having Turkey for dinner tonight!

         

         and

         
             

         

         Peace out you crazy bitches!!

         Unpleasant as it may be, it is a sign of our times. The film director Jean-Luc Godard was born in 1930 and has made at least 45 feature films, and his pronouncements contain too many metaphors, 34images and ironies to succeed on Twitter. I had been trying to write a Godard book for a long time and it didn’t help that his films were unavailable and that he didn’t have a social media page or blog where he posted amateurish comments about unspecific subjects. Most other artists, writers and even critics did that, I found.

         I’d formed this realisation when I’d looked to see which of the world’s best-known film directors and attention whores were participating in this inebriating phenomenon, and as a result I had decided to follow David Lynch on Twitter.

         But then I began reading David Lynch’s tweets:

         
            David Lynch Signature Cup Coffee is my favorite coffee and not just because it has my name on it.

         

         And

         
            Dear Twitter Friends, for a coffee taste you’ll really love, try David Lynch Signature Cup Coffee.

         

         These are only two examples of the David Lynch Twitter feed but believe me when I tell you that it was incessant. I felt bad that David Lynch was teasing his hipster demographic into buying coffee too, and that he’d joined in the same censorship-hungry live-feed that had reduced us all become to either a marketing freak or a troll. In terms of the advertising, however, David Lynch’s timeline was choked with this stuff. This was a guy, I had read, who had been living with Isabella Rossellini and had broken up with her because she made ’cooking smells’. Isabella Rossellini! Cooking for him.

         He was a great film director but so what? The inextricably entangled influences of art and money could never be separated now, I thought—not since David Lynch began selling coffee on Twitter.

         And I wasted no time in telling him, tweeting:

         
            My own caffeine induced ramblings are critically acclaimed

         

         35And

         
            Lynch Brand Coffee is Cheaper Than Meth

         

         To think that a girl had once taken me to see Blue Velvet at the Odeon in Aberdeen. And to think that I knew Wild at Heart by heart!

         Just reading the Lynchian Twitter page I could see the problems Godard had with America, aside from their lewd and degrading treatment of his beloved medium. If they weren’t shooting each other they were selling to each other. And on Twitter, the world was abuzz with the now, believing it to be historical reality, and neither Godard’s name, nor his work, nor any of his many masterpieces, ever came up. Multiply that with the lack of meaningful content on Twitter and new negative mathematical realties were possible concerning Godard’s worth. Like so much else, the Internet was about celebrity, and celebrities were deemed to be authoritative because it was now axiomatic that the most popular people were held to speak the most truth.

         The big day came and it was time for me at last to meet a real film director, and not one chained to a social networking site! I was really going to meet Jean-Luc Godard and there would without doubt be a chance somewhere in the conversation, to grab a clod of insight and use it in my work. This was not going to be a blog post, it was going to be the block on which the book would reside. I had published my modest blog and nearly finished my (once modest) book without a complete end in mind. Now I was about to seal the deal by getting some actual Godard quotes, per hook or by crook.

         I awoke and judging from the cobalt sheet of blue visible between the curtains, it was a winning morning for the season. I stretched and looked to the end of the bed to see that I was on film, a normal start to the day. Approaching from below, Eddie was making his way towards my face with his camera.

         ‘I put camwa on my bottom,’ he said. ‘Now camwa going on your bottom.’

         Eddie pulled the covers to one side to rummage the Cubbizoom 36camera into the midst of our bodies.

         ‘It’s not nice to film people’s bottoms,’ said Fiona.

         Eddie objected. ‘Daddy watched a film with lady’s bottoms in,’ he said.

         ‘That was research,’ I countered, fending off my child, whose camera was pressed to my thigh.

         It sounded worse than it was. Eddie had walked in on a viewing of Godard’s Prenom Carmen, which is not a film that’s suitable for adults, far less children. Every Godardian trick of the trade is visible in Prenom Carmen. Prenom Carmen has nothing resembling a story, it reshuffles and spits out almost every idea from Aristotle to Foucault, there are constant insertions of text and it is so ridiculously self-conscious that there is not a second during which you forget that you are in reality watching a movie. Daylight and artificial light separates and unites characters, there are farcical Keystone Cops-like ensemble scenes and the music stops and starts with jarring irregularity. If you add the bottoms, it’s seminal Godard.

         ‘Even if Daddy was watching it, it wasn’t nice,’ said Fiona.

         I rolled away and Eddie shouted ‘Bottom!’—which meant he’d got the shot he was after. It didn’t matter that I pulled the covers back because Eddie had a torch, although I could barely imagine what his lens was capturing down there. As a child he could produce short movies which seemed sophisticated and could by the mere accident of pressing RECORD capture scenes that would have had the surrealists giggling with joy. Everything Eddie shot on his easy-to-use digital camera came from his own perspective and his own angle. Adults were filmed from below, which made them look menacing, large and uber-wobbly. At other times and using this same camera and editor, Eddie created stop motion scenes of teddy bears capering on the furniture.

         ‘I’m getting up,’ I said.

         ‘Up up up up up,’ said Eddie, smiling in my face. The camera’s lens was aimed into my chin, which would reveal several chins from that decline. Once he’d got the shot, I heaved him aside and I slouched away and began my day, first by checking my phone and then heading for the coffee. That’s the same way that David Lynch begins his day, 37incidentally.

         The good news was that Alison Cutlette had emailed to verify that I was on track for the Godard pickup, but the bad news was that she’d copied me in on some other emails that I should never have seen, and that woke me up faster than any espressino could have ever done. I don’t know what preliminaries in training people receive to become arts administrators or what educational level is required, but I suspect it’s low. Still, in selling the indefinite abstractions of their trade, the folks of arts admin should learn not to share their chain conversations with others. Cutlette had missed this, I’m sorry to say, and had inadvertently left a longer running conversation in the footer of her correspondence, allowing me to see a truth that was not entirely professional—the professional thing to do being to get away with your lies. The email about my Godard meeting that morning, I saw in horror, included in the benthonic portions of its codes, dates, and details, a memo to one of her staff members which described me as ‘a bit weird’.

         I closed my phone and returned to consideration of the cat who was butting my leg with her head.

         ‘OK,’ I said.

         Breakfast. Every day. I opened the fridge, unsure of my plan. Pregnancy in the house called for close consideration of the food supply. There was milk and cream in there, slaw and cheese. There was bacon, maple syrup and jars of preserve, most of which had crusted to a standstill. Those lids would never twist. There was coffee, thank god, and there was me, looking at all this, the man who was ‘a bit weird’. I couldn’t stop thinking about that comment, and I was starting to take offence. Why couldn’t I be entirely weird? It was denigrating to be described as only insignificantly weird, or as being weird only to a small extent, and mulling on this, I forgot what I was looking for, and in my moment of hesitation the fridge rang an electronic note of complaint. I had left its door open too long—hence BLEEP.

         I closed and opened the fridge door and I dug about on the fruit and vegetable shelf, where the produce was past its best. When we’d bought this fridge I’d read that these drawers were called crispers—but 38for the vegetables on holiday in there, wrinkles were all that they had achieved. Underneath those vegetables was a pile of pizza on a stick, another favourite of Eddie’s.

         ‘Are you deciding what to eat?’ asked Fiona when she found me gazing into space. She stood there with Eddie. She was luxuriant, radiant, pregnant, tired.

         ‘Can we all agree,’ I asked Fiona, ‘that we should now make every food come on a stick? Quite frankly I’m getting sick of washing plates and utensils. Also I don’t like way this fridge tells me what to do,’ I added as I scanned the dial on its forbidding silver face.

         Breakfast proceeded along the lines of eggs, cream, butter, bacon, maple syrup, toast, carrot juice, croissants, jam and jellied chunks of pulverised muscle meat. In a glass bowl I beat the eggs into abeyance and poured cream into the mix, folding the substance while the voices on the radio muttered the same news as the day before. I skimmed a slice of butter across the pan, and to get the jump on the chronology of the working day, I worked the tablet with my right hand. While I cooked with one hand, my surplus set of fingers activated a programme called Write-It, an item of software my agent had given me, a program designed to help writers with the more mundane aspects of their craft. I was being paid a small amount each month to trial this software, which began each session by computing the grammatical errors I had generated the day before. What those machine-readable instructions didn’t know about character development and the relations between the three dramatic unities, was not worth knowing—but I had the tablet running by the grill and was surveying my work while I whisked up some eggs and cream. According to Write-It I had ten unfinished articles with a total of 195 errors in them and three unfinished books with a total of 4,670 errors.

         ‘Why are you still writing those articles?’ asked Fiona as she read the statistics that Write-It offered on my productivity.

         ‘I can’t stand the idea of unfinished work,’ I said.

         ‘Is the newspaper going to buy them?’ she asked, but we both knew that the answer was an easy ‘no’.

         ‘I have to finish them,’ I said. ‘If I can’t sell them then I’ll put 39them on my blog.’

         Of course nobody would buy the articles—but the blog—that was worse! Everything on blogs has become a recipe or a strapline, I thought, and is phrased in a whole new vernacular of flaunting and marketing. Blogs put the seal on the egotism that led everyone to be a writer in the first place, I thought. This is why I had liked being a newspaper writer for a little bit. An epoch of writing was closed the day the first blog was published—but I had given into it—we all had.

         ‘The blog,’ said Fiona drearily, and she watched until the cursor had finished skirmishing through my work on the tablet.

         The bread was soaked in eggy cream and I laid it in the pan. With the bread relaxing like that, a curious calm fell upon the room, as it always did when the meal was underway. And cooking is great, I thought. You are doing little, but because you’re providing the most vital service there is, you’re exempt from charges of idleness. In effect, cooking was a life of ease. I could make like an expert, gently shifting the pan—the non-stick pan—the pan that was doing all of the work while I was receiving the credit. Eddie was playing with a piece of toast but I didn’t have it in me to stop him. Eddie would play with his food, pick his nose and fidget. He would never be urged to stand up straight or admonished for speaking back. By the time Eddie was grown, playing with food would be so ubiquitous that his generation would have to crack down on it again. It was a practical view of history.

         We began to eat, but as soon as I was seated I had to jump up straight away as the fridge told me with its ringing bleep that I had left the crisper shelf open.

         ‘In science fiction the fridges speak to people,’ I said as I slammed it close.

         ‘So what?’ said Fiona. ‘In real life you speak to the fridge. That’s weirder.’

         So I am weird, I thought.

         Eddie was filming at the table and capturing the bedlam of our breakfast.40

         ‘Many of the French New Wave directors,’ I said, ‘Godard included, had a knack for filming what the average viewer would call ‘nothing’. The trick was that when the viewers come to look at the ‘nothing’, they would see in turn that there was in fact a lot going on. Jean-Luc Godard presented viewers with many of these shots of nothing, but in these shots, weird people like me were able to observe the hues of a landscape or a city skyline changing, or the paling of an actor’s eyes. In the same way Eddie can film the breakfast table and the results are compelling, even when there is nobody present. A slowly steaming slice of toast or an empty cup takes on meaning in exactly the same way as Godard’s vacant rooms do. Somewhere down the line, it looks like the world came to believe that a camera shot wasn’t valid unless it has Tom Hanks pulling a face in it. The evolution of the viewing process has us now believe that every film needs a car chase and an explosion, and that it isn’t cinema if we don’t have computer generated apocalyptic scenes.’

         Fiona’s response: ‘Go blog it. I’m taking Eddie out today.’

         I checked my phone to find another email from Cutlette. The message read: ‘Hope you’re OK for the Godard pickup 10am. Very excited. Let us know when you’ve got him.’

         She was the one that thought I was ‘a bit weird’.

         Another message followed:

         
            Due to unexpected bereavement Godard will be alone. His companions have returned home so look out for him. He’s getting on in years:)

         

         Eddie had propped up several teddy bears in the fruit bowl. These teddy bears were Eddie’s favourite actors, and were entirely pliable and cheap, just like the real thing. In hospital, only three weeks before, when Eddie had begun work on his magnum opus Extra Special Bears, he’d gone so far as to bring his favourite bears from home and we’d encouraged him by purchasing even more bears from the hospital shop and a new memory card for his video camera.

         ‘Help Eddie,’ asked Fiona, and I came to attention. He was 41arranging a pile of bears for some of his own action scenes.

         It’s true that some kids get incredibly good at things. YouTube is the notorious home of many Chinese toddlers who can play Bach at breakneck speed with fingers that have only seconds before been up their rectal openings. There’s always the strong suspicion of parental coercion when you see these talented toddlers on show, but what I liked about Eddie’s films was that they were made entirely by him. Eddie could dub, cut and splice and had made several short films using his Cubbizoom camera, which added animations, distortions and random tips from up and coming teenage auteurs. At the age of three, my own infant executive could make rough edits of films and then press a green button that finalised his work, and so like the great new wave directors, Eddie’s films were completed roughly and quickly. Eddie’s films had no titles, no credits and no copyright statements, and this was possibly the only mark of their amateur status.

         I helped him get the shot he was after and returned to the bedroom to dress, and in contemplation of my limited options I made a note to ask my agent to include a clothes-choosing routine in the Write-It software that I was trialling.

         After all, I thought, many writers know how to write but few of them knew how to dress—so an app would be perfect.

         Considering my closet, I figured that for the Godard pick-up it would have to a riff on my writer’s clothes which would begin with a blue shirt, open—slacks with a crease—brown brogues and a suit jacket which had come from a charity shop. I dressed and surveyed the result in the mirror but all I seemed to have achieved was a look which I would have classed as ‘ground-level social status’.

         ‘You look nice,’ said Fiona as I passed through the kitchen to pick up our car keys.

         ‘Will you be here when I get back?’ I asked.

         Fiona shook her head. ‘Eddie and I have a play date. Then we’re shopping to get some clothes for the new baby.’

         ‘We have to get nappies for its poops,’ said Eddie.

         Boy was Eddie on the ball! Young children know a good deal about poops. We take it for granted, but kids are impressed and appalled in 42equal measure by this outrageous bodily performance. Yet we accuse them of immaturity when all they are doing is discussing one of their most essential philosophical pleasures.

         ‘You go your ways then,’ I said. ‘I’m off to the airport to pick up the great, the wonderful, the infuriating and immortal Jean-Luc Godard!’

         Both Fiona and Eddie smiled, and they were happy I imagine to witness me enjoying some of my own essential pleasures. And I was enjoying it—this was going to be a great day. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity sent to remind me of grace and good fortune of life. It was a meeting with a truly famous individual and the best chance I had to give my book a careful twist, a moment of viability, a unique selling point. I only regret now that I’d made the mistake of describing Godard as immortal—because that turned out to be miscalculated and rather sadly off target.

      
   


   
      
         43
            One Plus One

         

         I made an extra-large Victor Eaves brand coffee for the car and I departed for the airport. Coffee is the only drug that has no social stigma attached to its over consumption, and I think that explains everyone’s bad driving, bad moods, poor work performance, and angry social media posts. That is how it works. Everything is now a battle ground. Not only that but it’s precisely the same in road-works city where the cars throng in several directions at once, so much so that it usually makes me wonder why we have roads at all and not just one large tarmacadam plaza covering the country.

         I was driving and drinking and thinking about the Godard book and how this was an opportunity to save it, and maybe even elevate it from the stack of already published work on Godard. It was a tremendous plan and the more coffee I drank the more reasonable it became. Godard would be off-shift, I reasoned, so I’d be dealing with just another Swiss-French octogenarian. And he was alone because his companions had bailed! All the more vulnerable he might be then to my limited but categorical questioning. In the half hour I had with Godard, I had to get enough book material to render my text an exciting commodity. By enough, I meant enough to thrill my agent, who would then thrill a publisher, who would thrill a publicist, who would thrill some journalists, who would thrill their constituent readers, the people who would ultimately be paying for the whole production.

         The traffic ground to a halt outside the zoo. Around my car, road workers in yellow jackets concerned themselves with the macabre 44asphalt actions of urban renewal. The air teemed with smoke and road workers clustered in various squads here and there, considering the mistakes of their predecessors, who had wrecked the place the month before.

         
      ‘Monsieur Godard—what do you think about all these books people have written about you?’
    

         With one question I could arrange for J-LG to demolish the competition and thrust my book to the top of the pile.

         
      ‘Monsieur Godard. Would you read an essay I have written about your oeuvre, and peut-être offer un petit comment?’
    

         My agent cared about the success of the Godard book more than I did, but he didn’t want me to spend any more time writing it. All my agent wished for was that I spend my time sourcing a quote for the jacket. He told me that the jacket quote was the only part of any book that mattered, so if I could get ten words from Godard himself then that would be the project as good as completed.

         
      ‘Monsieur Godard. What did you have for breakfast?’
    

         This was even better—my book would be the only one from the tens of thousands of Godard volumes that would inform the cineastes and film-fiends what the great director subsisted upon. All those glow-worm spangles of light he projects upon the screen must have come from somewhere and the links between art and diet have never been properly explored.

         
      ‘Monsieur Godard. If you could sing one song on American Idol, what would it be?’
    

         Any question would do as a matter of fact. All I needed was one piece of new information that my agent could shove on the jacket and we’d be back in business.

         
      ‘Monsieur Godard. Describe to me the process and benefits of wearing a seatbelt.’
    

         With Godard you were on to a winner. It didn’t matter if he made sense because people expected him to be incomprehensible. You could ask a man like that anything and he would be bound to formulate a super-controversial answer that would draw in both aboriginal rights and Marxist theory.45

         
      ‘Monsieur Godard, if you could perhaps provide me with two words of praise, both myself and my agent could retire.’
    

         When I reached the airport, I was able to return my focus to the job in hand, which was just as well because my first challenge was establishing which car park I needed. At Edinburgh Airport they have a Drop Off and a Short Stay, but just when you think you’ve decided which of those is best for you, you come across the sign for Pick Up—surely that was me? Then there is a Members’ Car Park and a Taxi Park, and something even more confusing called Edinburgh Park. Park as in park, or park as in parking? The problem is that you don’t want to spend a penny more than you have to so it’s impossible not to feel a compunctious throb in your pocket every time a new option is presented. Hence the need for intense concentration. I finally stationed my car in the Ad Interim Car Park, between Short Stay and the Associate Members Only Stand, and I did resolve to charge Cutlette for the parking fee (wish me luck with that LOL) before I moved into the handsome confines of the airport where I began to look for Godard.

         Business people and the other sleek hirelings of the European economy thronged wherever I looked, and I entered the arrivals hall with the wonderful feeling that I was in a movie. The extras complied with this intimation. Perfectly rehearsed, the diverse cast of Edinburgh Airport strode by with their briefcases, ski gear and overnight bags. Despite being a squat concrete edifice in its exterior, the terminal was airy and light, and indeed a spot to be mentioned with all possible laud. Certainly everybody in there had a definite path.

         I chose my own line and followed it to arrivals, working nicely through the business gentry. I saw Godard immediately, a square-built old fellow in a tight t-shirt, with upright hair and eyebrows like radars. He was turning an unlit cigar in his hands and was quite alone on a yellow metal seat. I thought of the opening of Notre Musique, a recent Godard classic. The opening of Notre Musique had excited the tiny coterie of Edinburgh Godard lovers because in its opening scene Godard is drinking Stella Artois, which as a beverage was in its 46heyday in the early 2000s when the film was released.

         I rushed up, I was already late.

         ‘Monsieur Godard?’

         The holy repose which rests upon the faces of the greatest artists is not something to break with banalities, and Godard was in mid-thought, I could tell.

         ‘I am sorry I am late,’ I said in perfectly rehearsed French.

         From this point forth, you would be wise to assume that everything that is exchanged between Godard and myself in this novel will be in French. This will be up to your imagination and shouldn’t be too hard a task for as readers you are used to far greater liberties. I learned to speak an adequately phonic version of French in France and not at school, meaning that I can talk the language as it is sometimes uttered, but that I cannot spell it. However, I am assuming that in general this story will work better in English and even if I were to try and write the Godard and Victor conversations in French, the spelling and vocabulary would be more than a challenge, as all I can muster is good old-fashioned colloquial speech.

         I made a lunge for Godard’s bag, with a ‘please allow me’.

         Godard did allow me and I heaved the brown leather bag into my arms and wondered at the contents—cigars, old man hankies and the veteran’s very own cahiers du cinema?

         What the brown leather bag said about Godard was complicated, but yet still understood by me. It read: light packer; creative midfielder; heritage hipster and potential raving sexist. Somewhere in there was also a laptop, and on that machine, a brand-new video work from the master.

         I broke my concentration and gave Godard’s hand a hearty one-minute shake.

         Godard spoke. ‘So you’ve come to pick me up. I am not even sure why I came. There was a reason to go to Edinburgh in 1972. But I never went. Which way is Edinburgh?’

         As we were in the mechanical wilderness of the airport, I had to think before I pointed towards the magazines outlet.

         ‘It’s that way,’ I said.47

         I had barely taken all of Godard in and being in his company was suddenly so stupendous that I giggled. I wanted to say his name again and again, and face him with my excitement, but I couldn’t. He was alone, and nobody but me recognised him there, no person at all. To avoid his eyes I found myself staring into his famous forehead and then I laughed, and the laughing was made greater by the fact that he seemed to find it momentarily humourous also. When I stopped laughing, I apologised and I faced him again, looking for a response. Art was a miracle that somehow elevated the artist to a higher place, a rarefied excellence which so many people aspired to. Maybe it wasn’t art that did that, I thought. Maybe it was a necessary aspect of selling the stuff, an essential process in the commercial appropriation of creation. I stared at him for any cue at all.

         ‘The car?’ asked Godard.

         ‘Yes,’ I said—and I turned my arm to point towards the doors. ‘This way please.’

         Thus it was I walked the Methuselah of European cinema through the wide dimensions of the airport concourse towards the revolving doors through which he would at last smell Scottish air. I gazed on him, venerable relic that he was, and wondered what to say next.

         What could I possibly add to this situation to somehow make it more interesting for him?

         Most of all I was keen to think of a question that would sound so casual as to be classed as general chat, but which would guarantee me some great insight for my book. But I couldn’t think of anything and so we continued, walking quietly like the lead players through the rank and file of the airport. Ultimately, it ate into my nerves, that silence between us, but I had no questions in me other than something safe along the lines of ‘Did you have a pleasant flight?’ as I carefully avoided any awful variation such as: ‘Did they show any in-flight movie?’ Around us were so many men in suits, doing business on the move. Unattractive men in suits, lovely suits and straight red and striped ties, with porky faces on top, neatly cut hair packed together to sell something. All of them talking about rugby. All of them talking on their phones. All of them looking for the 48escalator. None of them aware of this moment of excellence—the arrival in Scotland of the genius Jean-Luc Godard.

         As soon as he was clear of the terminal building, Godard dug in his pocket for a cigarette lighter and he began work on his cigar. In researching my book, I’d taken the time to find out what type of cigars Godard smoked, and I was pleased to see that I’d been correct in identifying the Cohiba as his preferred pick-me-up. ‘It is a little-known fact,’ I wrote in my study, ‘that these extra-fermented Cuban beauties cost about 30 Euros each back home in Switzerland, and that they were originally produced as a private brand supplied exclusively to Fidel Castro and high-level officials in the Communist Party of Cuba.’ And here was Godard smoking one in front of me—or trying to. In fact, Godard’s cigar took an age to light which gave us both plenty time to stare at the words NO SMOKING written on several flat surfaces, admittedly in every direction too.

         ‘I think it’s no smoking in the car park,’ I said.

         I had nothing better to say to the world’s most venerated cineaste and I sounded like a fascist twat.

         ‘May I smoke in the car?’ asked Godard. There was nothing in him harsh or exaggerated. Yet the question seemed to be of such moment that I had trouble finding a truly philosophical response.

         ‘Yes, you may,’ I said.

         ‘Here is the question then,’ stated Godard. ‘How to arrive at the car without smoking in the car park? Shall we try it?’

         ‘Very well,’ I said, and it was at that point that with a great puff, the cigar burst into life and Godard was at last smoking. Illegal as it was and in spite of the many signs that stated that it could not happen here, the cigar smoked silver in Godard’s hand and I knew that with this fat burner on the go, he was more truly the figure of the times that he was.

         I had one worry however, and it was for his safety. Like everywhere else in the roaring western world, Edinburgh Airport was dense with broad shouldered guys in hi-visibility coats whose job description read—security. One aspect of keeping us secure was the clamping down on smoking—and although Godard was armed 49with several Palmes d’Or, a Leopard of Honour, a Golden Bear, a Sutherland Trophy, a Golden Lion and an Honorary Statuette from the Academy of Emotionless Picture Acting and Scenery—these guys were not discriminatory about who they challenged. Godard pointed the cigar across the narrow strip of cutting-edge tarmac which separated us from the multi-level car park.

         ‘Shall we?’

         My options were few. Leaving Godard here I could pay my parking, reclaim my car, check my car out of the car park, leave the airport, drive around the roundabout and enter the airport once more, follow the drop-off lanes to find him, pick him up in drop-off and then check out of the airport again—cost £22. A plan that would not work, I realised, because Godard would still have cross a No Smoking zone to get to drop-off for the pick-up.

         ‘Look,’ he said. He pointed the cigar towards the scattered vehicles of the main car park. ‘No smoking outside in the fresh air, but smoking permitted within your vehicle. Let’s go,’ he said.

         Satirists may say what they please about legislating against such anti-social individuals as Godard represented, but there is absolutely nothing funny about imposing such restrictions on geniuses. Godard smoked, casting a vacant and wandering eye on his cigar, while I shoved coin after rejected coin into the pay machine. The technique here is to keep cycling your coins back in, normally quite satisfying—although today it was winding me up. Finally it took Godard’s interest too.

         ‘You see now,’ he said. ‘Payment was originally made by weight. It is good we have returned to this. That is what a pound is. The Saxons used the Sterling. 240 Sterlings weighed one pound—is it not so?’

         I was shoving the coins in faster because I could see that Godard’s cigar smoke was annoying two women in the queue. Did nobody know this was Jean-Luc Godard?

         ‘They say obese travellers should pay more on aeroplanes,’ said Godard. He was staring at the women, but I hoped that he was speaking to me. ‘Do you agree with that?’ he asked. 50

         I took the opportunity to ignore this too. The NO SMOKING sign was ungenerously becoming larger in my view, taking up nearly all of my mind. Security would be en route.

         I grabbed my ticket and moved.

         ‘Monsieur Godard,’ I said, and I gently led the hunched herald of European art-cinema towards the exit.

         We shuffled hard through the next set of automatic doors and were nearly in the open air of the car park when a voice behind us said: ‘Excuse me!’—a call that was matched by an immediate increase in speed from me as I lugged the Godardian luggage higher on my shoulders, almost running for the car. The car was a long way off and there was no way I’d be getting there in time, judging from the proximity of the next ‘Excuse me!’

         I turned and saw that although the security men hadn’t caught me, they had managed to collar Godard, and were attempting to deal with him. ‘Good luck with that!’ I thought. The two security guys looked just as I expected—hacked stubs of noses, foot-wide square shoulders and yellow jackets with badges and radios. Smoking and litter were the terror of the day and these guys stood firm as if they were about to suspend everything—all flights—all traffic—all cinema production—until this case was solved.

         ‘This is a no smoking zone,’ said one in an austere shout. Godard was shaking his head. He pointed at me. Since I wasn’t smoking I decided to carry on and I bleeped my car, which was still twenty long metres away.

         ‘Excuse me sir!’

         Jesus, I thought. One has to reflect on the use of ‘sir’ here, a term of esteem that always comes before an arrest or a beating. One of the security guys was coming for me and I wondered about pretending I was French. Godard was playing the retarded Swiss visitor card to a tee and they weren’t about to beat up an 800-year-old man for a cigar offence. But me—that was different. People are so tenacious. So lazy. Godard’s Swiss dimwit act was great—not even an act to be fair. He was pointing out inconsistencies in the line markings that made up the surface of the car park, and he was doing it in French. He turned 51to comment on the power of the light in Scotland, its qualities versus the light in central Europe, whence he had recently arrived.

         ‘Is he with you, sir?’ asked Security.

         I shook my head. ‘Muh?’

         When faced with any style of authority, I always do the same thing. I mentally back up against a bulwark of obscure noises and concentrate on gestures, postures and decorative sounds.

         ‘That man is not supposed to smoke here,’ said the security type. He wasn’t having any of my middle-class pretensions to stupidity, nor any of Godard’s butch Gallic lunacy.

         I spoke quickly—and in a supremely clipped variety of French, so that even if Security did understand le français, they wouldn’t catch what I had communicated.

         ‘Mr Godard,’ I said to my new friend, the great director. ‘He says you’re not supposed to smoke—I know what an nincompoop!—but if you dash to the car and get in we could probably just drive away without his actually having the time to—

         ‘Are you telling him to put it out?’ asked Security.

         ‘Absolutely,’ I replied.

         The route Godard took to my car involved several fancy doublings around the security men as they attempted to corral him. As he roamed, the director addressed them in English, which was horrific, because Godard’s English is a strange thing. If you’ve seen Godard’s version of King Lear you’ll know that the hi-vis guys probably understood less of what he’d said than if he had been speaking French. Fans of Godard know how the great man likes to perform his Englimatics in a pantomime. But you could put it like this—if there could be said to be any sculptured detail in English, then Godard chiselled those edges, carrying to completion what sounded to most like an English-Chinese-Jamaican botch and ear-sore. Thus Godard could make a bust of Byron in minutes appear to be a Picasso grotesque, simply by means of a linguistic mangle. It was ideological. What Godard did to Shakespeare in King Lear had virtually ended his career and I cannot recall a single notice of that film that did not include the word ‘mutilation’ within it. Dismemberment is something that Godard 52has always reserved with glee for the English language, which he saw as responsible for the artistic destruction of the world’s greatest art form.

         Eyeing Godard askance, and measuring any claim the fruity French filmer might make to respectability, one of the security guys took to his radio and began to speak in a different language altogether. It was a kind of telegraphic talk—a Scottish radio whistling, a line of truncated near-English commands infused with Scots verbal pauses, which managed to refer to Godard and myself as ‘infringin’ perties’.

         ‘This security personnel has an air of supercilious assumption,’ said Godard, climbing into the car.

         Godard arranged himself in the rear of my people carrier and I slid the door closed, thus encasing him in its comfort and rendering the car park smoke-free once again. Godard’s luggage I threw in the front.

         ‘Now wait there,’ said Security.

         ‘What for?’ I asked.

         Cunningly, I asked this while on the move. I was talking while walking, questioning while sidling round the front of my Chrysler, speaking and shrugging while hugging the wheel, and finally retracting while seat-belting.

         A blast from the security man’s radio issued an instruction I could not understand and both the goons turned towards the terminal. ‘Remember to read the NO SMOKING signs the next time,’ said the big yin. More fuzz from the handset. ‘Come on,’ said one to the other, and casting an excursive glance around where they stood, they trod off in search of more trouble.

         I rested my arms on the steering wheel of the car and relaxed, satisfied with our escape. It sure was smoky in there. I would have described the fug that Godard produced as a kindly grandfather-like smell, although neither of my grandfathers had smoked in their lives. Still, I smiled at Godard who could be seen through the smoke, emaciated of face and grim in general.

         ‘What is your name?’ he said. ‘You have not told me your name. 53You assume I wouldn’t want to know it?’

         ‘It’s Victor,’ I said. ‘Nice to meet you—and welcome to Edinburgh. I am a film critic so it is a huge pleasure. I have to tell you about the book I am working on, have been working on. If you wouldn’t mind—I would love to take advantage and maybe pump you for a few words of wisdom? Perhaps a coffee?’

         ‘Victor,’ said Godard. ‘I should not have come.’

         Godard spoke to his knees as the cigar smoke, merciless and exterminating, filled the vehicle.

         ‘I should never have left Geneva,’ said Godard. ‘I talked myself into coming but I am going straight back. I am not speaking at the Festival. I’m not going to watch any films. I have the preview with me. It’s on the computer. Half a film. I must be with my companions so we will go straight back to Switzerland, thank you.’

         My hands were on the steering wheel and it seemed as if Godard were asking me to drive him straight back to Switzerland. That could never happen—but maybe for the sake of the book I could—

         ‘Is there anything I can do?’ I asked.

         Godard slipped a laptop from his bag and puzzled at it a moment, apothecary of the screen that he was.

         ‘One computer,’ he said, ‘and one half a film.’

         I looked at Godard’s laptop computer which sat on his knees not unlike the flat plastic serving tray on an aeroplane.

         ‘Is there anywhere in particular you would like to go?’ I asked, seemingly having forgotten all the great and intelligent questions I had in mind an hour before. I still hoped and did not hope he would say ‘Switzerland.’

         ‘Do you know Leonard Detonne?’ asked Godard and I scanned my mind for any references to the name and wondered what my best guess would be. It was frankly possible that I knew Leonard Detonne, but this was one of these cultural questions and the guy was either going to be a filmmaker or a critic, or a key grip of some variety. I shook my head, sad to have failed another inspection.

         ‘In 1972,’ said Godard, ‘I was at Leonard’s house in Vernier as he took delivery of his first computer. It was a word processor. Detonne 54used that computer to write his novels. It took a crane to lower it into his house. The computer was so big they had to remove a part of the roof to get the thing into his study. This is my computer now!’

         ‘Amazing,’ I said. ‘Miniaturisation has been such a blessing. Shall I call the Film Festival?’

         ‘No,’ said Godard. ‘I don’t even want to go to the hotel. Maybe I could come to your house? Would you permit me? I need an hour’s rest. Then I am returning on the next flight.’

         ‘Of course,’ I said, but the inside of me froze.

         Godard was coming to my house? That was worse than Switzerland.

         ‘Are you sure?’ I asked him, terrified at the thought. Was the place tidy? What had I been watching? There was a DVD of the The Terminator lying on the coffee table. Could I text ahead and have Fiona replace it with some Louis Malle? Or Dziga Vertov?

         ‘I have a small child,’ I said eventually.

         ‘All the better,’ said Godard and then chewing the cigar down with his teeth, he squeezed me warmly on the shoulder. ‘Lead on Macduff!’ he said, in English, and he sat back as pleased as hell with himself. He chuckled: ‘Everyone who comes to Scotland must say this.’

         I glanced at my phone which was on the dashboard of the car. Missed call from Linda Suliman!

         So it looked like the news was out and Godard wouldn’t be mine for much longer. Note to self to return that call much, much later.

         Text from Cutlette: ‘Victor can you confirm that Godard is with you?’

         I looked around and it appeared he was. There is nothing however that will incline a person less towards cooperation than a lack of reimbursement, and so my first impulse was to ignore that text also. Now that I have Godard, I thought, I am the one in power and she can wait until I am good and ready! And with that in mind I pulled away and nudged my vehicle out of the airport car park.

         Leaving Edinburgh Airport one crosses greenish wastelands of oil-damaged verdure mingled with the spoils of city planning, car 55parks that are neither finished nor even begun, tattered banners advertising fairs long past, hacked trees that will never sprout another leaf and slip roads which end in fences. I speeded up to join the superior flow of traffic on the motorway while Godard kicked my seat from behind. I coughed and pressed the button to open the window, suddenly feeling faint. Cigars were a problem.

         ‘Your car is a Chrysler and it betrays you,’ said Godard. I saw him in my rear view mirror, which was most cinematic, don’t you know. I was not sure about what was coming however. Once more the historical importance of his presence struck me, and this time instead of giggling, I pressed my shoulders back and sat up straight and proud, rightly as if I were his security now.

         ‘The Grand Voyager,’ he laughed. ‘A name to suggest American journeys—journeys into the self—into space. Jeep of course have a car called Cherokee and Chevrolet have a car called an Apache. Did you know that Jeep also ran a line called the Comanche, which included the Comanche Eliminator?’

         ‘No,’ I said, ‘I didn’t know that.’

         ‘Is that not the perfect vehicle for any redneck to be driving,’ asked Godard, ‘—the Comanche Eliminator?’

         ‘I suppose it is,’ I said, but as I understood it, when it comes to semiotics, nothing is safe. Godard carried on deconstructing my car as we winged smoothly into the motorway circuits of the Edinburgh bypass.

         ‘Then of course there is a brand called Pontiac,’ said Godard. ‘Why would the great American capitalists name their products after the native warriors who died fighting British military occupation of their country?’ he asked.

         I shrugged.

         ‘The point is that capitalism and its agents must always find new ways to offend,’ he said, ‘because offence is the strongest form of publicity. This process is a part of the capitalist desire to obliterate history. Everyone knows that Hitler exterminated many Jewish people. But does anybody remember why?’

         I waited for an answer while my pulse rose. Interesting that. 56The pulse increases the closer one comes to being accused of anti-Semitism.

         ‘Let me put it like this,’ asked Godard. ‘Do I look different on television?’

         He was still framed in the rear-view mirror, and his eyes were closed. We were slowing down because there is only one short burst of free moving road between Edinburgh Airport and the city before the jam commences and every vehicle is obliged to squeeze through the same fifteen-foot gap.

         ‘I don’t believe so,’ I said—but the last I had seen of Godard on television he’d been thirty years younger. I wondered if Godard would allow me to take some photographs. There hadn’t been anything like this on my blog in my months. This was a selfie opportunity like no other, Jean-Luc Godard, with myself making a kissy face.

         ‘When I saw Anna Kournikova at the French Open I was amazed,’ said Godard. ‘On television I had taken her for an average Russian with broad shoulders and a face like Boris Yeltsin. But she wasn’t like that at all. She was elegant. The difference is always staggering, I find.’

         ‘The difference between what?’ I asked.

         ‘Television has no subject,’ said Godard, ‘only a message. There are stories on television, but the stories are told to feature the same actors, in variations of the same situation, like a permanent orange alert. The content of television so blinds us to the attributes of its process. On television humanity appears to live in a state of war, so in watching television people of all societies are devoured by envy, worry and aggression. Television is the foundational determinant in our feelings of failure and our inability to communicate. We have evolved to live in soap.’

         There followed a silence as I digested this, and although it was my turn to say something, only incomplete thoughts gathered and so I turned my attention to the road. If I could have remembered what Godard had said, I might have been able to insert it in my book, as a unique interview question. Godard joined me in appreciation of the traffic.57

         ‘Are we going anywhere?’ he asked.

         We were crawling, that was true, but it wouldn’t be long before we stopped altogether. Around us, road-working men pointed significantly into the distance and tapped their fingers on clipboards and mobile devices.

         Godard gasped excitedly and said: ‘What sports venue is that?’

         ‘Murrayfield,’ I said. ‘Scottish rugby.’

         Godard formed his hands into a director’s viewfinder and stared at the stadium through the resulting simulacrum. Then he pushed this basically formed aperture to the recesses of his face and zoomed it in and out a few times.

         ‘You enjoy rugby?’ I asked, but I sounded like a care worker teasing an answer from a subnormal grandpa.

         Godard scanned his handmade viewfinder along the walloping iron bows which held up the stands of Scotland’s international rugby park. Other than the road-workers, the scene was lamentably empty of human figures and only the spaceship-like curves of the rugby stadium broke the skyline, which was a shapeless wave of trees, frozen in the act of reaching for the sky.

         Godard pressed his imaginary record button. His tinted glasses perched on his face and the cigar pointed at me from where I glanced in the mirror, to where his hands pointed to the stadium. There came more bleeping into the silence of the vehicle—text from Cutlette.

         ‘Sport is something great,’ said Godard. ‘Sport has been my love. I enjoy all sport. There isn’t much to differentiate most sports in the world except for motor racing. Is Formula One racing a sport? I can’t think so. It’s just a headache, isn’t it? The expense. The pollution. The effort of shipping the cars around the world—it is like moving a movie studio tens of thousands of miles every time they have a new race. That can’t be called a sport—can it? It is a paradox that people like cars, but they complain about traffic jams. As if you could have one without the other—so what is the point? Since I don’t like traffic jams I don’t like cars. Carbon Monoxide? At least you don’t get that watching television. That’s how people watch sport isn’t it? 58On television? Men covered from top to foot in advertising slogans and shaking bottles of champagne over each other?’

         ‘I’ve never seen a car race in real life,’ I said.

         My eyes were locked on to the back of the head of the driver in front.

         ‘Sport has to be seen in actuality,’ said Godard.

         That wasn’t exactly what Godard said, but there are some French words that English speakers may find too expressive for plainspoken translation and actualité is one of them. Actualité means what it says, but it doesn’t quite transfer that bearing to any precise bottom-line connotation in English.

         ‘As opposed to television?’ I asked.

         ‘It’s people’s own business if they watch television or not,’ said Godard. ‘Maybe they prefer traffic jams, too.’

         I pondered it. Godard was correct in saying that if you had cars you had to have traffic jams. I was nervously sensitive to traffic jams, but I enjoyed speeding, so I wasn’t sure if I agreed with Godard or not.

         ‘I used to like the French Grand Prix with the Alfa 408s,’ said Godard. ‘It makes me sound like an old guy, I know, but the real one-thousand-mile race belongs to a world that’s disappeared. That was a world that was listened to on the radio. I can’t describe that too well these days but there was a time when I could listen all night to a car race on the radio.’

         ‘Shall I call the Film Festival?’ I asked.

         Another text arrived but I was enjoying having Godard to myself. They wouldn’t put up with that for long. Soon a plot would be laid against me. Cutlette would make sure I would never work in the town again. I’d be blamed for Edinburgh losing Godard.

         ‘Whatever you must do,’ waved Godard.

         The traffic wasn’t moving so I began my text.

         ‘Godard not well—he requests a stop off—’

         ‘The televising of sport is a separate industry from sport,’ said Godard, ‘if sport can ever be called an industry, which I feel may be unfair. But witness how the spectacle develops—take football or 59rugby. There is no sense in which the sounds and images that you see on television relate to the game. The conditions of the production of a game such as ‘Scotland versus France’ are choreographed before the match starts, at which point the production creates an imitation as if the director were filming a movie. The microphones, no matter where they are placed, capture production-ready sounds, which broadcasters talk over. Why do people watch sport in actuality without a commentary, while when they watch it on television they require a commentary? The camera has a small repertoire of shots which reveal nothing of the experience of the sport—so instead the camera repertoire tells the story. For the television viewer there must be a small repertoire of camera shots. This also allows the action to cohere for the directors. There are a limited number of camera shots and the viewers know them well. We are used to these camera shots, so much so that we always hear the same story. The same happens to be true of the Israeli-Palestinian situation.’

         I stretched my arm to grip the passenger headrest, allowing me to turn.

         ‘Is that how you work?’ I asked.

         Godard nodded. ‘The action of shooting informs the content of the shoot.’

         ‘I’m looking forward to your film,’ I smiled. I was smiling because at least I would have something to annoy Cutlette with. With Godard hidden at my house they would have to get through me to get to him. I held the cards. I held the director. I even held his latest video.

         The light entering the vehicle through the smoke rendered the Godardian countenance legible and the senior cineaste appeared to me as interest incarnate.

         Godard returned his gaze to Murrayfield—the home of Scottish rugby. That wasn’t the exact name of the stadium however. For sponsorship reasons the stadium was properly known as BT Murrayfield—the home of making telephone calls during the match. I finished my text.

         ‘Godard not well—requests stop off—will call in an hour—60Godard is returning to Switzerland.’

         Just enough to inform them, I thought. The Film Festival would never find us in this traffic jam and I would maybe pretend my phone was low on power. If Alison Cutlette had deemed to pay me she might have encouraged me to respond to her, but it felt good to have Jean-Luc Godard to myself for those moments, and in the meantime she could toot for him all she liked.

         ‘Sport is truer than art and politics,’ announced Godard.

         Outside, a raw wind had stirred a mass of dust with the result that a whole lot of litter was blowing towards the car.

         ‘If Jamale Aarrass runs 1500 metres in three minutes and thirty-five seconds there’s no way he can argue otherwise,’ said Godard. ‘Aarrass cannot say that he ran 1500 metres in three minutes forty-four, and it would be ridiculous for him to do so. That’s not like in politics where you can say one thing one day and change it the next. In politics you can deny you said something or give it a new interpretation. In art you can make an offensive work and say ‘my work is not racist’ and then argue that your work of art is about the problem of racism. In journalism you can lie to satisfy the manufacture of consent. Things can change and people can take advantage. One truth this week with a different truth the next. But no athlete can do this.’

         Godard leaned to one side to open the window. He flicked at his cigar, sending two fluffs of ash into the air. Then his eyes closed and I sensed from the way he lolled back he was trying to escape from a deep-seated physical pain. There was no variation in his pose and he kept the cigar pointed in the crook of a finger, the head sunk to the left, the mouth open as if set to drool. Only the eyebrows twitched, registering the faintest opinions of his mind.

         The cars would not budge and I pushed my mobile phone to silent in anticipation of it throbbing with incoming messages from the Cutlette office. I had Godard to myself and I figured I would keep it that way for as long as possible.
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            The Little Soldier

         

         Godard occupied himself with the stub of his cigar as I led him up our garden path and into our ground floor flat. He stopped on the threshold, his eyebrows met and he removed his glasses to smudge the legendary tufted brows up and down before he resumed his work with the cheroot. He snorted when I arrived next to him and I offered my arm for support, and wondered what our house smelled like. Faint reek of poop and milk under a maternal blanket of warmth, over which flowed the acidic remains of carrot juice, cheapo coffee and cat urine?

         ‘Please this way,’ I said, and I put my arm round the film director and I led him to where Fiona and Eddie were having difficulty with a shopping bag that had burst.

         ‘My family are here,’ I declared as I continued Godard forward to the living room. ‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’

         Godard picked up one of our house phones. He rocked it from side to side near his ear while making a questioning Gallic noise.

         ‘Yes, please do,’ I said.

         I backed out of the living room and closed the door to meet the others in the kitchen.

         ‘Jean-Luc Godard is here,’ I said to Fiona. She stopped half way through a thought.

         Eddie stared proudly at me.

         ‘Chinook Atard,’ he said.

         ‘Yes, Chinook Atard,’ I replied. ‘The great director!’

         I ran to the kitchen, switched on the kettle and then pressed my ear to the door of the living room to commence translation / eavesdropping. Godard spoke slowly and from his voice he sounded 62like he’d sunk into the deepest of despair.

         ‘This festival is over,’ he said. ‘I came here to sit in a traffic jam.’

         The word he used was embouteillage and it must have scoured Godard’s tonsils the way he said it. Quieter he became. The word bouchon featured and I had to press my ear even closer to the door to hear more.

         ‘Get me out of here,’ he whispered. ‘When I am ready I will return to the airport. I am sure they’ll let me rest here. I can’t face civilisation one more second.’

         Then he spoke more quietly yet, and my guess was he was talking about the embouteillage.

         ‘Nature—culture,’ I heard him say. It sounded like poetry the way he spoke, these two French words rocking like weights in his hands. ‘I want to return to my record collection, my books. I am coming back to Rolle. How long do you think it would take me to get home? Why did I agree to this? Oh God.’

         From the shoving and puffing, it sounded like Godard was on the move and so I backed away. The door opened, and Godard’s half chewed cigar stretched as if by a mechanical force into the air saying ‘Victor—’

         Jean-Luc Godard seemed to be in painful embarrassment. His hand was twisting as if he couldn’t bring himself to speak.

         ‘Please if nobody could interrupt,’ he said. ‘There has been a confusion here. It was not proper for me to leave Switzerland,’ he added in English.

         Godard repeated the word ‘proper’ several times in English, mashing its parts together to a bestial pulpy sound, splurging it out in farts, emitting spitted plosives and a pirate’s ‘arrrring’ sound. The word ‘proper’ vanished but I knew Godard was saying it.

         ‘The Film Festival are coming here,’ I said, ‘but I should be happy to keep them at bay.’

         I spoke as a gallant, a courtier.

         ‘The computer is by the chair,’ said Godard.

         Godard pointed at the dead slab of his flat laptop. The cable was predictably European and before I knew it Eddie had it in his hand.63

         ‘Let’s take Mr Godard’s computer for charging,’ I said and nudged Eddie towards the door.

         ‘Chinook Atard ‘puter!’ said Eddie as he followed me.

         In our bedroom I searched for a continental adapter. Somewhere in a drawer in there was an adapter for each visit we had made to Europe. Each adapter would convert a British three-blade plug into something that would fit most European sockets, but what I was looking for was tougher still, and it involved the reverse combination of this technology. I worked the drawers, pulling free the cables of devices that had been outdated in the 1990s, digging until I found something which I thought may work. I didn’t see Eddie leave but a moment later I had one of those cartoon moments that isn’t too uncommon when he’s around. It’s the same script—you’re busy with something and you start to wonder where Eddie is. Then you jump to attention when you realise that he is going to be in the place you least wish him to be—which in this case was the private personal space of Jean-Luc Godard.

         I arrived in the living room to find Eddie offering his own camera to Godard, a most touching sight. Godard leaned gently in while Eddie showed him the various plugs and sockets in the device.

         ‘This is the button,’ said Eddie, ‘and we use it to film.’

         Godard was chuckling at this performance, nodding and encouraging.

         ‘You make films with this?’ he asked, and Eddie said, ‘oh yes.’

         Eddie cuddled into the side of Godard and they watched the Cubbizoom’s monitor together. This clip amounted to several minutes of a ball bouncing off various flowers, while a voice squeaked ‘Boo-Boo!’ every time a caterpillar poked out and was hit. Eddie thought it was hilarious, and the humour seemed to be catching—Godard was chuckling too. Then Godard coughed, and his throat thrust up a belch of pain as he winced, and he slumped and lay still, his heavy spectacles reflecting the daylight like two pools of paralysed quicksilver. Godard moved once more, and his eyes opened, and he peered again in appreciation at the screen—until Eddie asked: ‘Are you all right Misser Tard?’64

         ‘Yes, ça va,’ breathed Godard, and they continued to watch the short film.

         ‘In one respect,’ said Godard to my son, ‘we did dream this. We dreamed of art forms that would imitate reality and we dreamed that discourse would be exchanged between anybody—yourself included my little boy. In that respect, at least, we knew that only culture would change the world and that politics would atrophy.’

         More caterpillars were boo-booed and Eddie clapped his hands. ‘I got that one!’ he said, and suddenly Godard laughed, and the room filled with the reverberating penetration of that noise, Godard’s laughter.

         While Eddie stopped and fidgeted around with the Cubbizoom, Godard relaxed, lowering his head to one side and resting it. He was fascinated by my young son’s films, taking everything in, as appreciative as he might be for any polished and professional work. They were watching what I called Eddie’s ‘pram-cam’ footage and it was making an impression. This filmmaking lark of Eddie’s had really picked up the year before when we’d got him the Cubbizoom. This chunky blue plastic contraption was always in Eddie’s hand and came along with him in the pram every single day. Eddie’s camera never travelled at the normal human elevation and this made for curious viewing. In the cinema of Tom Hanks, et al, we are accustomed to shots of people at head height, spliced with random shots of dead bodies for excitement. Thrillers and other crime chronicles strive to generate unsettling atmospheres with floor shots, shots from within the trunks of cars and Steadicams running down alleys. You will have noticed that every American film features aerial shots of cities—like that is supposed to impress.

         Here and now, however, Eddie’s Cubbizoom showed us, and I hope Godard too, something new—the vision of Edinburgh’s pedestrians from waist height, an outlook that was unique to the daily routine of the modern infant. I liked Eddie’s buggy films and from the start he’d always been punctilious about uploading them. The finished works of Eddie’s Cubbizoom showed adults as self-concerned, double-chinned, mocha-wielding monsters who 65wobbled in all directions, and in a manner that suggested both a ridiculously empty resolution and a lack of concern for each other. Best of all the buggy films showed the human populace of Edinburgh as unhappy. Everybody rushed, nobody smiled, and there was no leeway on the pavements—other than when people realised they were about to walk into a moving pram.

         Other kids, only slightly older than Eddie, had subscribers on the Internet and were making money. What more could a parent do other than let their child spend some quality time with the founding father of the French New Wave? I had my own plans to spend some time with Godard, I have to confess, but at that moment I realised that he may have wished to be left alone.

         ‘Eddie, we must now leave Mr Godard to rest and to make his phone call,’ I said as I stepped forward.

         ‘Eddie showing Misser Tard my camwa,’ said Eddie. He was proud of himself and had every right to be.

         Godard’s laughter faded and he rose, a weaker stoop to his shoulders than I could remember from earlier. I offered him a hand, which he accepted.

         ‘Thank you for letting me see the camera,’ said Godard to Eddie. ‘But your papa is correct that I must make my phone call. Please be sure to bring me the wonderful camera back later however, young man. I’d be delighted to.’

         Godard and my young son maintained their nodding eye contact as I led Eddie away—but what could they have seen in each other? The man who had written for a great moviegoers’ journal in an office on the Champs-Élysées in the 1950s and then made ten years of seminal, raging cinema? Did he see the commencement of a new era of life when he watched Eddie’s video? Or did he see the end of his own?

         ‘I wasn’t even born when Breathless was made,’ I whispered to Eddie as I led him backwards from the room, ‘—and my generation is the one which rejected Godard’s work. You’re not even four years old—but wow.’

         I clicked the latch and sealed Godard in our living room, and here 66succeeded a pause. I waited for the scene to close, almost failing to retain any conscious knowledge of the approach of Alison Cutlette to my front door, Alison whom I feared was going to interrupt this beautiful daddy / son / director moment. It was Eddie who snapped me out of it.

         ‘Chinook Atard’s mum is here.’

         Through the door of the vestibule, silhouetted by the stained glass, Alison Cutlette. Here she comes for another meeting, I thought. From behind me I heard the voice of Jean-Luc Godard, and I marvelled. Our phone bill was going to be large judging from the one-sided snubs of goulash-sounding Gaulish that were piping from the deeps of the living room—but I did not care—it was money well spent. Cutlette was at the door and I was determined to exercise my moment of power and keep her from the director. There hadn’t been a script for this conversation, but I’d improvised something earlier. In my imagining of the scene, Cutlette was to be sent packing, with me left holding the fort. I would leave clues to this victory lying about—such as my copy of The Terminator.

         ‘Well Victor,’ said Cutlette as I opened the door. She was furious, that was delightfully obvious, and her hand was a blur of shaking as she tried to wave me aside. I would not however budge.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ I said politely. ‘Godard is on the phone and he does not want to be disturbed.’

         ‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

         Cutlette was in the vestibule and closer than I would have liked, close enough to see the flames licking the vacuums on the insides of her eyes.

         ‘Godard is returning home,’ I whispered. I glanced over my shoulder and there was Eddie, filming the show.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. Stalled before me I thought for a second Alison Cutlette might even push past me, enraged by my piddling morsels of information.

         ‘That’s all I know,’ I said. ‘He says it was a mistake to come but he’ll leave the film for you. He’s making arrangements just now.’

         It was then that Cutlette made her move and with the same 67shoulder that had doubtless propelled her to the front of many a queue for Ibsen tickets, she attempted to barge past. To stop this happening, I blocked the vestibule door with my foot and immediately wore an apologetic smile to save Cutlette from being too humiliated. From the look on her face I feared for the end however. A knife twisted inside my stomach and apologies stumbled free of my lips.

         ‘Please,’ I said. ‘He has requested to be alone.’

         ‘I’ll call the taxi back,’ said Cutlette and she slid a flat black device from her pocket.

         ‘Godard doesn’t appear to be feeling well,’ I said. ‘I can tell him that you are here. But I think he is hoping to leave for Switzerland as soon as possible.’ Cutlette nodded. The idea of Godard leaving had brought her to a halt and she watched me carefully for a moment, before she made her retreat. From the foot of our tidy garden path, Cutlette turned to look at me once again—and that look—straight up bitchin’. Cutlette had it in for me now, all right.

         With outrage simmering, Alison Cutlette bent cinematically to her phone and said: ‘whish-iwhishi-iwhishi-iss-isss-isss-iss.’

         Perhaps Alison Cutlette was upset that Godard had decided to leave, but she was a part of the unconquerably adverse scale of error that had brought him to Edinburgh in the first place. She continued to mumble and mutter and then it was all eyes on me again.

         ‘I’ll leave for now,’ said Cutlette—and she glared up the street for the taxi. ‘Let me know as soon as Monsieur Godard is disposed. We’ll have Festival staff return him to the airport and arrange to have the video collected. I don’t know what you’ve done here, Victor, but Godard is in Edinburgh as our guest and not yours. I won’t forget this. I won’t forget it at all.’

         I also looked up the street in hope of the taxi—but I didn’t have to wait for it if I didn’t want to. That chastening expression of Cutlette’s was a warning, a sample of what I was to be suffering for having denied her. I had rejected the shoulder—the same scapula, ball and socket that had impacted Cutlette all the way to her capstone position in the city. 68

         Bad move, I thought, standing up to the shoulder!

         But what the hell? I was enjoying my moment, and with it the random multiplication of small miracles which had led Jean-Luc Godard to my door and into an intimate relationship with my son. What better gift to give a child than an audience with the man who since the early 1960s was one of the most discussed film directors in the world—and who by 2020 was little more than a footnote in a provincial film fest like ours? Godard had said himself that he would rather feed one hundred percent of ten people with his work, than feed one percent of one million people. This is how he characterised the Hollywood approach.

         Still—Cutlette had wanted at the very least to meet Godard and shake his hand. That was her right, just as it was her duty to impress upon him her general importance in this part of the world. I had denied her this and that was not to be sneezed at. There was me accusing her of abusing her power but look what had happened. A little rebuff to Linda Suliman. A moment in the sunshine as I declined Alison Cutlette. I would never work in the arts in Edinburgh again! But much as Alison Cutlette flapped disconcertingly about her duties to the festival and its guests, I still won that battle and in that moment—and only for that moment—it felt good.
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            Contempt

         

         With that emotional rush behind me, I should have liked it better if I had been told in advance how long Jean-Luc Godard would be lying-in at my house. The way we live these days every hour is precious but it seems that purposeless waiting will never be at an end. Everyone who has worked on a film set is used to hanging about waiting for someone else, but this wasn’t a film set. It was my house and there were demands, not the least from Eddie who needed constant attention. He wanted to show me his new film, which was a slow-motion version of my brief tussle with Cutlette, followed by rather interesting photoplay of Godard. Then Eddie wanted to dig a hole in the garden, which I let him do. The hole in the earth was for a time capsule project which the people at the nursery had inspired him to take up. Eddie was to bury things in the garden, perhaps for historians in the future, the nursery had suggested. I urged him to bury the film of me skirmishing with Cutlette.

         Eddie commenced his dig and I retired to my writerly chair, and if there ever could have been said to have been one moment when I resolved to having a good old-fashioned go at finishing the Godard book, that was it. Sometime after Alison Cutlette returned to the ridiculous demesnes of her office and before the next time I saw Godard, I grabbed the moment, seized the day, took the bull by the horns, put the bullets in the gun and forcibly attacked this difficult situation with the most decision I could muster. I was back into writing time and ironically even wearing my writer’s clothes, but after Cutlette had gone, I had a chance to reflect on the completion 70of the Godard book with the man himself nearby as a form of inspiration—grace indeed.

         What a moment and what a revelation. Nobody knew how many kooks and twits before me had decided that writing a Godard book was a good idea! And yet so few of them had really met him—hence my sudden advantage.

         The problem with the book had always been research. Taking one of Jean-Luc Godard’s films, for example, let’s take Le Mepris, I knew I could track down and read at least 600 academic articles on that film alone. On top of that I could reference blogs as well as numerous chapters in numerous books which tackled the meaning and purport of that one film—and so to cover that work alone and ensure that I was saying something new about it, I would be digesting in total and competing with somewhere in the region of 1,000 articles. I’ve seen the film Le Mepris three times and I thought I might even need to see it again, but could I put Fiona through that? Could I make Le Mepris into a family event? And if I did, would my marriage survive?

         Now consider that Le Mepris was just one of the Godard films I had taken on and you can see that the task was colossal. For the completed book I would be reading somewhere in the region of 40,000 articles in order to form my own opinion. Even then I wouldn’t be sure that the opinion I had was a meaningful contribution to the extinct volcano of Godardian exposition that had stacked to a standstill in the academic libraries of the world. The only pleasure in the project to date had been writing the chapter headings for the Godard book and that had been easy, because it was essentially a list of his films. That had been a lovely hour when I was allowed to have my book and eat it. The book didn’t even have a title then but it had chapters.

         I had over time worked on the pitch for the book and had resorted to plagiarism. I had been given a week to complete the breviloquent publisher’s summary for the book, but in the end it took two months. To form the final spiel, and believing the best method to success was emulation, I finally borrowed the pitch for 71Stephen King’s The Green Mile.

         The Stephen King pitch had once read:

         
             

         

         
      ‘Set in Depression-era Louisiana, this novel / film is a prison guard’s account of events that challenge his most cherished beliefs in the place of ultimate retribution: death row.’
    

         
             

         

         After cutting and pasting this for weeks, my pitch for the Godard book read:

         
             

         

         
      ‘Accounting for all of Jean-Luc Godard’s feature films from 1959 to 2020, Victor Eaves’ Untitled Godard Book is a critic’s account of an oeuvre that challenges our most cherished beliefs concerning the place of ultimate entertainment: the cinema seat.’
    

         
             

         

         I’d sold the Godard book on the strength of those 40 words and then gone straight to Twitter to tell the world that it was coming soon.

         Happy times!

         Now, I thought, it would be easier to delete my Twitter account than edit out every time I’d mentioned it.

         
             

         

         My new book is about Jean-Luc Godard! I had tweeted.

         Can’t wait to finish #mynewbook on Jean-Luc Godard! I had tweeted.

         I’m so excited to announce my new book is on #jeanlucgodard! I had tweeted.

         Ayyyyy Check out my music playlist for my new book on #Godard! I had tweeted.

         #amwriting my new #godard #book!!! LEGEND :o I had tweeted.

         
             

         

         Of all the Twitterary self-publicists out there, I was not the worst, even though I could still get carried away—it’s easy done. Everyone was doing it, and with a few octogenarian exceptions like the one static genius in my living room, if you have something to sell you’re 72better crowing about it than not. The one person I was pleased for at least was my agent, Charles Brockden Brown. My agent will be delighted the book will be rounded off by this encounter, I thought. I was formulating better and wilder questions for Godard all the time, but that wasn’t the best of it. The best of it was the fact that when my agent called next, I’d be armed with something dynamic. I would have spoken to Godard and got a quote, a jacket quote, a nugget of something unique, and that would finish the project for me, one way or another.

         My agent Charles Brockden Brown had done a good job of keeping the Godard book alive for a long time now. Charles worked in Stirling, Scotland’s centre point, although he seemed to spend many of his weekends at a piggery he part-owned in a more remote part of the country. He sometimes took his authors for parties at the piggery to partake of what he termed his ‘carnivals of pork’ at which they dined on what they all mysteriously called ‘white-steak’. I’d never been invited to one of these carnivals—but I attributed that to my vegetarianism. Like others of his age, Charles Brockden Brown seemed overly proud of his love of bacon and tweeted sandwiches, images of chops, and had published a guide on what he called ‘pure pork awesomeness’. I was surprised to find out one day, in fact, that ‘pure pork awesomeness’—properly known as ‘pork victualling’—is an actual book genre.

         All that said, the pork never came between us, and Charles Brockden Brown was a terrific agent and although he had never sold a single word I’d written—other than the pitch for the Godard book—he remained a firm advocate of my work when he remembered who I was. When I had sold him those first chapters of the Godard book, Charles Brockden Brown didn’t notice that all I had obtained an advance upon was a list of Jean-Luc Godard films and a plagiarised pitch from a Tom Hanks / Stephen King coup de maitre. I had fluffed the list together using Wikipedia and pitched it as The Rough Guide to Godard. I’d even thrown in some other prospective titles in case he didn’t like that one—Godard for Dummies—or How to Know Godard—or maybe even Godard For You.73

         None of those titles worked and now two years had passed and all I had were a handful of unfinished chapters and no title other than—The Godard Book—or sometimes My Godard Book.

         ‘That’s great Vic,’ said Charles Brockden Brown the first time he saw my list of Godard’s films. ‘You’ve written something I can sell. We are in business Victor. We are in business.’

         And maybe that’s how it works. I’d seen stranger book deals and I knew of people who had signed for less. Two people already believed My Godard Book would materialise—being myself and my agent, and all we had to do was to keep that ball rolling. I had tried my best to make something out of the nothing I had pitched, but the more Godard movies I watched the more I realised that I’d have to present not just my thoughts on the films, but some deeper deconstruction of Godard’s idea in order to do the project justice. For two years I had been reviewing films as usual for my blog, while privately, the Godard book had been a process of falling apart as opposed to a coming together. In watching Godard’s films and watching my book collapse with them, all I had done was school myself in the absurdity of a notion of the form of the book by realising the obvious primitive motivation that underlies it. The book exists to be read, I kept thinking. But what is reading, in fact? Is it a form of watching? At least the blog was presented on a screen.

         Having reduced my project to this stupefying / stupid question, I could have left the idea of the Godard book at that. But as a writer you don’t just quit a game plan that easily—you acclimatise to failure by reconceiving it as another form of success. So I began to see how the book could become a more personal memoir and thus it was I had also reconsidered the Godard book as a novel. I might, I realised, never be able to produce a critical book on Godard and yet there needed to be something gleaned from all the work I’d done. One idea for the book, I decided, would be turning the Godard film watching marathon of the last 18 months into a novel about failing to write the Godard book. The result would be like the Godard film Détective, and also very similar in style like Masculin Feminin and Suave qui peut la vie—all Godard films which do not present a 74narrative, or even characters—just the bare mechanics of the craft. In many ways too, I reflected, these were films about failing to make films, and that would be the conceit that I would adopt. I recalled those films of the 1970s—some of them made by Godard in the 1960s—the great films about making films. Rainer Werner Fassbinder made some—Fellini made some—Truffaut made some, Wim Wenders made a few, Alain Resnais, Sidney Pollack, Robert Aldrich and Woody Allen—they all rode the cliché to the fair and stuck a peanut in its hair. If they made films about making films, I would write a book about writing a book.

         I had been loafing in my writerly chair for two hours and that was where I had got to. Alison Cutlette had long left and Godard was resting in the sitting room. My thoughts had subsided from excitement to repose but I was still coming up with interesting and individual questions for the great director and writing them down, scoring them out, and rephrasing them with the help of the French dictionary. The book I was now dreaming up was so Godardian in its own right that I was both thrilled and frightened. Thrilled at the genius but frightened at what the public would say. Hell—the public would never see it because no publisher would undertake to distribute a novel that was so Godardian as to present both real and unreal characters discussing the auteur’s failure to produce.

         ‘I am writing a novel about my failure to write a book about Jean-Luc Godard,’ I would have to say. ‘In the novel I will discuss the films of Jean-Luc Godard as I watch them in the preparation of the book. The story will be at once artificial (as I shall describe the storytelling process) and natural (as it shall progress to my tragic failure). Thus, the story will only become natural through its artificiality.’

         I would have to be crazed to phone up Charles Brockden Brown with a pitch like that. And yet one has to be bold, I thought, and one has to be brave. I searched the blog because at one point I had decided that a book was a terrible idea and that what I would do would be to publish my findings in blog format—though that hadn’t happened either.75

         Other ideas for titles leaped up and I realised that the questions would take care of themselves and that the immediate problem was that I still needed a good title.

         
             

         

         
      Godard le Fou
    

         
      100 of the Most Impressive Moments in Godard
    

         
      Godard Walks and Trails
    

         
      The Normal Person’s Guide to Godard, aka, Stuff You Already Know About Godard.
    

         
             

         

         It could yet work. Indeed, it would have to work or I would have to find a proper job. The chapters I had finished could combine with the notes I’d made and be edited into the novel with quotes from Godard inserted as appropriate. In the editing process my criticism would be placed into the mouths of various characters and best of all, I could have a go at Alison Cutlette and the people at the newspaper.

         I had therefore so far developed this pitch:

         
      ‘Set in Recession-era Edinburgh, ‘This Untitled Novel’ is a writer’s account of events that challenge his most cherished beliefs in the place of ultimate failure: the family home.’
    

         I added to that:

         
      ‘Vic’s already lost his freelance hopes at the newspaper—but if he doesn’t manage to get his Godard book completed in three days he’ll have to give his advance back—otherwise he’s TOAST!’
    

         It needed work, but that was essentially what I had. Dramatic tension and even comedy would be found, I decided, in articles of clothing. Lack of money and a busy family life had never really stopped me from achieving anything, but wearing the wrong trousers had let me down plenty. So that would go on my pitch document:

         
      ‘Not only is the hero short of money and besieged by the demands of his family but he does not know what to wear.’
    

         Realising that this two-hour writing session was nearing an end, and that I would soon have to help Eddie bury his film, I let it go at that. I almost had to stop myself from writing immediately to 76Charles Brockden Brown right then, telling him that I was ready to pitch—but I remembered that I still had no title.

         I left my writerly chair and went in search of the archaic auteur, and when I listened at the living room door I heard J-LG talking, and I guessed that he was on the phone again. I realised I hadn’t charged Godard’s laptop and sprinted in my socks to the spare room and found the plug. Then I returned and stood outside the door.

         ‘I daresay I will never write another word about this man,’ I thought as I knocked.

         ‘Yes?’ said Godard from within.

         ‘It’s Victor. May I come in?’

         ‘Come in,’ said Godard, and there I entered. Spotting first the copy of The Terminator, taunting on the table!

         Godard had been writing and had smoked a cigar in our sitting room. The air was so thick with the veil of Cohiba that it was almost like being bashed in the face with a volume of Kapital. In the two hours I’d been coming up with another list of titles that would never be employed, it looked like Godard had completed six or seven pages.

         ‘I am sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m keen to be going home.’

         ‘Would you like a lift to the airport?’ I asked.

         ‘This is not easy,’ he said, ‘but travelling has been a mistake. Someone will pick me up tomorrow and take me to Edinburgh station. Then I will take a train to Switzerland, through the tunnel and under the channel. I cannot apologise enough. I’ll enjoy the train. I’d maybe like to buy you and your wife dinner tonight.’

         ‘That’s kind,’ I said, ‘but not necessary. Are you feeling all right?’

         I can’t think why I said that, but Godard shook his head and puffed, a little disappointed.

         ‘Maybe I will film in your garden?’ he asked.

         I glanced outwith. Light tolerable. The lawn strewn with dirty plastic toys and burst footballs. Eddie patting down a hole into which I feared he’d dropped another 32-gigabyte memory card.

         ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’ll just move the kid’s stuff.’

         It was difficult going from role to role in this house. If I did 77move the toys in the garden, then I could aggrandise my role to Prop Master, or Construction Coordinator, or Production Secretary for Godard’s latest work. A person could break into art-house with that on their resumé.

         Instead, I chose to froze and I think Godard caught on.

         ‘May I impose?’ he asked. ‘I have a hotel but I have a feeling that the hotel is awful.’

         ‘Well you can stay here,’ I said.

         ‘I saw a VCR,’ said Godard. ‘Maybe I could use that? Then I will be back to Switzerland and maybe the trip to Edinburgh will not have been a waste. Possibly even good things will come of it. Though I do wish to lie down. Tomorrow a friend will pick me up from here. Could you please make some coffee?’

         I left towards the kitchen and as I approached the coffee machine I considered the word ‘tomorrow’, which Godard had uttered.

         Tomorrow, I thought—the future—that which occurs after the present. Did that mean Godard was staying the night?

         The thought was terrifying and I looked in apprehension towards our cupboards. Now came the sternest test so far—the chance to prepare my over-roasted beans into liquid black enough to relax the greatest director in all of Europe.

         Oh for some David Lynch signature brand java at a time like this!

      
   


   
      
         78
            Here and Elsewhere

         

         I shouldn’t have been so ashamed of my copy of The Terminator—it is even considered a classic in some circles. But what a vision of loneliness that DVD was sitting on the coffee table by itself. To think of all the things I could have had on display. Eric Rohmer! Jacques Rivette! Otto Preminger!

         As I angrily brewed a coupla cups of hot perk, the front door opened announcing the return of Fiona. Eddie led his mother through the house with his camera and just as I was applying the clinging mess of Lynchian ground to the paper filter, they arrived in the kitchen, where he pressed himself against my legs, straining to reach the camera as high as he could manage. I kissed Fiona and Eddie pressed in harder for a hug, also capturing the moment in the glorious medium of video.

         ‘Wow,’ I said. ‘He’s become the camera. That Cubbizoom was the best thing we ever bought him.’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Fiona. ‘He’s already using it as a surrogate for experience.’

         ‘Filming encourages creativity,’ I said. ‘Didn’t you wish you had the ability to make films when you were small?’

         Fiona looked puzzled at this so I let it go. Instead I patted Eddie on the head and he smiled.

         ‘Come on,’ I said and I picked him and moved him out of range of the hot coffee.

         ‘Daddy’s friend’s in there,’ I said to Eddie as he once more attempted the handle of the living room door. ‘Carry on with your 79digging,’ I said, indicating the garden and leading him away. ‘Looks like Lola is trying to dig up your memory card. Cats like a nice piece of turned earth. It could get messy out there. I’d be careful.’

         As Eddie departed for his spade, I turned once more towards the holiest of holies awaiting in my living room and opened the door. Quietly, tip-toeing, and as gently as a feather may land on Anne Wiazemsky’s outstretched palm on a hot day in Cannes in 1969, I landed the coffee on the occasional table at Godard’s side and closed the kitchen door behind me.

         Then I followed Fiona to the bedroom. She lowered herself to the bed and as I lay beside her I placed my hand on the bump. Definitely another boy. I felt my way around the hillock of her stomach, over the stretched maternity fabric, waiting for a kick, a dispute with the womb. But the baby was asleep, encamped within the body of Fiona. What women go through, men can only watch and wonder.

         ‘Godard would like to stay,’ I said.

         ‘The Frenchman?’ asked Fiona.

         ‘He’s actually Swiss,’ I said, ‘—but yes. There’s been a mistake. He doesn’t feel well. He says he’s not going to his hotel and that he’ll try and leave tomorrow.’

         Fiona’s eyes were closed and I watched her, very curiously. She had taken a newspaper to bed in case she was able to read, but it was no go, and the paper lay limp. There were pregnancy books by the bedside but we already knew that once the perplexities of labour and birth were underway, such guides were worthless. I’d bought the books myself, conscious of the embarrassed upswinging interrogative inflection in my voice when I’d asked for them in the bookshop. The pregnancy books had at least helped me unlearn the lifelong lumps of misinformation that had been fed by the television and the film industry—both of which portrayed birth as something women did in a matter of minutes, in the wrong position, and with full make up.

         ‘Remind me what films he’s made?’ asked Fiona.

         ‘Have you heard of Breathless?’ I asked.

         She nodded.80

         ‘Then there’s Week-end, and Alphaville—and of course there’s Bande à Parte.’

         ‘Stop,’ she said.

         My hand was on the bump, which was warm, smooth, and transmitted ample evidence of the magic of life. Merely in its aura the bump was a beautiful thing. Given Fiona’s exhaustion, I was glad it wasn’t twins.

         ‘How’s the book?’ said Fiona. ‘It must help having Godard here in the house. If it’s about him?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it’s great!’ although anyone who knows me will tell you that if I appear so excited as to require an exclamation mark after my sentences, I am covering something up.

         ‘What is it?’ asked Fiona.

         ‘I’m working on some questions and I can’t quite formulate them. I get as far as C’est quoi, exactement, la premiere concerne des cinéma nationaux, and umm—I get lost. I’m thinking about the difference between being French, or being Swiss, or being yourself. Almost as if Godard was his own country. Perhaps the idea that his output might supersede all notions of Frenchness. Or Swissness.

         ‘C’est quoi la premiere concerne des cinéma nationaux surtout entre la cinéma francaise et cinéma d’auteur?’

         Said Fiona.

         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I think so—in fact I know so. You’re right.’

         ‘Autrement dit,’ she said, ‘le cinema que nous aimons, nous les cinéphiles, c’est une cinema d’auteur.’

         ‘I think I got it,’ I said. I spoke quietly, almost in the hope that I might not be heard.

         ‘It’s brilliant that he’s here,’ she said. ‘So good for the book.’ She was drifting off.

         ‘I know,’ I said. ‘I’ve got some ideas for a novel too. If I could do for crime fiction what Godard did for crime cinema—then who knows?’

         I suddenly became aware we were talking about Godard and he was just a room away. Indeed, Godard’s laptop containing his latest video edit was on the dresser, being pumped full of my electricity! 81

         Fiona held a copy of Scotland Today in her hand and it seemed incredibly sad to me. The coloured banner rubbing blue ink into her palms announced that there was a two-page spread about a Hollywood actor—Tom Hanks if you must know—who had been mentioned by the American president. The actor, once a figure of bulk and majesty, was fading into a smudge under Fiona’s thumb. Hollywood was nothing to do with Scotland, except for the fact that we consumed their films, and so that had made this event newsworthy. It didn’t matter how we sold those papers but we all had to keep the thing afloat. I had longed for that life, writing reviews and hoping that nobody would know the difference between our pop culture stabs in the dark and actual commentary. Maybe the whole newspaper gig was dead anyway. Hardly any newspapers these days even employed a critic, but instead they all used a one to five-star rating system to explain artistic production to the world—and every time anybody questioned this, blogs were blamed, as if that meant anything.

         Why was I losing my job?

         It was because of blogs.

         And why was circulation down?

         That will be because of the blogs.

         ‘Where’s Eddie?’ asked Fiona. She was near dropping off and I realised that I was still on duty.

         ‘In the garden?’ I guessed, even though we simultaneously experienced one of those cartoon moments that I told you about. It’s the same script—we’re busy with something and we start to wonder where Eddie is. We both thereafter jumped to attention when we realised that he was going to be in the place we least wished him to be—which in this case was the private personal space of Jean-Luc Godard.

         ‘Don’t get up,’ I begged, rolling away, leaping into action and bolting the old stable door long after the fact of the horse’s withdrawal.

         I headed towards the living room to find Godard and Eddie back at Eddie’s laptop. Eddie was explaining to Godard where to put a 82cable. They had the Cubbizoom linked up and there was an image of Godard himself on the screen, photographed by Eddie. Godard turned with a smile of infantile fixation and rolled the trackpad to reveal the next shot, an image from the computer’s own camera, Godard’s old face gazing into the north-eastern eaves of the living-room ceiling.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Eddie could you please leave Mr Godard alone.’

         ‘Eddie play!’ he said, in that baby voice we adored.

         ‘It’s nothing,’ said Godard (English). ‘Watch what he can do, so simple, so regardless of style. He has technology. He presses each button like a native—like a musician.’

         ‘He’s good at pressing buttons,’ I said. I was thinking of the alarm on the stove, which had been bashed so often it had taken to bleeping in the dawn, signifying the completion of many an imaginary roast.

         ‘We imitate what we deem to be the movements of others,’ said Godard.

         That is my best translation, because at its conceptual heights, meaning can fail any of us.

         ‘Eddie, you need to have your snack,’ I interrupted.

         ‘When he looks, he looks with clarity,’ said Godard. ‘We do not expect a child to see. But he sees better than we do.’

         I glanced at Eddie’s laptop—there was the image of Godard. Never let it be said that my children’s upbringing had been dull. No matter what went wrong, Eddie would always have these moments with Europe’s foremost cineaste.

         Godard shushed me, despite the fact that I was only thinking.

         ‘Cinema is the true art of montage,’ he said to Eddie. ‘It’s the history of the West. It began thousands of years ago. It’s the relationship of things to people and things to other things, and what we have here, young boy, is the actual inheritance of Western art.’

         ‘Misser Atard is funny!’ cheered Eddie, and I smiled nervously, although Godard erupted.

         ‘Terribly good!’ he said, and he moved his fingers on the trackpad 83to close in on an image of himself. ‘You can see what Eddie does,’ he motioned to me, ‘not unlike Bresson—the early Bresson at least. He has brought together so many things that have never yet been brought together and never seemed predisposed to be together.’

         I moved closer to appreciate what on earth they were discussing. Godard had already in previous interviews declared cinema to be the final chapter in the history of western art, but this had always been brushed aside. However, at its most extreme formulation, if three-year-olds were now making moving pictures, Godard may at least have had a point concerning technological change.

         Godard switched to another image—a close up of our cat Lola champing into her bowl.

         ‘Here we will cut this with the picture of the adults, shall we?’ he asked, and Eddie eagerly agreed, taking control of the mouse and effecting the switch. ‘Two contrary images cannot be brought together,’ said Godard, ‘but it is the association which produces the idea.’

         ‘Lola is fat,’ said Eddie, and he pressed the play button in order to review the edit. In the silence which followed we watched as the images paraded, one against each other, the cat and Godard, Eddie’s toys and a shot of myself standing beside the fridge.

         ‘Look at all our house!’ said Eddie. ‘And fatty Lola eating chunks!’

         Godard nodded and swayed his hand from side to side, an appreciative motion.

         ‘Why is this so melancholic?’ asked Godard—the question addressed to me.

         ‘It’s horrific,’ I said. Eddie had strung some images together and even though they made little sense this broad exchange of snippets would suggest to others the animalist aspects of bourgeois life.

         ‘Film is melancholic because it is nearing its end,’ said Godard. ‘None of this is new, even if we imagine we are seeing something new. What is it that binds this in our minds as viewers? It is the end of endings. We are prepared to watch this because we are looking for consolation for our loss, and for the loss of the past, and for the loss of ourselves. Really, however, it is the loss of cinema. It’s the loss 84of cinema that we are mourning in watching virtually everything now. Every news article—the loss of cinema. Every episode of every mini-series—the loss of cinema. Every snippet on our cellphones—chaque petit bout—chaque petit nouvelle—the loss of cinema.’

         If I could feel anything at that point, it may well have been I thought, the loss of myself. For all my critical chat concerning the common idiolect of cultural memory, it was disturbing to see our cat’s face reducing in slow motion animal bodies which had already been rendered into paste. Godard was right—the film was melancholic and quite revolting.

         ‘Eddie needs his snack,’ I said, and I took Eddie’s hand and moved him towards the kitchen, out of reach of this discourse. The Terminator had been a good choice. What Godard had said had made sense, and that was in its own right a frightening thought. Beauty, happiness and viewing pleasure were now materially visible in everything that every smartphone filmed, because the last critical standards had been removed when the first iPhone camera had been switched on. Godard had been giving video cameras to his students since the 1980s and now he’d taken this project to its ultimate end and was educating a three-year-old, who seemed to have all of film theory available to him.

         ‘You’re very like him,’ said Godard when I had removed Eddie from the room and placed him with some biscuits at the kitchen table.

         ‘Thanks,’ I said.

         ‘He has more to offer than you however,’ said Godard.

         He must have seen my face fall. I stared at Godard. Was I going to take this from him? Was I to invite him into my house only to face the sheer impossibility of him criticising me before me family?

         ‘Can I get you anything?’ I asked. ‘How about another coffee?’

         Godard looked somewhat worsted at the idea.

         ‘Contact Linda Suliman,’ he said. ‘She is in Edinburgh and she will pick me up tomorrow.’ As Godard spoke his face once more relaxed with an inborn delight. ‘Do you mind if she comes here?’ he asked.85

         ‘Not at all,’ I said.

         ‘Good,’ said Godard. ‘She’ll be here at about eleven o’clock in the morning.’

         ‘Very well,’ I said, and I walked backwards from the room, thinking what next and coming to a halt in the doorway.

         Linda Suliman. I stood on the threshold. There would be no texting her out of the equation now. Not even any not-texting-her by mistake or pretending I didn’t have her number or making like I didn’t know who she was. I was about to retire to the kitchen and these were my thoughts, but I paused, sensing an opportunity. So far Godard and I had discussed nothing greater than the quandaries of car parking and so it should have remained. I had a stack of questions however, or at least some parts of questions, and with Eddie out of the way and Linda Suliman imminent, I would have to seize my moment. But even though this was now my chance to make an overture, my mind was blank, and all I could do was stare. I looked at him—l’homme Godard—and I imagined Linda Suliman sitting there beside him, and it suddenly occurred to me that politics was going to be my surest way. I spoke again, abruptly attempting a more intimate relation.

         ‘I have been to Palestine,’ I said. ‘Many times, in fact.’

         But Godard didn’t appear even in the slightest moved by this—a disappointment for me. Indeed, Godard chose this moment to find the view into the back garden absorbingly interesting leaving me but two options—to retreat or to raise the stakes. Realising that this might be the only chance I had to converse with him, I decided that no matter how humbling it was going to be, I was going to make sure that I would talk to the great poet of the playhouse about his own work.

         ‘I’ve seen Ici et ailleurs,’ I said.

         Ici et ailleurs is a film in which Godard, Anne-Marie Miéville and Jean-Pierre Gorin examine the parallel lives of two families, one French and one Palestinian. Throughout, Godard harangues the viewer for imagining for example, that there is a difference between some French children watching television, and the Fedayeen 86crossing a river under Israeli fire. When I mentioned the film, there was a noise from Godard, not a growl, not a hum, but a noise—and he turned to look at me which was my cue to launch.

         ‘For all the accusations of anti-Semitism that you received because of Ici et ailleurs,’ I said, ‘the film remains remarkably critical of the PLO and most critical of all of the limited public mind-set of ‘you either support Israel or you don’t’. Yet all that people remember about Ici et ailleurs are the clips of Triumph of the Will that you included, with the monstrous actor Adolf Hitler emphasising that the essential problem of film is that it’s at its most fake when it purports to show the truth.’

         I looked closely at Godard and believed in that second that I might have won an eyebrow from him. If the eyebrow had moved and then so perhaps had his interest, and he may have been about to engage me. He turned to me and his rigidity unbent as he grew more smiling.

         ‘Is that so?’ he asked.

         And the great moment had arrived! I was talking film with Jean-Luc Godard.

         ‘And Notre Musique,’ I said. ‘That film more than any other presents the Israeli / Palestine problem in calm and yet forceful terms.’

         Godard’s brow dropped and he returned his attention towards the garden.

         ‘The Israeli / Palestine problem?’ he asked.

         ‘The situation,’ I said.

         ‘And what is the situation?’ he countered sadly.

         ‘I wonder myself what the situation is,’ I said, ‘but in Notre Musique, you talk about the Palestinians one moment and then there’s this huge American Indian standing in a warehouse! It’s beautiful. But what’s it all about?’

         ‘You don’t know?’ he queried.

         I shook my head. If this was a dexterously concerted scheme for impressing the great director, it was going badly, oh so badly. Godard considered the unlighted cigar in his hand.

         ‘Well Victor,’ he began, ‘the Palestinians are Israel’s redskins. In 87America the native citizens live in State Designated American Indian Statistical Areas and say things like: ‘We paddle the same waters and hunt the same lands our ancestors did centuries ago.’ My point is that is what it will be like for the Palestinians. In 200 years you’ll drive through Hebron and there will be a fake shack and some hybrid, donkey-hide wearing character who doesn’t even have Arabic as his first language saying: ‘We are living in family groups in houses called el-mastabim like they did 250 years ago! We once had farmlands here in our country’—because they will have forgotten the name of the country so they’ll say—‘these lands’—or ‘our country’—and like the American natives, this’ll be their only business. It’s too late for anything else. Palestine has the great misfortune to have Israel as its enemy. We used to say: ‘The Palestinians are the Israeli’s Jews’ and that single sardonic statement led us to take on an entirely new path of research. Where it took us was shot / countershot. A photo of Jewish refugees in 1948 on the beach at Tel Aviv and the same photo of Palestinian refugees in the same year on the beach at Haifa—do you see?—displaced / displacers—shot and countershot. Or the fact that the Shoah is equivalent to the Palestinian Nakba. If you want to understand how this is working in real terms across the globe, then go to the cinema. When was the last time you saw a Palestinian in an American film—or heard of Palestine in an American film?’

         I tried to grab at the tail of a piece of string that might have been the memory of Palestine being mentioned as he said in an American film.

         ‘There are Palestinians in The Delta Force (1986),’ I said. ‘They kind of get shot—by Chuck Norris.’

         Godard was not laughing.

         ‘Not an example,’ he said. ‘I had in mind films in which Palestinian people may have been presented as teachers, or artists, or farmers.’

         I shook my head.

         Godard continued: ‘Such dispossession has personal symbolism for me—because I have to be a monster about it—a European monster—because it’s not all about the Palestinians. It’s about me—I am Palestine—I am Vietnam. One war has lasted as long as the 88other and is as ridiculous as the other—and I have lived through them both. I still am living through them both.’

         Godard pulled his lighter free and began to work on his cigar. I’d had my conversation and now it was time to get busy with the evening meal. Godard sat back, pulling a notebook from his pocket. He rummaged in his bag for a pen. I was amazed at how he had repaired the waste of my question with such power.

         ‘I’ll make a room up,’ I said.

         ‘That would be fine,’ said Godard. ‘That would be suitable now.’

         I waited, stunned and trying to cherish the wondrous thoughts that Godard had imparted, although in a matter of seconds they had gone. I had spoken to Jean-Luc Godard about movies and would spend the rest of my life deciding what I wished I had said in that precious moment. My language had left me and I was sure I had implied something that was not there. Pure linguistic subtlety was what was needed. True, I had mentioned Chuck Norris, certainly demonstrating my knowledge of the field, but perhaps not indicating political care. I met Fiona in the doorway, smiling at myself and then at Monsieur Godard.

         ‘J’espère que Victor s’occupe de toi,’ she said. ‘Nous ferons passer des couvertures, j’espère vraiment que vous serez à l’aise. S’il vous plaît tout ce dont vous devriez avoir besoin, même si c’est bête, je serai ravi de vous aider. J’ai entendu ta conversation. Les attitudes sociétales en Israël et en Palestine sont une source de préoccupation pour ceux qui encouragent le règlement des différends.’

         ‘Yes, yes,’ agreed Godard. ‘Don’t you think so Victor?’

         I nodded, looking at my feet, and then the ceiling, and then into the kitchen, with and I must be honest, scant idea regarding what Fiona had said.

         ‘Indeed,’ I mused. ‘So much to discuss—and so much to do. Let me get the tea on and that bed made up.’

      
   


   
      
         89
            Oh Woe is Me

         

         ‘Welcome to your last day as my client,’ said Charles Brockden Brown when he phoned me the next morning. He was driving and eating, wading through the deconstruction of a bacon roll as he travelled the motorway from Stirling.

         ‘No no no!’ I begged. ‘The book is on! I’ve nearly done it. The book is here. Godard is here! Jean-Luc Godard is here with me personally—and in person if you can believe that. So the book will be finished soon—I promise that!’

         I was preparing five breakfasts that day—Eddie, Fiona, cat, Jean-Luc Godard and myself.

         ‘What do you mean that Godard is there?’ shouted Charles Brockden Brown. He followed this with a loopy laugh. ‘The Jean-Luc Godard you’ve been promising me a book about? Is there?’

         ‘I mean that Jean-Luc Godard,’ I whispered, ‘—he’s in my house.’

         Through the earpiece of my phone came the distant turbulence of the motorway and silence from Charles Brockden Brown. It wasn’t often that I surprised him this way and his voice returned quietly from the background drumming of the road.

         ‘That’s impressive Victor.’

         ‘Yes I know,’ I said. ‘I am looking at him right now.

         In the living area, with two old starry eyes on the window, Godard was in the chair in which he had spent most of the previous afternoon. Although Godard was satisfactorily settled, Lola was not impressed as it was habitually her chair. A reef of fur trailed behind her as she waddled over to stare at Godard, but she was no match for 90his principled stance on personal space. Godard moved Lola away with his foot and she opened her mouth to make a speech of some importance, but it was at this point that she heard the chink of the cat food bowl.

         ‘What’s that chinking?’ said Charles Brockden Brown.

         ‘I’m feeding the cat,’ I said.

         Fiona walked in and inquired as to whether Monsieur Godard had passed a pleasant night and he told her that it had been exceptional, and that he hoped to leave this very day. He thanked her again in his best Francophonic terminology for being so very hospitable as to accommodate him, and she replied in kind.

         ‘Victor now listen,’ said Charles Brockden Brown. I pressed the phone into my ear and headed for the fridge. ‘I’m on my way to your house to see you,’ he said—a thought which caused me panic.

         In the climax of my exasperation I hurled a plea down the phone: ‘Don’t!’

         ‘Why not?’ he asked. ‘I’m coming to your place to meet your man Godard. I gotta see what this great guy is all about! The man—the book—you and me—it’s big league.’

         I was half in the fridge, looking for eggs, and I made a spluttering noise, suggestive of disbelief. ‘I’m sorry I can’t hear you,’ I added, hopefully.

         ‘You can’t hear me?’ he asked above the noise of his car’s own brakes, the sound of bacon being swallowed, his radio on low, the hoot of horns. ‘Video time!’ he shouted and there came an immense rushing sound which was his wiping his hands on a tissue. ‘Video time!’ he repeated.

         I closed the fridge and repaired to the counter where I cracked a couple of eggs, while my smartphone chimed my agent’s arrival in video and I touched its screen to accept his call. A second later, the clustering stems of pixels on the screen sorted to form the image of Charles Brockden Brown behind the wheel of his car, his face dramatically pink as it greeted me.

         ‘You can’t come here,’ I said. ‘We’re just all too busy just now and Godard wants to rest.’91

         ‘No,’ said my agent, ‘I’m coming to the house like it or not, Victra.’

         I glanced toward the living room, greeted only by the menace of my cat.

         The truth was that I didn’t want Charles Brockden Brown near Godard. Charles Brockden Brown had combined his Scottish Catholicism at an opportune and fashionable moment in recent years, with some international Zionism, and I had watched it happen. He had begun by lauding what he called ‘the faded force of Judaism’ and after a brave battle with common sense had united this political view with the illogical monstrosities of papistry. Suffice it to say that Charles Brockden Brown was positively pro-Israel and the absurdity of this was now highlighted by his wearing of a Star of David on his lapel—something I did not want Godard to see.

         ‘I don’t know if you want to ask your kid to leave the room while I tell you the fucking shit I’ve been shovelling this morning,’ he said. ‘Fucking shit that is intended for your doorstep mate. But Scotland Today have been after your balls for this Fenian mishap of yours.’

         ‘Eddie’s fine,’ I said. ‘He can’t hear you anyway. He’s got his headphones on.’

         ‘Well listen,’ said Charles. ‘I was about to fire you my friend, but this might save your backside. Let me just meet your Godard guy and just you leave him to me. I’ll get us a jacket quote and that’s the job done. Maybe, just maybe we can still do the book.’

         Egg mixed, cream added, I began to whisk the breakfast mix as I faced down the video image of my agent. This really was something from the future. I was cooking at my stove while speaking to my agent by video call, a technical summation of all progress. I was cooking up a book about Godard, in between splashing out another breakfast marvel. The name for French Toast in France is pain perdu, the literal translation of which is ‘lost bread’, and it was a title that I could have well used for this book—despite the fact that there was more at stake here than just lost bread. We were now dealing with the fate of cinema, as well as another nail in the coffin of the newspaper as a valid source of artistic criticism, I thought.92

         I faced up to the image of Charles Brockden Brown on his in-car camera.

         ‘You’re saying there’s trouble from Scotland Today?’ I asked.

         ‘I wish,’ declared my agent. ‘I wish it was them. But your little film review about Fenianism seems to have pissed off some important people. That’s how fucking high you’ve gone this time, Vic, you daft little squirt. They all know about you now. But don’t worry cause I’m going to tell you what to do.’

         Previously I had clung to the fancy that my honest mistake of mentioning Fenianism in a critical piece concerning a film about the Northern Ireland peace process would only affect myself and arts editor Sandra Legrand, but now it appeared that scandal was ballooning.

         ‘Victra, are you listening?’ said Charles Brockden Brown. ‘You offended everybody. You offended the director of the film, you offended the distributors. They won’t tell me and I don’t want to know. I thought you guys invented political correctness? And you’re the first to go around using the words you’re not supposed to. A mystery to me mate.’

         The butter was burning in the pan and everybody’s breakfast was on the line.

         ‘It was a mistake,’ I said. ‘I copied down something wrong.’

         ‘You’ve taken the bite out of the wrong bagel here, buddy,’ said Charles, leaning forward from the inky black of his car seat.

         I scrabbled my wooden spoon in the egg pan, frying a slice of bread. And I am just like that slice, I thought, being done on one side and then the other.

         ‘So there’s something you have to do,’ said Charles Brockden Brown, ‘and this is important Vic-baby. It comes from on high, via me, via the editor of Scotland Today, via everybody involved in this mate. I’m the one to tell you because for better or for worse I am the one who agreed to represent you.’

         ‘I wasn’t even aware there was a scandal,’ I said, my voice attempting to drift out of the conversation.

         ‘Of course there is scandal,’ said Brockden Brown. ‘But 93tomorrow it’s going to be swept under the carpet. What the fuck was I thinking?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ I said.

         The butter sizzled in the pan and into it I poured my eggy mixture, waiting for the next hands-free comment.

         ‘So,’ whispered Charles Brockden Brown. A car the colour of a parakeet flashed by beside him and he looked jealously after it. ‘Your editor at Scotland Today has told you that you are not ever to apologise for what happened because such a thing would constitute a confession of guilt and the newspaper is not guilty of anything at all, other than of letting you and your so-called honest mistakes into their offices. So this is incident is to be forgotten. It’s not going to be mentioned at any festival parties, film events, or in any other capacity, tu capisci?’

         ‘I capisci,’ I relented.

         ‘I’m glad,’ he said. ‘I’ve told this to guys like you before and they say they get it but they don’t. You’re not to mention this at all. You’re not to whisper it to your counsellor or wrap it up as a funny story on your blog. All of that is out of the question and once that’s agreed, this will all pass by.’

         ‘OK, OK,’ I repeated. ‘I hear you and I’ve got it.’

         I sighed and stirred, and something stirred within me, and yet I still suspected that this was all going to be dealt with in something that I would write one day. One has to blog about something and the outright reason or purpose of a blog is for it to print things that a newspaper would never wish to. What can I say? One’s life is one’s material online, and the embarrassment and humour of my stupid mistake was still my property.

         ‘I will be very quiet about the Fenianism incident,’ I promised again.

         ‘Let’s wait until this Scotland Today balloon has burst and everything’s quietened down,’ said Charles. ‘Then review.’

         What he meant was that once the loose ends of this scandal were tied and he had been paid, then it would be time for me to find a new agent. 94

         ‘All you need to know is that this is officially tits up,’ he barked. ‘For the meantime either you let me meet your man Godard or our contract’s terminated. Until then I’m enacting the clause that says you are not to be a douchebag! I’ll be at your house at about noon.’

         ‘You can’t come,’ I shouted. ‘Eddie’s not well!’

         Charles Brockden Brown laughed that off. This was how these guys got so far in life, by laughing everything off.

         ‘I thought Eddie got out of hospital ages ago?’ he said. ‘I am going to meet Jean-Luc Godard and I am coming round whether you like it or not! See you later mate!’

         I was about to protest but several things happened at once. Not only were the eggs ready, but Eddie had removed his headphones. Simultaneously Godard called me, and Fiona arrived. So I turned to Fiona’s picturesque grace and I realised it was time to serve the house breakfast. I whacked my smartphone off the fruit bowl and this ended the video component of the conversation. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said into the device’s microphone as I scrambled several slices of egg-soaked bread out of the pan and slid them on to our plates. ‘Breakfast’s up, I’ll call you back!’

         I could still hear the tiny voice of Charles Brockden Brown reverberating from between the granite worktop and the fruit bowl, but I didn’t care. Do phones now ever in fact disconnect?

         ‘I’ll call you back!’ I shouted, and when I turned everybody was ready for their food.

         ‘Monsieur Godard, I’m sorry about that,’ I added.

         Godard sat for breakfast, an event of quite some moment. I enjoyed it at least, and I wanted everyone to feel the same. I circled the room in a broad sweep as I took in the human statues I was about to serve. Godard had brought such gravitas to our table. Light white wings of light reflected from his thick spectacles, such as the most careful photography could never capture.

         ‘My conception of this breakfast,’ I opined, slicing a grapefruit, ‘leaves out a few important items, but the main ones are assembled here—including coffee and the now traditional pain perdu—ironically not eaten as a breakfast in France—nor Switzerland. I 95have aimed for a distinctly self-contained and domestic quality to the spread and have not had the time this morning, my apologies to my son, to cycle out and fetch the croissants. I do not I would add consider myself to be the sole author of this meal—we are all quasi-anonymous participants. But do find jam, other preserves, cereals and honey, and should you need anything more—please ask.’

         ‘Merci,’ said the others—and so it was we began the day.
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            Wind From the East

         

         There are moments of quiet in the free-for-all muddle of modern parenting. Sometimes in the morning, if it had been a particularly strenuous night of milk drinking, Eddie would have a nap after breakfast and that allowed the adults a chance to rest. This day we lucked out early, and after I’d tidied up the dirty dishes, both the hoary Godard and our young Eddie moved to find repose, and with Eddie tucked up for an hour, Fiona and I flopped on our bed. Stray light illuminated the smart wooden cot in which Eddie slept, and Fiona and I lay side by side. Godard had returned to our living room, and for that brief time the house was quiet, and it would remain so until first Linda Suliman and then Charles Brockden Brown wheeled in.

         ‘What is this mess at the paper?’ asked Fiona.

         ‘I had a strange call this morning from Charles,’ I answered. ‘He was talking about media corporations and balloons. I’m not supposed to mention the mistake I made at film events or festival parties.’

         ‘What was the review you wrote? she asked.

         ‘It was of a film by Cliona Donlon,’ I said. ‘She’s an Irish film maker.’

         ‘Was it a good review?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But my last ever review for the paper. For any paper apparently.’

         ‘So what happened?’

         Above me the roof swam in my gaze. ‘I was going to write to the 97filmmaker and apologise but I’m not to do that anymore.’

         ‘If the newspaper’s made an error then an apology is like an admission of guilt,’ said Fiona. ‘They’d have to publish your apology and if they did that then other newspapers would run it as a full story. You know what journalists are like.’

         ‘One minute they’re as thick as thieves and the next they’re at each other’s throats,’ I said. ‘At least in satirical fiction.’

         The doorbell chimed.

         Fiona turned. Moving the lump of the baby within her was a macabre formality these days and any change in posture was an effort.

         ‘I’m sure everyone will understand,’ she said.

         With a rueful look, I left the bedroom to see who it was that had rung at this most unseasonable of moments, and when I arrived at my front door, there stood the celebrated Palestinian film director Linda Suliman. She was carrying a camera and wore a professional face that I did not like. The mind is quick, and I rifled mine for all the comments I had made about Linda’s films over the course of my blogging. She was the one I had conveniently forgotten to text about Godard, but I hadn’t been banking on them already being such good friends. I had never liked her films, but the worst I had committed to binary was something along the lines of:

         
      ‘Unsure which approach to use, Linda Suliman tries a little of everything: sentimental close-ups, documentary realism, in-the-moment footage, and even animation to create an overall head-scratching tone.’
    

         ‘Linda!’ I beamed heartily.

         Linda Suliman was heroically attired in combat reliefs, which made her camera seem more like the weapon it was.

         ‘Good morning Victor,’ she said. ‘I have a text from Monsieur Godard saying he is available at your address.’

         ‘Are you filming me?’ I asked, looking into the camera’s lens. The camera appeared to be rolling—if digital data could ever be said to roll. It was my eyes that should have been rolling though. It didn’t matter what you did these days you were at some point going to feature in someone else’s documentary. The idea of the release of 98permission is an old one and the Internet asserts that every human face is forever common property.

         ‘It’s motion sensitive,’ said Linda Suliman cryptically. ‘This is the camera we use to film members of the Settlement Division,’ she said, ‘you know—religious radicals, convinced that they’re fulfilling God’s plan for history, these assholes. We set up and wait and when they move across the land we catch them every time.’

         ‘That’s amazing,’ I said.

         ‘It automatically photographs any movement,’ warned Linda. ‘Ideal for family rooms, holiday homes, caravans, outhouses and illegal military occupations.’

         I laughed like this: ‘Ha ha ha ha ha ha haaagh.’ It was effortful, to say the least.

         ‘Ok,’ I said, deadlocked in a smile. ‘Come in.’

         In the sitting room Godard had left breakfast mode. He appeared to be working, but slowly. He had drunk the cafetière to its gritty ground and had made some notes in his orderly black book. He had opened Eddie’s computer and was watching two broadcasts simultaneously, one of which streamed news from our everlasting war in Syria while another showed advertisements.

         Godard’s smile broadened when he saw his Palestinian friend.

         ‘Linda,’ he said, warmly as she lowered the camera and approached him. ‘I can’t get up,’ he added as she reached in for multiple cheek-kissing.

         ‘How are you?’ she asked, and Godard swayed his head a little and offered a noise.

         ‘Watching the war as usual,’ he said, and Linda crouched to join him.

         They both looked at Eddie’s computer as another missile went in. I’d seen that clip myself a dozen times in the last day. The repetition of the same strike with the same commentary offering the impression of unending strife. Social media had been its usual helpful self, with half of the workforce arguing that the missile strike stood for our successes in Syria, while the remainder argued that it represented our signal failures. 99

         Godard pointed. ‘On the television a wonderful scene of wealth and enjoyment is displayed, and they are coerced by it,’ he said, in French. ‘This is all your fault as a Palestinian, Linda. It is all your doing. Sit down.’

         As Linda made herself more comfortable, she removed from the chair Eddie’s favourite toy, a plastic figure called Diggerman, a squat white builder with a hard-hat. Linda held Diggerman lightly and rolled him in her palm.

         Godard glanced at me and said to Linda: ‘This is Victor Eaves the film reviewer. I am staying here for a day or two.’

         ‘We know each other,’ I said, but I took the opportunity to shake Linda’s hand as internationally as I could, slowly and with sympathy.

         ‘I know about Victor’s blog,’ she said and she let go of me and turned her attention back to Godard. Soon I would be able to casually pick up the copy of The Terminator without anybody noticing. ‘Victor has written about my films in the past,’ said Linda.

         ‘And I’ve been to Palestine,’ I announced, unsure if I had already told Godard this amazingly useful fact. If I hadn’t told him, it would at least send the message that I was on-side with regards the ills of the world.

         Linda frowned and placed Diggerman next to her camera and the three of us thought of Israeli bulldozers. Motifs are strong. In some company Diggerman may have represented the positivity of urban expansion but here, Diggerman had the three of us envisaging the rubble of Palestinian homes. I’d seen those bulldozers myself. I’d seen the rubble and the rifles as an aid-worker in my twenties. Now I was back here in the so-called west, living it up with avant garde film directors and listening to people worry about where to get a decent Café Antoccino.

         Linda tapped Diggerman up and down on the coffee table and I got the message and excused myself. I pulled the living room door gently behind me and stood still. I held my breath for several seconds and crouched so that I could listen to the conversation, although the first thing I heard was an extended coughing fit from Godard.

         ‘The young activists!’ said Godard. ‘They are appalled at the 100situation in your country. They think they are the first people to be appalled.’

         I wondered who Godard was referring to as young, and whether I was the activist he had in mind? I hadn’t gone to Palestine for my own sake. I’d gone to see the issues for myself and ended up involved in a rebuilding project.

         ‘May I film you, my friend?’ I heard Linda say. ‘It’s been so long and I want to know what you think the solution might be?’

         ‘Perhaps destruction,’ said Godard.

         Their voices vanished and there was the sound of shuffling and my furniture being haltingly moved about the room. Then there resumed some whispering that I could not make out, more coughing and suddenly, a noise of pure lunatic goodness as Godard laughed and sighed.

         ‘Playing everything to the end,’ said Godard. ‘Other than that there can be no solution.’

         There was a pause as the historical complexities unravelled and I settled myself further into the door jamb in order to better hear every word.

         ‘What can a ninety year old man do to curb genocide?’ asked Godard, quietly.

         ‘A two-state model can still work,’ said Linda, but Godard produced a long rasping noise to the effect that he did not believe this to be the case.

         ‘There will never be a Palestinian state,’ he said, all of this still in French. ‘You can’t argue with Zionism. I’m not arguing with it. There is no argument.’

         The mention of Zionism reminded me that Charles Brockden Brown was on his way and I thought of stationing myself in the front garden in order to head him off from the obvious awfulness of his butting in on this political conversation. But then, I thought, it could be interesting to see these worlds collide.

         ‘How does it play out then?’ asked Linda.

         I squeezed my ear in hard.

         ‘It plays like a game of chess,’ said Godard. ‘It takes the form of 101a game of chess with Israel as the King and the USA as the Queen. Look at the two screens I have set up—this is how it works. On the first screen as you can see we are at war with the Syrian state. But, later, Iraq will be split into three states and Syria will be ruined. Then the battle will move to Pakistan. On the second screen are advertisements for the other products of capitalism.’

         I could well imagine what Godard meant, and one didn’t need two screens to demonstrate it. War and warm clothes, currencies, kitchens and the cost of living—we were all the works of capitalism, both consumer and product, a shocking quantum state of commercial co-existence with each other and ourselves. It was at times like this I worried for our coming baby. That child was set be born as a commodity, as if the cotton panels of his crib were the walls of the wallet in which he would lie until he was old enough to be educated in the arts of humanity. It wasn’t about socialisation—animals could do that. It was about commodification. I was always telling Fiona that I wanted to raise our children as wolves, and I was half serious. Wolves at least had a social code about which they could never be hypocritical.

         ‘Find the man who lives here and ask him for some water, please,’ whispered Godard, and I shimmied quietly along the hall on my knees, standing up just as Linda exited to peer along the corridor at me. I picked up a pile of mail and pretended to leaf through it.

         ‘May we have some water please?’ Linda asked.

         ‘May we?—mais oui,’ I said, and I bowed carefully and dropped the mail.

         I ran to the fridge for a jug of Scottish tap water and returned to the living room where Godard lay on the reclining chair, pale and yet somehow engrossed in an eternal satisfaction. I bowed backwards in exit, securing the two filmmakers in our living room as quietly as if I were scared of a detonation—and then I fell once more to my eavesdropping. I crouched at the door but my eyes were on the shelf where there rested a dashboard of Godard books, none by me. Meeting Godard had inevitably resulted in my knowing less about him, although I could have written a memoir covering the 102day we had spent together and that was what I would do. This was my book and my chance—Godard and Me—better yet Godard et Moi—Moi et Godard—Fodor’s Godard—Let’s Go Godard and the winner-so-far—Godards of the Mind.

         There is a little-known part of the writing craft which involves staring into space, and standing at the bookshelf, while I was half-listening to Linda Suliman and Jean-Luc Godard, I composed another paragraph of my book, a potential paragraph at least—a paragraph that I had had the idea for. So there’s your creative process, I thought. There is your creative process in action, I thought as the doorbell rang out and I awoke from another fantastic reverie. Even as I stand here in the hall, I thought, and even as I approach the front porch to admit my agent, I am working on the book.

         ‘Hello!’ I roared. That was the way Charles Brockden Brown liked to be greeted, as loudly and as positively as was possible. There he was in all his productive splendour and I adopted a defensive posture while with his usual forceful delivery he likewise bid me a good morning and grabbed me for a hug. Charles Brockden Brown smelled of breakfast and aftershave, and even though I tried to stop him, he released himself and headed for the interiors of the house where he knew the best sport lay.

         ‘OK mate let’s get to work,’ he said as he continued onwards in a delighted rush to get to the auteur.

         ‘Please a moment—’ I said, but to no advantage. There is no point in pretending that Charles Brockden Brown could have been delayed for a single moment from his path straight to the living room and to Godard’s side. I followed him and the scent of bacon unisex to where Godard and his Palestinian friend were still debating the violence of the Near East and thought: from now on in, it has to be damage limitation, surely? Both Godard and Linda were surprised by the intrusion and stopped to look up as Brockden Brown breezed into their midst.

         ‘Here’s the great man!’ said Charles Brockden Brown, and he began shaking Godard’s hand up and down. Godard had clocked the Star of David pin instantly, and his corduroy rippled with 103surprise. It also looked like an inward fear had galled Linda Suliman and I had no doubt that the cause was the same.

         Charles sat down. He blanked Linda and began talking in mighty but hollow tones about how pleased he was to meet such a great icon—such a great iconoclast—such an iconic figure as Godard. And then he shook Godard’s hand again and looked at his phone.

         ‘It’s lunchtime,’ he said. ‘Victor why don’t you whip up some sandwiches?’ Then to Godard: ‘This guy is at this very moment writing a book about you, did you know that?’

         No sandwich maker in history ever suffered so frozen a face as I did at that moment. I watched Godard, frail and splendid man that he was. His hair was thin, but the great strands he did possess rose at curiously provoked angles, exactly as it had done in the 1960s. The irregular architecture of Godard’s clothes concealed an ancient frame, from which a raised hand indicated to me that sandwiches were a good idea. Without the interdicting utterance of any further instruction I suggested: ‘Cheese’.

         But nobody spoke and so I left and closed the door, irate at myself for not having had the strength to intervene in the process of my own downfall. I approached the fridge and held its handle for a long time before I slowly squeaked it open and began to rummage. I had everything that I needed to make sandwiches, but I still lacked some of the components crucial to a successful career in criticism.

         Cheese it was. I could make nothing more of being banished from the situation other than to satisfy myself by leaving them hungry—but I would never do that. I would make the food while they talked about films, although when lunchtime came the piqued neatness of my sandwich cutting would not be lost on them. I could photograph the sandwiches, I thought, and post those on social media. There would be traction there, something that regular people could relate to, and so after half an hour I had made the sandwiches and brewed some coffee, and I had photographed the lot. With my camera-phone arranged to capture the joy on their faces, I finally burst in to see what they were doing, saying ‘Lunch is ready!’ with a self-satisfied cheer on my lips. 104

         In my absence it looked like Godard, Charles Brockden Brown and Linda Suliman had begun filming. Linda’s camera was on a tripod and before it Charles had arranged the seats so that he was on one side, with Linda on the other, while Godard lay on the sofa between them.

         ‘Great!’ said Charles Brockden Brown. ‘Pop the sarneys there and unplug the phone. This is decent. Me and the old Frenchalicious filmie have got the Arab-cam set up and we’re having a debate!’

         I looked to Linda Suliman first, but she didn’t seem hurt by the slight. Then I looked to Godard for guidance, but he was flat out on the sofa, perfectly still and awaiting direction. Linda was angry, I could see that much, but she was concentrating on her light meter. The three of them appeared to be about to commence an important discussion, which they looked to be filming from a couple of different angles.

         ‘May I help?’ I asked and I snapped a picture when I thought they weren’t looking, and then scrutinised my phone as if it had taken the photograph by accident. ‘Oh sorry,’ I said.

         ‘You can’t be in this,’ said Linda Suliman, confirming my fears. She didn’t even wait for me to ask why. ‘When we have made the film, you may blog it. I expect you will anyway. You can say something horrible then. Until then, no. You can’t help.’

         ‘Something horrible?’ I asked, but Linda returned to her pocket light-meter, nudging its rotating sensor. I sensed something myself, and it was revenge. This was part-repayment for all the mean things I had said over the years, all the genuinely felt and long-considered crudity I had heaped on directors like herself. Taking this on board, I backed out to the kitchen where Lola was on the prowl.

         ‘I wouldn’t go in there,’ I said to her as I closed the door.

         Lola and I looked at each other. This is what it was like at the bottom of the food chain.

         From within I could hear the conversation start, and although we were counted out of it, Lola and I waited patiently in the kitchen, catching the odd word. The video rolled and the three participants in my living room talked for about an hour, and although the final 105cut of that repartee was presented with a title saying that it had been directed by Linda Suliman, people now say that this was Jean-Luc Godard’s last film. This was never meant to be the case, and films are always collaborative projects, and just because somebody’s name is in lights at the head it doesn’t mean there were not others who chipped in. Linda owned the camera and Godard structured the shoot. Godard contributed clips from his Handicam, and Charles Brockden Brown put the camera on the tripod, thus framing the film. Linda Suliman edited the film but Charles Brockden Brown says that he directed it—I know, what a nerve—when in fact it isn’t even clear if there is any direction at all, to speak of.

         Whatever the argument, it was reported across the world that hours before he died, Jean-Luc Godard made his final work, which concerned what was described as the Palestinian situation—and interestingly that is the same phrase that he called me out on. The situation!

         I don’t know whose film it was but what I will tell you is that even though I was given no credit, you can see my sandwiches clearly in each of the two camera shots. They are situated on an occasional table between the chairs, along with Diggerman and an Arnold Schwarzenegger classic.
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            Trilogue dans la capacité de la paix

         

         
            Left to right:

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN (face à la caméra)

            JEAN-LUC GODARD (tourné vers l’intérieur)

            LINDA SULIMAN (regarder du côté)

         

         
            (glitch)

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            (addressing cigar)

            You question Linda’s reality. You devalue the filmmaking process. Two images are presented to cross each other, to build a third image. It may be an image that, perhaps you do not want anyone to see? In essence, nothing has changed. People still partake of the same amount of fantastical beliefs as they did in ancient times. Except their cinema was different. Instead of believing in Amun Ra or Zeus, we now believe in Monsieur Steve Jobs or Madame Merkel. Each of us with our ideology to guide us.

            LINDA SULIMAN

            Palestine is not an ideology. Zionism, Hamas—they are ideologies.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            Feminism, that is ideology.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            Hollywood, that is ideology.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            You know as well as anybody—that the Arabs have rejected any Jewish state under any borders—anywhere at all.107

            LINDA SULIMAN

            It matters when your history begins.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            (searching bag)

            News coverage as I am sure you know, is organised on the strength of a set of institutional relationships and the news itself comes to us by virtue of filters through which the words of the news have to pass. Somebody has to decide what the news is. Somebody has to decide what history is.

            LINDA SULIMAN

            This is what my films hope to show. I hope to show the media and its relation to oppression—

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            (producing)

            Here is a still of Cary Grant and Rosalind Russell from the Hollywood comedy His Girl Friday (Howard Hawks, 1940). Just as Hollywood uses the shot and reverse shot technique, that is how the conflict is presented. Is it also how you understand it? When you look at Israel / Palestine you look at a movie and the directors of the movie are telling you a story. You have seen so much television, on your cell phone, on aeroplanes, in hotels, you never stop looking at the television, so you are not able to see what you are seeing and how you are seeing it.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            The 1947 war wasn’t even filmed. We’re supposed to be talking about history—historical fact.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            This story of the Middle East has been a fiction since biblical times. You can’t argue a world of difference between Monsieur Steve Jobs and Amun Ra. In fact, you can only argue about the technological level of the presentation of the ideas they reflect and the theological sophistication with which they are delivered. That and the intelligence of 108the people who adopt these ideas.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            If a Palestinian lives in another Arab country, that Palestinian will never get the nationality of that country. A Palestinian can be born in Syria or Egypt, and live and die there—have children in those countries—but those children will never get the Syrian or Egyptian nationality and their children’s children will never get it. It’s an Arab policy to keep the Palestinians as permanent refugees—perpetual human bargaining chips.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            Thinking has become so tangled these days. So what you find is that instead of thinking, people are pretending to think. Opinions are easy to gather. You switch on any terminal and opinions are already flooding out.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            Yeah! Social media.

            LINDA SULIMAN

            It can be of value for giving people voice.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            What is religion but a pretence at knowledge? And patriotism. What is that? It is a pretence at virtue. What is social media but a pretence at a society? Maybe even a pretence at a media?

            LINDA SULIMAN

            This in my opinion does not make Israel the enemy. Our enemy is Zionism.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            You’re just finding another sneaky way to be anti-Semitic.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            Holy fuck!

            (glitch)

            (coughs)

            (black screen)109

            (break)

            (silence)

            LINDA SULIMAN (voice)

            There isn’t any evidence these places existed other than in the books of The Bible. That is your evidence and your evidence alone.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD (voice)

            The Bible is still news.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN (voice)

            Have you set fire to that cushion?

            JEAN-LUC GODARD (voice)

            Excuse me?

            (glitch)

            (coughs)

            (interior)

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            Because even without The Bible the land is and has always been Jewish and there is no such thing as a Palestinian.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            No such thing as a Palestinian—?

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            In most senses no—and so no Palestinian cinema. Have any films changed the world?

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            A good question. Has a film ever even had a political influence? Maybe Schindler’s List. Maybe The Terminator. They are both films of fascism. Saving Private Ryan and Batman. More fascist than even The Terminator. (Plus fasciste que même Le Terminator!)

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            Now fascism!

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            Do you think I use the word fascism lightly?

            (beat)

            (coughs)

            What I think we overlook at this time—in 110our sophisticated times—is that people are not psychologically better off than they were in ancient times.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            I don’t think it helps to call Israel fascist. Then we end up arguing about fascism instead of—by the way—Arab terrorism. Nice distraction. But it allows you to avoid history.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            You know—the way we are so proud of our history even though our history has always come about at someone else’s expense. And the issue of film—the issue of culture. You could never have a religion in which people asked questions such as: ‘Why do we have to mutilate my son’s penis?’

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            (beat)

            What a question.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            Take a film like The Color of Olives, or a film like Arna’s Children. The fruit trees can be erased but the films will never be. In the case of Arna’s Children the children in the film are erased. Three of the children in that film died while resisting the Israeli army. Another committed a suicide attack in Hadera in 2001 and two of the other children were imprisoned. So, none of the children survived but the film stands.

            LINDA SULIMAN

            Meantime there are more than half a million Israeli settlers living in the West Bank, so more than any oppression or retaliation this is the single biggest obstacle to peace in the Middle East. I want to talk about that too and why it is never reported.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            (air quotes)

            ‘The films of Steven Spielberg have been banned in 14 Arab countries because of a million-dollar donation he made to Israel in 2006.’111

            LINDA SULIMAN

            When Israel came into being, 480 Palestinian villages were destroyed and the people had no choice but to leave them or die. In 1948, Menachim Begin was in charge of the military unit that killed the inhabitants of Deir Yassin. Men, women and children were are killed by this unit—while its leader went on to be Israel’s Prime Minister.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            She is correct.

            LINDA SULIMAN

            His accomplice was Yitzhak Rabin, another terrorist who went on to become Prime Minister.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            Correct.

            LINDA SULIMAN

            In fact you’ll see that Israel has established a pattern of electing war criminals to this position.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            She is correct. To look at the joins and overlaps between historical situations means a withdrawal from taking sides. I call myself a ‘Jew of the cinema’. Spielberg discovered his Jewish identity at one point—almost suddenly. The final scene in Schindler’s List in which the Schindler survivors place stones on Schindler’s grave is unambiguous. Even Claude Lanzmann took offence to that. The six million did not die so that Israel could exist.

            LINDA SULIMAN

            Why is everyone so terrified of offending Zionism?

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            For the same reason they were offended at my use of the term of Muselmann.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            As in Muslim?112

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            The term ‘Muslim’ was widely used in the concentration camps to refer to prisoners close to death from exhaustion or illness. But in the Nazi camps—where the enemies were the Jews—why did the Nazi people call the weakest and most inhuman of these Jews by the name ‘Muslim’? The question has fascinated me for nearly 50 years.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN

            You say the Nazis called the Jews ‘Muslims’?

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            For filmmakers the current war in the Middle East was born in a concentration camp on the day when a large Jewish tramp (‘un grand clochard juif’) was called ‘Muslim’ by some SS. They could have called him ‘Indian’, ‘Gypsy’ or ‘Russian’ because at that time there was no shortage of people for Nazis to look down on.

            LINDA SULIMAN

            But Muslim? What does that imply?

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            I was fortunate to be able to ask Arafat about that myself. I prepared the equipment, the camera, we started shooting and I asked Arafat: ‘What is the future of the Palestinian revolution?’ And he said: ‘I have to think about it—come back tomorrow.’ Well I came back the next day, but he didn’t. At least he was honest. During our meeting however, I told Arafat the origin of the Palestinian’s difficulties had to do with the concentration camps but he said no to that too. He said: ‘That’s their story, the Germans and the Jews.’ But I said: ‘No, you know that in the camps when a prisoner was very weak, close to death, they called him ‘Musulman’ (Muslim).’ And he said: ‘So what?’ And I said: ‘You see, they could have called him ‘black’ or any other name, but they said ‘Muslim’.

            (glitch)113

            (static)

            JEAN-LUC GODARD (voice)

            Look at this still photograph of Cary Grant and Rosalind Russell from the Hollywood comedy His Girl Friday. Shot and counter shot is basically the editing of two separate images of characters looking off-screen to imply that they are conversing with one another.

            CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN (voice)

            How does that help?

            JEAN-LUC GODARD (voice)

            This editing and method of presentation creates the illusion of narrative continuity. But it applies also to the reporting of the conflict. Text, which is written, and so is fiction, and image, which is documentary unless it is computer or otherwise manipulated, influence our perception of each.

            (glitch)

            (film resumed)

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            Here is an image of a French family watching television. Elsewhere is an image of the Palestinian people attempting liberation. Here is the noise of video games, of television, of traffic, of shopping centres, of card machines. Elsewhere are images of Gaza under Israeli missile fire, Israelis under Gazan rocket fire. We are not able to understand these as images. That is why it is goodbye to language. Showing images of the Middle East has made things worse. It has made the world take sides. Television has got the world involved in the Middle East in the worst way. Computers have made it worse. Sending instant pictures of atrocity around the world doesn’t stop people from committing atrocities. In fact, if anything it creates more atrocities, because it creates audiences for atrocities. Having instant access to atrocity has fulfilled the promise of television.114

            (glitch)

            (black screen)

            LINDA SULIMAN

            I’m just asking this. When they depict your country, or your ancestor’s country on TV or in a movie, do they depict the positive, or do they depict the negative—the poorer areas, the worst people, the negative sides of life? Things of that nature? Everyone here should answer that honestly—and there will be at least one answer for us all to work with.

            JEAN-LUC GODARD

            What is a computer if it is not an evolution of the television?

            (static)

            (end)
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            A Film Like Any Other

         

         The previous pages cover the spoken component of the film now known as Trilogue dans la capacité de la paix. Charles Brockden Brown hated that title. He wanted to call the film Three Way Switch. Not only did he prefer a simple title for what he understood as a documentary presenting solutions to the world’s most intractable political problem, but he thought that he’d been more convincing than Godard and Linda. I suspect that Charles Brockden Brown has contracted himself fairly hard into the remunerative possibilities of the film but at the moment there are other problems. One issue with releasing Trilogue dans la capacité de la paix is that as well as being

         
             

         

         (a.) only 14 minutes long and

         (b.) containing Godard as it does,

         
             

         

         distributors are put off the fact that it

         
             

         

         (c.) concerns Israel and Palestine.

         
             

         

         These brute facts signal a trio of commercial turn-offs before the curtain is even raised. Yet there must be a sufficiency of art-house aficionados out there with high principles and noble precepts enough to watch this debate, and so Trilogue will be released one day and do its bit to solve the intractable issues of the Levant.

         That’s what the Middle East needs—art-house. Mark my words. That ‘situation’ that everyone keeps talking about will not 116be solved with negotiations. The Palestinian crisis will be solved with independent film aimed at a niche market, made primarily for aesthetic reasons rather than commercial profit, and featuring unconventional or highly symbolic content.

         That was Thursday and the night was to pass easily. Charles Brockden Brown left triumphant followed by Linda an hour later. Godard played with Eddie and while they were filming together in the kitchen I swapped out the copy of The Terminator for a DVD of In A Lonely Place (Nicholas Ray, 1950). Eddie and Godard were friendlier than ever and when I returned to the stove after the switcheroo, they were chuckling at some musical Marx Brothers antics online.

         First thing the next morning, Friday, there were several calls. There was a call from Switzerland and Godard spoke to his home for about twenty minutes. Then Charles Brockden Brown called to ask us how soon he could get tapes of Trilogue dans la capacité de la paix and I sent him in the direction of Linda Suliman. The tapes, as he called them, were a memory card within the camera, and I told him that Linda had whisked them away—although I didn’t tell him that Linda had left her camera for Godard to work with and that I had popped my own memory card in and had been playing about with it in her absence. Then Charles requested that he speak to Godard and asked him in passable French about showing the film at a certain film festival—but Godard treated this idea with the utmost condescension and his words to me as he gave me the handset back were along the lines of: ‘Everything is on camera these days.’

         Well in that much Godard was correct. ‘One is like Harry Houdini these days if he can walk through life without being filmed,’ he said to me, making his own suppositious case about the nature of electronic eyes.

         As I left the room Godard was champing his gums.

         ‘It is just a film,’ he said. ‘Simply a film. Maybe we could leave it at that? Maybe we could say: it is fundamentally a film.’

         ‘I’m dropping Eddie at nursery then going to get croissants,’ I said, hoping that Godard would be happy, knowing that good food was on its way. I thought of Godard’s ‘it is just a film’ and some of 117those very long words that I had never been able to quite master as I strapped Eddie into his bouncing bike-seat.

         
      ‘C’est fondamentalement un film.’
    

         How did the French come up with these adverbs?

         I wheeled my bicycle from the house and looked up and down the neighbourhood blocks. As far as I knew there were no cameras on our street but there was a camera on the next street and it had a notice beneath it saying that it was there to prevent crime. Crime was a form of terror and terror was certainly a form of crime, so maybe Godard is right, I thought. Words are being deployed to break up meanings. The idea interested me, enough for it to become a theme for my cycle. There had never been a terror attack in Edinburgh and yet we still had the war on terror here. Somehow the connection between cameras and crime brought terror to the fore and I immediately thought of Linda’s digital camera setup in our living room. Linda’s camera had been recently connected with the crimes of the Israeli settlements and was immediately thereafter involved in recording the provocative opinions of my agent. Saying the sorts of things that Charles Brockden Brown had said was a crime, at least that is what most people thought. You can offend people by talking about Judaism, Zionism, I don’t know what. You can offend people and it is a crime, and you can go to prison for it in Scotland. Broadcasting even those educated opinions, which Charles had doubtless worked on, that was a camera-crime.

         I wheeled Eddie into the nursery and dropped him, as I did each day. Exiting, I glowered at the camera on the nursery wall which had filmed all this, and kept my head down as I made my way back through the crowd of busy mums and was once more on my bicycle.

         It was also a crime that I hadn’t been allowed to offer my own knowledge in the Godard / Suliman / Brockden Brown discussion. But I would have my moment. Nobody had mentioned El Cid (1961) in which Islam is equated fully and in no uncertain manner with violence, and in which the dialogue misleads the viewers into assuming the Christian and Muslim God are different entities entirely. I would also have dredged up both Emmanuelle in Bangkok 118(1976) and Emmanuelle Around the World (1977) which featured gangs of black-burnoosed, sabre-swinging, white-robed, gun-toting Arab slavers—and even—I might have added—the sly Arab slavers in extended scenes in Gladiator (2000) who are not much different, and according to everything I’ve read, are a fabrication. Then there’s the film Americathon (1977) which attempted to destroy every racial idea and moral dignity possible, by introducing ‘Hebrabs’, a blend of Arabs and Israelis. That was Hollywood offending absolutely everybody, including the Palestinians, who appear in swarthy aggressive hordes, and in fezzes, no less. It’s a shocking film. The Hebrabs crave ‘anything blonde’ and the Palestinians appear as beggars, cheats and rapists.

         I wondered about the motion sensor on Linda’s irresistible camera, normally a great thing for certain types of documentary, and reflected that if a crime were committed in our living room, then at least that would be captured on camera. If such a thing is switched on, I thought as I cycled to the nearest Edinburgh croissanterie, it will capture everyone who moves or speaks in the room, and that could be fascinating. Such a camera could even capture a death, I thought, and that would be something awful and beautiful, and life-changing and unwatchable—even it hadn’t been a famous person. Such was the risk I had taken by placing my own memory card in Linda’s camera and leaving it running. I confess to a frantic modern urge to collect as many web assets as possible—film—pictures—quotes—and I had nothing more in mind than filming Godard and my cat. But the fact that it was Godard whose death was filmed makes an enormous difference to the footage.

         I didn’t know it yet but that is what was happening—Godard was dying at my home. It was simple present-day curiosity and my neoteric greed for social media footage that led me to switch on Linda’s camera when I left with Eddie. It must have been some playfulness or desire to otherwise subvert the day with a few cheeky moments of espionage, but that is what I did. When I was young, in fact, all films were about spying. They were all spy films, then, so you weren’t going to leave me alone with a camera like that and not 119have me play with it. That was my excuse, although in the absence of my professional status as filmmaker, I was a voyeur and that means I literally am a spy. I had no professional reason to use Linda Suliman’s camera, but that is what I did. I switched it on before I left the house, hoping to film Jean-Luc Godard at work, maybe speaking to my cat. I wanted some immortal footage, files for my own private use, for our family treasures, something of my own.

         I was on my bicycle and I was heading for the croissant shop and these were my thoughts when I was interrupted by a phone call from Scotland Today. I had already travelled one mile from the nursery to get the most authentic croissants available to any Scots person and my phone rang, and as ever I made the grave error of responding. This time it was Sandra Legrand, the Arts Editor Herself.

         ‘Victor. I want you to come to the office. There are a couple of things to clear up about your article.’

         ‘Hi Sandra. Can it wait? I’m fetching breakfast for Jean-Luc Godard.’

         ‘I still would like you to come to the office,’ she responded.

         ‘I thought that was behind us,’ I said. ‘Charles Brockden Brown has told me what’s what and I get it.’

         ‘I need to see you for myself,’ she said.

         I waited on the main road overlooking the bright expanse of Edinburgh’s urban Meadows, one hand holding my bicycle the other pressing the phone in my ear. Sandra Legrand had a bizarre transatlantic voice that I couldn’t place. It was a perfect editorial voice for a media outlet, a cultivated or acquired version of the English language which was somehow aristocratic, while not being a vernacular typical of any location. Sandra Legrand’s voice was immediately off-putting as it straight-away took the upper hand.

         ‘The paper has to have some personal assurances,’ said Sandra Legrand finally. ‘If you could come to the office now we could have this all cleared up for good.’

         ‘A week ago I was never to contact you ever again,’ I said. ‘What’s it going to be?’

         ‘Please come in,’ she said. ‘Who knows. You may eventually be 120taken back on as a freelancer.’

         I closed my phone and looked up the Middle Meadows Drive and in the direction of the Scotland Today offices. I was sure I was being asked down to sign some sort of statement, guaranteeing my silence on the Fenian issue. I wondered about making the croissant run first but erred in favour of the newspaper and sped onwards towards the contempo architectural joys of the south side, a five-minute journey. There, I locked my bicycle to a weedy tree encased in a wrought iron cage and I stood for a moment in the eyes of the newspaper’s cameras. I walked past the security guard, the rejected mass of either the prison service or maybe a private right-wing militia—but he didn’t even look at me. Why should he? My every move was recorded on video, so in principle, he didn’t need to pay attention.

         ‘I’m here to see the Arts Editor Herself,’ I said. ‘Victor Eaves. I am expected.’

         The young woman who staffed the desk looked at her screen and pressed some keys and asked for my name, which incidentally I had just that second spoken. More keys, a little scrolling of her mouse finger and she even looked at a paper pad before she said ‘no’.

         I flicked at my phone but Sandra Legrand’s number had been blocked. I would have to sub poena phone records from the telecoms companies if I ever wanted to call her back.

         ‘Could you ring Sandra Legrand and tell her that I am here,’ I asked.

         The young woman was antagonised by this move and I glanced over to see what I had interrupted—a doodle of a unicorn. She pressed some buttons on the great banking face of her phone, and there we waited in the homeostatic air of the foyer as several despondent journalists struggled past, wincing at the light as they squeezed through the glass gates.

         ‘No answer,’ said the young woman and she replaced the receiver of her phone and turned to her colleague to whisper something.

         ‘I’ll wait,’ I said. ‘Sanrda Legrand asked me to come in. She’s the Arts Editor Herself and she said she wanted to see me.’

         And I moved myself to the foyer’s bank of seats, making 121meaningful eye contact with the hired security official as I did so.

         It’s no secret that I don’t as a rule trust law enforcement, but this is simply because every person I have ever known that is in the police has joined the profession because they want respect. I wondered if it was the same for this security guard here at Scotland Today? I eyed him up and down and wondered what he was thinking. Suddenly, I could see the scene as if it were being portrayed on screen and the cue for conflict was evident and once more the effect of shot / countershot.

         This effect, shot / countershot, is probably the most familiar device in all television and cinema and is based on the idea that audiences want to see what the character on screen is seeing. In every drama—apart from those filmed by Jean-Luc Godard—when an actor speaks, they address an imaginary spot slightly to the left of the camera. When the reply comes, the second actor, with the appropriate eyeline match, will address a similarly assumed distance slightly to the right of the camera. The overall effect created by this positioning of cameras and actors is that it appears that people are really speaking to each other. This shot / countershot works wonders in fooling viewers, and is used by nearly all television and film and has been employed since the whole show began in the early 1900s.

         Thus—the chunky two-ton security guard looks grimly to the right of camera—and I look grimly back, peering in an even-tempered funk to the left of the camera. The effect is that without us even having spoken, we are at odds.

         But why? Maybe we recreate and reinforce stereotypes without even knowing it. I would imagine that writers and filmmakers would immediately dissociate themselves from stereotyping were they to realise its implications. This particular stereotyping of the security guard was maybe like the stereotyping of Palestinians—a catastrophe that is the logical outcome of the increasing necessity for security in our lives. Nobody takes the time to see what security guards are really thinking. Nobody knows the real security guards because they’re in our lives as fixtures, like the aluminium gates and glass partitions which corral us into offices, cinemas and other 122public areas. It is unavoidable in an elite society that the society’s protectors become objectified—and yet they are still human—and they still have feelings!

         So here was shot / countershot in action. Except with just our thoughts. You know what I was thinking, and I could almost guess what the Security Guard was thinking too, as he stared blankly back at a spot slightly to the left of where I was sitting.

         
            INT. SCOTLAND TODAY ― FOYER ― MORNING.

            SECURITY GUARD (thinks)

         

         
            What I’ve noticed about working security is that people don’t like us. People see us as something in the way. I’ve always thought of myself as being a friendly person who can get along with anybody but I was in for a shock when I got this job. The reason people don’t like security officers is because we represent an arbitrary authority. We represent rules placed on people without their consent. People respect the police, because the police are expected to assert a real authority—which is the law. You get the difference? Every hour I find out that people dislike the authority we represent because it isn’t based in law but on what the property owner wishes. So if my boss says no smoking in the doorway then there’s no smoking in the doorway, even though a copper wouldn’t look twice at that. The fact that you are ‘just a security guard’ is also a pain. The thing is that popular media—and even unpopular media like this novel—tells people that security guards have no authority at all, even if they’ve been given some authority by a building owner. Look at the derogatory terms used for us. Fake Bacon, Rent-a-Cop, Mickey Mouse Patrol, Dickless Tracy—do I need to go on? Trouble is there’s no actual threat for people in the phrase ‘Security Guard’. It means they’re happy to hate you. I understand that and I try and factor that in when I’m talking to people. But people still hate me 123for being ‘The Man’, even if what they’re doing requires correction as it violates the will of my employer. I’m not even a staff member at this newspaper and I don’t qualify for anything. In fact this isn’t even supposedly my place of work. But that is just the nature of the modern day zero hours contract. I wish they would even let me use the Scotland Today gym, because I really do work here. In fact I work more hours than most of them. But I think people don’t see me as part of the team. I don’t get any respect from the public, and I expect that, but being ignored by everyone in this building is worse, especially when they basically act as if they’re better than you. I don’t know if they mean to, but they can be quite dismissive, and it’s all because they’re a journalist, or a retail account manager, or a sub editor, or a graduate media sales executive, or an intern—whom incidentally are the worst. Those interns! And all I am is a security official. They all go the gym downstairs but I work here too and I would love to go to that gym, and I would love to use the car park, but I can’t—and that is made exceptionally clear. There is even an employee car park, but I can’t even park there since I’m just a contractor! The automatic gate arm at the entrance broke about three months ago so the employees don’t even have to swipe their IDs to get in anymore and the paper is in no hurry to get it fixed—and that’s become my problem too. In fact, all parking has become my problem. We have a designated parking area for visitors, for drop offs and pickups near the main gate, and every day I go past the employee car park and I see vehicles with kids inside, and at the main gate to the car park I see people who are clearly not employed here going in. I walk into the guard shack, make relief, put my lunch box on the desk and walk out to the parking area to clear out the violators. It’s the first thing I do every day and it’s always the same conversation.124

            
                

            

            ME: Good morning, can I help you? PERSON IN CAR: No, I’m just waiting to pick someone up.

            ME: Well, if you wouldn’t mind pulling over to the visitor parking area right up front there I’d appreciate it. Thanks.

            
                

            

            Sometimes they park in the visitor area right under the No Parking signs. Other times they drive out the main gate and park in the No Parking across the road. Then you get the journalists showing up at the door or coming to the guard shack and saying: ‘My wife just phoned me and said that you yelled at her and told her she can’t come into our company car park!’ But you can’t please everyone. Maybe there is too much standing around here doing nothing, but no matter how long you work somewhere like this, people never get used to you. I still get the ‘look’ when I go into the cafeteria in uniform. I’m not even supposed to be allowed in the cafeteria either, but the cafeteria staff don’t mind. On the other hand, if I were to go into the cafeteria dressed as a pilot, people would treat me with respect and admiration, and I wonder at that sometimes. But security is a necessary evil in most people’s eyes although you have to wonder why? What are we even guarding against? Or am I just employed to look the part or to be an extra receptionist who isn’t even allowed to use the phone system? I don’t have a log on for a single computer at Scotland Today, and I can’t use the gym, or the café, or even go on the roof terrace. But I don’t complain though. The bottom line is that if you look professional and act professional, most people will treat you accordingly. However, there is that percentage of folks that you need to deal with on a whole other level. Like this guy here. Just looking at him you know he fancies himself. What is he? One of the freelancers I think. I clocked this guy early because I saw where he’d parked his bicycle. There’s a bicycle rack across the road—and yet he has to chain his bike 125to a tree, and it just mucks up the whole look of the plaza. I try not and make this job personal but sometimes some twat like this breezes in, and you feel angry for no reason. Probably because they are trying to wind you up by disobeying. What an unmitigated arse.

         

         I let fifteen minutes pass before I made up my mind to approach the desk again. During that time I may have done my best to read the security guard’s mind, but I did become more uncomfortable, and anxious for the croissants. I rose and approached the desk again, while the young woman stared across the hall, her eyes like marbles in cakes of brown putty. Upstairs I could feel the cogs of news speculating and regurgitating. Speculate / Regurgitate / Speculate / Regurgitate. I was getting the hang of this.

         ‘Hello,’ I said. ‘Could you try Sandra Legrand, please?’ I asked.

         The girl at the desk pressed the buttons and when it was over she didn’t even speak, but merely held the phone limply to one side and shook her head.

         I crossed the foyer to my seat and wished I’d brought a notepad, or a piece of paper, or a sachet of sugar, or anything that could have killed some more time.

         I considered my shoe. Samuel Johnson wrote: ‘It is by studying little things that we attain the great art of having as little misery, and as much happiness as possible.’ But Samuel Johnson never had to wait in the ante-atrium of a Scottish newspaper building, dreaming up ideas for passing the next ten seconds. I thought about trying to start a chorus of ‘Head, shoulders, knees and toes’—but no.

         Another ten minutes and I exited to the plaza. There I hid behind a tree and phoned the Scotland Today office switchboard and was lucky enough not to get the same young woman.

         ‘Sandra Legrand please. Arts.’

         ‘Who’s calling?’

         ‘It’s Victor Eaves. I’m returning her call.’

         ‘Just one moment.’126

         Then the holding began, and the discomfort brought on by Scotland Today’s piped music. The piped music curled around the tympanic membrane of my ear until I was unable to hear anything but a continuous whine. Then a loud click returned me to the real world.

         ‘She’s not at her desk. Would you like to leave a message?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said.

         I took the phone away from my ear and glanced at it. Nearly eleven a.m. The nation had lost one hour of man-work as I waited at the beck and call of the arts desk.

         ‘Hi this is Sandra Legrand arts editor at Scotland Today. I’m not at my desk right now but if you leave a message I’ll call you straight back.’

         Followed by a beep.

         During my short association with Scotland Today I had never known one single example of either anyone being at their desk or anyone calling me back. Once you were through security and inside the glass atriums of Scotland Today House, it seemed that it was everybody else’s job to chase you. I glanced across the glass frontage. There were people in there yes, but none of them were at their desks. Some were near their desks while others were sauntering around their desks. Some were even at other people’s desk—a despicable trick.

         ‘Sandra it’s Victor here. You asked me to come down to the office but I can’t get in. I’m still waiting outside. Give me a call if you get this.’

         I hung up. It would do no good. The next people that would hear that message would be digital archivists in the 22nd century who’d be going through the world’s backlog of unexamined potential terrorist messages.

         I hummed a moment away. My bicycle was attached to a tree and was easily the untidiest thing in Scotland Today Plaza. I’d make one more go.

         Back at the desk, this same poor and long-suffering woman was phenomenally pissed off to see me. I had become a pest.

         ‘Could you check Sandra Legrand again for me?’ I said.

         ‘Did you just phone?’ she asked, but I did not answer. She frowned.

         ‘She asked me to come here for a meeting,’ I said.127

         She ran her finger around a sheet of paper next to her doodle sheet. Then she compared her findings with something on a screen.

         ‘She’s definitely in the building,’ she said. ‘But she’s not at her desk. Do you have her mobile phone number?’

         ‘No,’ I said, ‘—do you?’

         ‘I can’t give that out,’ she said.

         ‘Could you maybe phone her and let her know I’m here?’ I asked.

         ‘I can’t do that,’ she said.

         I was now aware that there was somebody behind me, the guard. When I faced him, I was aware of the narrowness of his attention and I wondered which streams of thought might possibly be about to enlighten his next action if my illegality was sufficient for trouble.

         ‘Have you got an appointment?’ he asked me.

         ‘Yes I do,’ I said. ‘Sandra Legrand herself asked me to come in.’

         ‘At what time?’ he said.

         ‘Now,’ I answered.

         ‘But you’ve been here for thirty minutes,’ said the guard.

         ‘I thought it was longer,’ I replied.

         ‘What was the time of your appointment,’ he asked, and I stared plainly back, aware of the horrible trap into which I was headed. As it was now a quarter past eleven, I took away the half an hour I had been waiting and I added some more for effect and said: ‘At half past ten.’

         The guard glanced at the young woman and she knew exactly what to do. She ran her finger down her screen again. ‘There’s not an appointment here,’ she said. ‘Nothing at all this morning for you.’

         Out of hope, I glanced into the great sanctum of the Scotland Today atrium, where gracefully employable young people worked under great umbrellas, making microscopic adjustments to advertorials. I could foresee the endgame. A sick rage had enveloped my stomach and if I didn’t do something about it I really would become a terrorist. I was committing thought-crimes already. I did want to bomb the newspaper—there I’ve said it. I wanted to bomb the newspaper. What I wanted to do was drive a truck full of fertiliser, sugar and petrol right up the steps and into their atrium. I’d be screaming—like in The Wages of Fear (1953)—and the truck full of organic peroxides 128and silver fulminates would demolish the umbrellas, knock out the trees in pots and pull down the connecting bridges and stairs which were known in the building as ‘circulation spaces’. I was being watched by at least five Scotland Today cameras and I had become a terrorist.

         ‘Screw the both of you,’ I said.

         This was my canny ploy to bring the situation to a head and allow me to leave with some satisfaction, but judging from the way that young woman’s jaw dropped and the security guy tried to take my arm, there was another plan for me.

         Even though I was walking to the door, the security guy was speaking into his shoulder-mounted radio. The long-suffering young woman was staring at me in open-gobbed shock and I had the feeling that my small outburst would be blown out of proportion and that the police would be called, and I would be classed as a criminal as opposed to what I was—a much maligned victim of the media.

         There was a copy of Scotland Today on a rack at the door and it caught my eye. I thought: Why don’t they just change that paper’s name to I’m Not At My Desk Right Now and be done with it?

         Within the atrium of Scotland Today House, the security guard was on his radio and so I hastened my departure. Information can move so fast these days, I thought. I’ll probably be on the Sex Offenders Register before I’ve unlocked my bike. The pumping anger of rejection coursed through my fingers as I fumbled with the lock, while behind me I was being reported for loud sexual swearing.

         Is sexualised and derogatory swearing in the workplace grounds for sexual harassment? The answer is Yes. Sexually specific vulgarities, even if not directed at women may be actionable. I was threatening to screw them, which meant that I was probably in the eyes of the authorities planning to rape both of them. To create liability for discriminatory harassment and rape threats, the cussing has to have some additional element however, and I hadn’t cursed on any individual’s race, sex, or on any other protected characteristic. That said, a decent escheat of lawyers for the paper would still be able to prove that I had threatened sexual intercourse or other forms of sexual penetration against two separate individuals without the 129consent of those individuals. The fact that one of those individuals was not an employee of the newspaper may well act in my favour, I thought, but I would probably still be charged with the threat of recreational sex against one of them. And it was all on camera. In fact, as I jumped on my bike and cycled, I counted no less than eight cameras in the plaza. I wondered again at the fact that somehow, rapidly, recently, certainly within my memory, we had all become film stars. It made the job of the film critic most difficult. How could anyone talk meaningfully of the power of film in a world in which over five hundred hours of content were uploaded to YouTube every single minute? What hellish documentary was being formed out of my city’s own cameras, which could have a go at equalling that total? This was another film I would never see—but this is nothing to do with the Barthean rejection of the possibility of real cinema, I added to myself, and it is everything to do with crime.

         I cycled away, watched by the interested parties of the foyer, and raising two fingers, I flipped a rude gesture in their direction. Within minutes I was pedalling home again, a vague blur of an actor in the city’s video files.

         Cinema history had in those hours been made, although not in the way I might have imagined. I had not had my meeting and yet history had played its hand and written into its unwieldy documents another horrific chapter in the sprawling nameless reality of our times—for by that point in the day, the moment of my furious escape from the offices of Scotland Today—Jean-Luc Godard was already dead.

      
   


   
      
         130
            Detective

         

         Half an hour later and it was my job to call the police. As I approached the front door of my house I even had that strange feeling then—that all was not right. Fiona was at work and Eddie was at nursery, and as far as I knew, only Godard was on the premises. I had wasted an hour and a half at Scotland Today and then doubled back for the croissants, but the croissants were to tumble in slow motion to the floor when I walked into the living room, where the body of Godard lay.

         It’s best sometimes not to focus on these visual taboos, things like dead bodies. It’s not that people don’t want to see dead bodies, but propriety rolls out its own censorship and even the greatest of auteurs have been powerless in the face of it. This is why in a movie version of this sort of thing, instead of seeing a close up of the morbidly still Jean-Luc Godard, you might instead see something like the croissants falling. I knew that Godard was dead because his eyes were open and his mouth was open, but I didn’t know what to do next. The croissants did though and down they tumbled, their flakes separating as they bounced gradually on the floor. That is how I would like to describe this, I think. If I had control of the set, I would offer a quick flash of Godard’s prostrate deathform, and I’d film the background on a lock down shot with the croissants dropping from the paper bag in my hand. Then I would green screen the croissants off the same camera lock down, and in post-production tidy the two images up more effectively by identifying the shots that had no overlapping edges. Once I got that set, I could 131composite the two shots, and we wouldn’t have to stare at the dead body of Jean-Luc Godard for too long without the poignancy of the croissants falling to their crusty oblivion. As I looked away from Godard’s body, I caught myself in the mirror, and I looked so guilty, and so shocked, staring back at myself, my unshaven semi-beard shadowing my pale mandibular. I looked as unhappy as hell to see myself, and then I surveyed the floor, where lay the breakfast that no one would ever eat. Lola the cat felt differently and lazily bunted one of the croissants with her paw, while I switched off Linda Suliman’s camera and immediately called the emergency services.

         Calling the emergency services meant first of all the police, and then for courtesy, Alison Cutlette. This was her news too and if the legal authorities didn’t appreciate the significance of this passing, the cultural ones certainly would.

         I left it at that but then stopped myself and thought—Linda?

         Nah. Sometimes I just won’t share, it’s the only way that we critics can keep ahead. The death of an artist is the realm of the critic and Linda Suliman would find out and get her camera back when I chose. While I waited, the operator on the other end of the line asked if I wouldn’t mind giving CPR to the corpse, and so I pressed a few times on Godard’s chest, but almost leaped out of my skin when the body responded by jetting out the dead air in its lungs. I stepped away and cleaned up the croissant mess instead, and then for good measure, I made a close inspection of the corpse, the corpse’s pockets, and the corpse’s spectacles. Then I removed the capture card from Linda’s camera and placed it in my pocket for later.

         ‘DC Wellock,’ said the gendarme who arrived within five minutes, presenting me a warrant card. I’d never seen a warrant card before but it looked sufficiently like something from a movie to be real. He was accompanied by some medics, and in unison they began transforming our house into a crime scene. The body was examined and prodded, and I realised that I had barely said hello to it, far less goodbye, and in reflecting upon this I was prompted to take another surreptitious photograph. I might be the first to 132break this news, I thought, and therefore the first to this world-wide exclusive. I thought about beginning an article there and then, but more people were arriving, and the doorbell was ringing, and the Film Festival and others were beating a path inwards, and for no good reason I thought. Then the body of Godard was removed and I was obliged to answer a few questions, and then, I thought, that should be the show over for the day.

         But not so. I followed the body on the stretcher and when I returned to my living room there were two women from the Film Festival on my sofa—my old friend Alison Cutlette and her assistant, Bonnie Platt. Both women dropped their phones and leaped to their feet to greet me. Sandra Legrand from the newspaper, the Arts Editor Herself was arriving in our hall. She was also on a mobile phone and stood there with one long arm stretched as she made her point.

         ‘Are you the homeowner?’ asked DC Wellock.

         I looked at DC Wellock, who was frighteningly straight, and I realised I had forgotten the question he’d asked.

         The policeman had more questions for me.

         ‘Are you the homeowner?’ he repeated.

         ‘Yes,’ I said.

         This second part I directed to Alison Cutlette, who returned an anxious eyeball. I knew that look which part emblemised being caught in headlights, mixed with what resembled (but could not have been) fear.

         ‘I’m afraid Miss Your Godard has died,’ said the DC. ‘The medics have informed me five minutes ago. He has been removed to Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, but we suspect that he died peacefully in this chair. It seems that he may have phoned for assistance at 11 o’clock this morning but by the time you got here he had passed.’

         ‘I gathered that,’ I said.

         ‘He died in Victor’s house!’ stated Bonnie from the Festival and she gazed at Alison Cutlette, as if waiting for back-up. I didn’t like the fact that I may have been implicated. Her voice was shrill although her face was the common cosmopolitan tan that the elect employers 133in Edinburgh perennially hired. Bonnie played with a rope of large baubles around her neck and clutched a folder to her chest. She was charged from head to foot with shock. I was heading that way myself and to make matters worse, Godard’s body was gone but some items and personal effects remained, and these included Eddie’s computer, some Godardian jottings and an empty cigar packet.

         The policeman had a notebook also, and in there he was recording the truth, which he commenced with: ‘Could you confirm your name please?’

         I wondered if DC Wellock had caught my involuntary glance towards where Linda’s camera had been. Whatever had happened in our house and in my absence, I knew that I had caught it on video, and that if Godard had really come to that irrevocable and ultimate submission, I would have it recorded for posterity. I pretended to look elsewhere and there was an awful silence as I tried to remember my name.

         ‘Victor Eaves,’ I said. ‘Film critic.’

         Still dazzled by the awesomeness of the scene, Bonnie from the Festival said: ‘Jean-Luc Godard is dead. It’s the worst thing that could have happened! I feel so awful.’

         Bonnie hid her head behind her folder and sobbed. Her shoulders bobbed and her eyes bubbled, and a slobber rose as her baubles rocked and Alison placed an arm around her. Silence ensued before my ears distinguished the voice of Sandra Legrand saying: ‘Godard should never have been here.’

         The Arts Editor Herself was poking at Eddie’s teddy bears with her shoe, perhaps implying that due to his age and decrepitude this contact with extreme youth had somehow hastened him to his death. Actually that was not the implication. The implication was that I was a douchebagasaurus who had forgotten my own name under pressure from an authority figure.

         ‘I need all of your contact details,’ said the DC, holding aloft his notebook. ‘I’ll be in touch regarding any arrangements. The individual in question was a famous film director, I hear, so there may be considerable attention. Do you know the family?’134

         Sandra Legrand’s eyes flicked up to see what I would say.

         No,’ I said. ‘He had planned to return to Switzerland today.’

         ‘Monsieur Godard was here for the Film Festival,’ said Alison Cutlette. ‘He was supposed to be in a hotel. We didn’t feel it was the correct environment, but he seems to have been persuaded that this was the place.’

         Although PC Copper seemed happy with this story, I wondered if it were true that Godard would have thrived better in a hotel, contending with stag parties and lardy old businessmen. A general silence pervaded, during which all eyes settled once more on me. Again, my eyes caught that awful mirror, and there I stood, the pious fraud that I was.

         As DC Wellock worked the room, collecting names and email addresses, I joined with Sandra Legrand on a deeper analysis of the chair in which Godard had recently lain. I knew what she was thinking too. Sandra Legrand was thinking that for all his supposed genius, there was virtually nothing bankable about Godard. In that conniving echelon in which we cultural reporters operate, information flows with a strict destination in mind, although it always has to be powered by silver. These days every film and every book review is an infraction of journalistic ethics and pretty much a paid advertisement for the product, sanctioned by a distributor, and with fewer and fewer critics on the job, the truth of cinema is always the first casualty.

         Elegant, urbane and self-important, Sandra Legrand pocketed her phone and smiled at me with a most unlikeable fondness.

         ‘What shall we write?’ she said.

         We looked each other up and down. Scotland Today was not my favourite organisation but I was already wondering if I could get back in there with my brand-new Godard C’est Mort scoop. Already that day she had wasted my time and that was ignoring the fact that in the last weeks she had sacked me mid-article, reducing the entire apparatus of Scottish print-media film criticism by twenty-five percent in the process. I still smelled a job however.

         ‘I’ll write this up for tomorrow, how about that?’ I asked. ‘In fact I could start right this instant if you liked.’135

         Only the policeman could find nothing to oppose in this, while the others looked at each other for inspiration. From the way that Sandra Legrand regarded me, I had the impression it was me that was going to be asked me to leave. The press believe they have similar rights to the police, a granted access to places where they should not be.

         ‘I’ll be in touch tomorrow,’ said DC Wellock, and snapping closed his notebook, he shook my hand. Nobody else moved, neither Sandra Legrand nor Alison and her friend reposing on the sofa. I walked Wellock to the door, hearing the hiss of whispers commence as soon as I’d left the room.

         ‘I’m never going to be able explain this to my wife,’ I said glumly to the policeman as we arrived in the vestibule.

         ‘From what I hear it’s your job to explain it to the public,’ said Wellock. ‘From what you were saying, I gather you’ll be writing about this in the paper. So that’s handy.’

         ‘Thanks for the comfort,’ I said, and I watched the plod lumber down the path.

         The thought of myself extolling the munificence of Godard in print was still an attractive one. I hadn’t even written my Godard book but I was now going to be in demand as the critic who discovered the body of Godard. That’s what Sandra Legrand was in my house for. Indeed, the post-mortem parade was her job now, and I presumed that she would stay as long as she could to seal the death-scene and prevent other journalists from snatching the action. The whole death of Godard experience would be the property of Scotland Today and until it became uninteresting, she would, I trusted, be doing her best to keep it interesting. I tried to force from my mind the ego-fabricated nightmare image of a newspaper headed with the dreaded word EXCLUSIVE printed as it inevitably would be with Godard’s old sweet face, and my sweet young face, smaller but still prominent in a text box. All other faces would be smaller still, and these would be the faces of those erstwhile critics, auteurs and cinematics who would offer their own fond reminiscences of Godard’s uniquely impossible examples of cinema. They would do it while I looked down on them 136from higher up on the page, and in a bigger text box.

         When I returned to the sitting room, silence fell. Sandra Legrand was photographing the chair in which Godard died.

         ‘I was supposed to meet you this morning,’ I said. ‘You asked me to come to the office and I waited an hour and you weren’t there. What did you even ask me to go there? I thought you didn’t require my services anymore.’

         ‘I’m sorry about that,’ said Legrand. ‘I wasn’t at my desk. Then this came up and I got straight here.’

         ‘Well you can get straight out—’ I nearly said, but she interrupted.

         ‘May I make another call?’

         I nodded and Legrand left the sitting room for the kitchen, closing the door behind her in order to keep secret her next dark summit. That left Alison and Bonnie smiling at me as if that would be persuasion enough to have me let them stay for a few moments—but it was no go. A topic of conversation did not spontaneously suggest itself and so I decided to throw them out.

         ‘Could you two please leave?’ I asked, and although they looked at each other and then at the kitchen door, they weren’t endowed with the brass neck that Sandra Legrand possessed, and could think of no response. ‘Please,’ I said, ‘if you wouldn’t mind just waiting in the garden, I’d really like to get on with my day.’

         On hearing this and becoming aware that they weren’t going to be saved, the two pastel figures from the Festival began the lengthy process of standing up, sighing, dragging arms, straightening clothes, checking phones, digging in bags, adjusting hair, looking around the room, readjusting my cushions, putting phones on silent, reading a text and then patting their sides as if checking their legs were attached.

         ‘Don’t worry about the cushions,’ I said.

         ‘May we wait for Sandra?’ asked Alison Cutlette.

         ‘You can wait in the front garden,’ I said.

         I could sense their concern. They were being asked to leave the room in which the body of Godard had been found, a historic locale in one respect, but in every other respect my home. I had to pick 137up Eddie from nursery and Fiona would be back from work and it was my job to return this mausoleum to the form of a domestic Eden. Plus, I also wanted a chance to rifle Sandra Legrand’s handbag and I needed the young ladies out of the way for that. I knew that Sandra’s most secret treasures were concealed in that faddy black leather sacklet on Godard’s chair and I wanted to see what shameful curiosities she carried with her.

         ‘The front garden?’ said Alison Cutlette carefully, and I held out my arm to indicate the door.

         ‘Please,’ I said.

         Bonnie and Alison checked their legs again. They were now unable to avoid departure, and although I walked them to the front of the house in a leisurely fashion, I darted back to the living room and moved the chair in which Godard had died to rest against the kitchen door. This was of course so that I would not be surprised in my rummage, and it gave me an extra moment or two to myself. I flicked through Godard’s notebook, but what I had my eye on most of all was Sandra Legrand’s handbag, which I explored—and the first thing that I found in there were several of Godard’s cigars.

         ‘How dare you Sandra!’ I whispered, glancing to the kitchen door—and I pocketed one of the cigars for myself.

         The continued sound of whispers from the kitchen encouraged me to finish my search and I found some pills, some pens and a few plastic cards. There was also a folded scrap of paper:

         
             

         

         French film maker Jean-Luc Godard, who died yesterday in Edinburgh, was in the city to

         
             

         

         A paradoxical filmmaker, carrying to the utmost length that aphorism of Montesquieu’s ‘Happy the people whose annals are tiresome’

         
             

         

         Cinema’s original enfant terrible and one of the leaders of the French New Wave, a key influence on the American cinema of the 1970s and one of the few true auteurs still making movies, French film maker Jean-Luc Godard— 138

         
             

         

         I returned the scrap of paper to the bag and allowed my disappointment to float into a state of dejection. This was the thing I had most wanted to see but the thing that I also feared the most—the lying substance of our next journalistic work of art.

         Now I don’t like being too hard on the trade of journalism, but it has changed awfully since the good old days of repeat rumour / repeat rumour which was the backbone of my training in the 1990s and 2000s. What the reading public never recognises is that the person who writes the headline for an article, is a different individual from the one who writes the article itself. This is concealed from the consumers of the news, and thus you can find articles from time to time that describe events accurately in the body, and inaccurately in the head. What I had been looking for was the editorial angle, which would tone everything down and lower this complex event, and so this complex body of cinematic work, to a simple historical nod. And I had found it. Still, Godard may have died but my career could live again, and if I played it cool and wangled an assignment on the back of my knowledge of the real Jean-Luc Godard, then I may earn some of that highly sought after eternal respect.

         I moved the Godard death chair back into position and returned to the front garden where Bonnie and Alison were smoking cigarettes and laughing. I coughed, tarnishing the festive vapours of their humour, and their faces straightened as if I had been the ghost of Godard himself.

         ‘Thanks,’ I said, ‘that’s much better. Tell me. When was Godard due to appear at the Film Festival?’

         ‘It was today,’ said Alison. ‘We’re not cancelling the event, but we’ll just postpone it until next week. In fact we’re moving it to a bigger venue now he that he’s—you know—dead. Instead of the event, I’m going to ask Linda Suliman to give a talk about Godard. It’ll be the first retrospective of Godard’s life and we’ll show the video that he brought to Edinburgh. We’re ticketing it today. You can be on the guest list.’

         ‘Linda Suliman,’ I said. ‘That’s wonderful for her.’

         ‘She’s one of the best filmmakers we know,’ asserted Alison.139

         Changing the subject, I flipped back to Jean-Luc.

         ‘Have you seen a lot of Godard films?’ I asked cheerily, and the two dragged on their cigarettes and hummed a word that was not quite a yes but was certainly not a no.

         ‘I’ve seen a few,’ said Bonnie. ‘Do you think he could have been the most important French director of all time?’

         ‘Muh,’ I said, and the women looked at each other, somewhat confused. Bonnie dropped her cigarette on my path, where her foot dipped on top of it. ‘Which Godard films have you seen?’ I asked.

         ‘Just the main ones,’ she answered. ‘Which films of his would you recommend? The classics I mean?’

         ‘Hard to say,’ I responded, looking at mess on my path where the cigarette had been smeared into a black portent of ill health. ‘You should see Grandeur et décadence d’un petit commerce de cinema,’ I said. ‘For most people it would be evidence that Jean-Luc Godard is a terrible film director who has no idea of anything. His fans enjoy it though. You could probably start with some compilation clips of his best interviews, I’m sure there are a few uploaded. I’ll go inside and let the others know you’re waiting.’

         In the living room Sandra Legrand was acting fishy as if she had lost something. There was no question that she was up to no good—it was something to do with her phone but I couldn’t work out what. I saw that she had repositioned the chair, the one in which Godard had died, and that she was fidgeting about in Godard’s stuff. She’d had also picked up and bagged Eddie’s laptop, which I thought was a shame. I figured that she could enjoy that for the time being, until she worked out it wasn’t Godard’s.

         I followed Sandra Legrand to the front door, and as if she were aware of my pursuit she suddenly speeded up, moving quickly away and pressing her bag into her side, making it less noticeable that she had the laptop. She was halfway down the path and on her way to her office—though not her desk—before I sauntered into the garden to offer her a half-hearted wave goodbye. I called her name and she glanced back at me, her face its ever-surprised and scowling self. I pushed closed the front door and returned to 140the living room, where the Godard death chair waited in a glade of afternoon sunlight—and then I put on my cycling gloves and made to leave for the nursery, just as on any other day.

         I cycled straight down the path, illegally over the pavement and veered up our street. Wow—what a feeling. That I had met Godard was incredible, but I could barely describe how I felt about his dying. I had never seen a dead body before, other than in the works of Clint Eastwood. I would need to be writing about Godard’s body and writing about it fast, exploiting the dead instead of criticising the living. Even though Clint Eastwood was still mysteriously alive and bankable, I wouldn’t be writing about him anymore, nor his cinema. Nobody needs that sort of cinema explained, anyway, it just needs to be repeatedly sold. Godard on the other hand needed perpetual explanation and that was where I came in.

         I pedalled harder. Was I really going to leap into action now that Godard had gone to his reward? Yes, I was. From this point onwards, and for the benefit of my career, it was all about Godard and I would have to squeeze it for what it was worth—and as if to confirm that, my phone bleeped with a text from Charles Brockden Brown, who’d heard about the death and was making his own plans. I hoped that I’d be figuring in these plans, and was confident too that he’d be gunning to have that book back on the rails. Sad times it was for some, in terms of the death, but for the agreeably complicit press and blogging public, it was an opportunity of the sort that would have to be shared.
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            Keep Your Right Up

         

         
      
        Dear Cliona
      
    

         
             

         

         
      Dear Ms Conlan,
    

         I am the author of the recent article published in Scotland Today which reviewed your documentary, and I wanted to write and apologise for the error I made in reading the press brief, an error which was printed in the final review, and which I understand caused some upset and

         
             

         

         The hell with it. The email was sent and there was no sense in replaying it in my mind. I had my hands deep within the drum of the washing machine, although elsewhere, ructions were forming, cracks were appearing, and things were looking sticky for me as I bombarded Sandra Legrand with ideas for obituaries, comment pieces and other mortuary tributes.

         The next day was Saturday and Eddie went straight to work on his film, lining up his bears and having them form his own reconstruction of the death scene of Godard. Godard was gone but a sticky trail of peculiarities remained, as well as one or two artefacts which I would have to deal with. A further brace of deferential police employees had arrived the evening before and had removed what they believed to be all of Godard’s possessions. Although they’d been careful to check for everything they’d not been as complete as they should have been. There was a laptop on the dresser in the bedroom and it did not belong to anybody here. There were also a pair of shoes under the couch in the living room, worn black leather shoes—and they did not belong to anyone here. I was not around to argue for their collection, however, as I was busy phoning television and radio stations in an 142effort to share the grim news. By lunchtime I had only wangled two radio appearances on the back of the death of the auteur, but that was two more radio appearances than on a normal day. This would have been fine, but Alison Cutlette had managed to arrange a television appearance, which infuriated me. To get my own back, I topped all of this by writing a blog post in which I claimed that I had conducted the last Godard interview ever. While speaking on a broadcast on Radio Caledonia, I was even challenged when I repeated this claim, and I believe my voice rasped up two octaves as I intoned in a horrid falsetto my final defence on the issue: ‘Certainly I asked questions, and certainly Godard responded.’

         Based on this response, I would have argued that maybe Eddie had achieved the final interview with Jean-Luc Godard, as Eddie had asked him about the bears over breakfast. But I took the honours and flew with them.

         ‘I was the last to interview Godard,’ I said with force on Radio Caledonia. ‘As journalists we are not aware of these events as honours although it was clearly my immense privilege.’

         The morbidity of the whole thing was quite normal.

         ‘Godard created one of the largest bodies of critical analysis of any filmmaker since the mid-twentieth century,’ I said. ‘It is for this reason that we owe him a debt, even if he was a controversial figure and his work is hard to access. I believe as other critics of his work do that this is the way he wished it to be. Godard’s work was a continuing commentary on Hollywood, and it began in the 1950s and carried on right up until the day of his death, when he was working on something special with among others, the wonderful Linda Suliman.’

         Criticism is sometimes ennobled for its very shamefulness and as a perfect example, I was in fact doing my job correctly and was quoting Wikipedia, and Radio Caledonia were lapping it up. I was also dropping in adjectives to indicate that while I may not act like I was an admirer of Linda Suliman, I was damn well going to go on record as stating that she was ‘wonderful’. As a blogger, I spent my evenings cooped in the dark of my tiny study commenting on every cracked robotical comedy and action disaster flick that was going, and 143it hurt. I was determined to make up for it by foisting as much pure Godard on to the public as I could in this death window.

         ‘From Alphaville to Notre Musique and from Au bout de Souffle, to the quite wonderful Filme Socialisme, Godard has proved to be not only the voice of dissent from the hegemonic vision presented by Hollywood, but a craftsman and principled artist and even, revolutionary.’

         ‘Hegemony being the belief that one dominant view prevails in any cultural or social arena?’ asked the interviewer. Her voice had shifted to a more nervous pitch because ‘hegemony’ was a word that was strictly forbidden on the radio, and for obvious reasons. Not only did they like to keep it soft and gentle, but a keyword like that could give the game away.

         ‘I would describe hegemony as—’ I began—but with no warning there was a traffic alert, and the interview was brought to an end.

         At home and on the table before me that day was Godard’s computer and for an hour I had been searching it for evidence of the video film that he was supposed to have been bringing to Edinburgh—although it wasn’t there. There was very little on the machine as it happened, and I wondered if Godard hadn’t deleted the work himself, aware that he might not be well enough to complete it. I thought it more likely that Godard had brought this film to Edinburgh in his imagination, and that the film he had talked about did not exactly exist as we might have pictured. Godard may have simply ‘seen’ the film after his own visionary fashion and decided to ‘bring’ it to us in the most outrageously postmodern fashion of all—simply as a concept. Perhaps Godard had been talking about the film that he had made with Linda and Charles? I might never know. He might have predicted that movie or even arranged it, but either way, a mystery remained concerning the excerpt he claimed to have brought to Edinburgh. Of course, I planned to send the computer back to Switzerland, although in the meantime I was simply pleased to have it. It was a reminder of the man himself and I had the joy of engaging with his browsing history, which mostly revolved around reviews of classical music. These I noted and copied, and using my basic hacking skills, I downloaded as much of his search data as I could, along with 144any random emails that I happened to come across.

         As I closed down Godard’s machine for the final time, the telephone rang, never a pleasant experience in our house. I say that because if anyone ever had anything important to say, such as ‘buy toilet paper’ or ‘you have a job’ the message would always arrive via mobile. This was the landline and as such it normally meant bad news. So it was Alison Cutlette.

         ‘I need to talk to you about the Godard event on Friday,’ she said with the merest hint of doubt. ‘We’re going ahead with everything as planned except there won’t be an appearance by Godard. We’ve changed venue to a 400-seater and we’ll bill it as a kind of milestone happening—a celebration of Godard’s life and work. We’re also going to screen some bits and pieces he left behind—the work which we believe he intended to show at the Film Festival.’

         ‘Have you got his excerpt?’ I asked, sure that this trifling formality wouldn’t stand in their way.

         ‘We have something,’ she said guardedly. ‘We’re just watching it just now.’

         Fiona entered the kitchen.

         ‘Where’s Eddie’s computer?’ she asked.

         I waved my hand to signal that I was not be interrupted. I did however have a suggestion to make regarding where Eddie’s computer had landed.

         ‘Like everyone else,’ I said to Cutlette, ‘I can’t wait to see Godard’s final work. Have you told the ticket holders yet?’

         Told them what? That the usual mix of tedium and embarrassment would be delivered this time without the main actor? That Jean-Luc Godard’s event, which would have previously comprised about fifty fuming snobs complaining about his so-called anti-Semitism, was now a celebration, thanks to the fact that he had been good enough to die?

         ‘I wanted to ask if you had seen the footage Godard left,’ asked Alison quietly. ‘It was particularly strange. And your wife is in it.’

         I looked at the phone, quite miffed. I should have expected this and yet it was still a surprise.

         ‘It’s Godard,’ I answered. ‘He was filming around the house. He 145never stopped did he? He was making that film right up until the night before he died.’

         ‘That would explain some of it,’ said Cutlette, but she could not conceal her doubt, and she hummed into the mouthpiece for a moment before saying: ‘It’s an extremely artistic work, and I am pretty sure those who know Godard will appreciate it. I mean—I don’t know so much about him, but you can tell it’s him. You can tell it’s Godard from the critique. You even see him with a video of The Terminator at one point. He’s just holding the DVD case and staring at it. It’s amazing, really.’

         ‘I saw you on television,’ I said, not even bothering to conceal my jealousy. ‘That went well for someone who’s not seen any of Godard’s films.’

         I laughed so that this rudeness could be construed as humour.

         ‘I’ve been watching Godard round the clock,’ said Cutlette, ‘—and as you know I am an adept assimilator.’

         I slumped back, depressed at the adept assimilators of the world.

         ‘Have you seen Lettre à Freddy Buache?’ I snapped.

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Cutlette dishonestly.

         Of course, she hadn’t seen Godard’s Lettre à Freddy Buache, and she knew it fine well!

         ‘What about France/tour/détour/deux/enfants?’ I asked.

         ‘Is that even a film?’ she said—and I assured her it was. ‘It was 1978 television broadcast,’ I pointed out.

         I waited while Alison Cutlette searched for answers. Finally she said: ‘Well, a television broadcast might be hard to track down.’

         ‘I’ll see you at the event,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry. This will be remembered as the best Film Festival ever. You have done an amazing job this year, and this is just going to be the jewel in the crown.’

         ‘I hope so,’ she said.

         I returned to packaging the laptop in a foam and bubble-wrap filled cardboard box. Fiona looked in to the room.

         ‘Again,’ she said, ‘—have you seen Eddie’s laptop?’

         ‘There’s been a mix-up,’ I said. ‘This one is Godard’s. The Film Festival have got Eddie’s laptop.’146

         ‘Are you going to tell them?’ she asked. ‘We need to get Eddie’s computer back. He really wants it.’

         My mind drifted toward various possibilities, veering from the comic to the catastrophic.

         ‘I’ll get Eddie’s laptop back,’ I said, ‘but I need to send this one home to Switzerland first. That’s all I can do. I can’t give Godard’s laptop to the Film Festival. They’ll realise their mistake soon enough and come back here looking for it. It’ll be gone by then.’

         It was cruel but in the world of everyone for themselves it was a fair tactic. An audience unacquainted with the work of Jean-Luc might well see the tender and romantic film edits of Eddie’s video to be the latest incarnation of Godard’s underdog genius. I’d got the jump on them all by winning Godard’s laptop and I wasn’t sharing it. I continued my packing, justifying this, mentally assembling bits and pieces for my book, enjoying the flights of my fancy and mulling on the bombshells I’d read in Godard’s private search history—all for the benefit of my building up a portrait of the man for my study. Firm handling of the biographical material. The truth indelibly lined in my research. The Godard book was going to be definitive, the last Godard book anybody would ever need.

         Next to pack were Godard’s shoes. Looking at those loafers I had an instant desire to smell them, just to see what general effects I could identify. Here are the shoes that have sat innocent in the stalls, I smelled, soaking up the big man as he bathes in the glow of what quantity and quality of drama. The director’s shoes would have to be packed with the laptop but what would that be like to receive? Your life companion dies in a foreign country and you receive a pair of scuffed shoes in the mail from Scotland. The emotive power of such a parcel startled me.

         Meanwhile my friends at the Film Festival office were presumably watching Eddie’s latest edit and having difficulty realising that it was not the work of Jean-Luc Godard. I would let them believe this unto the last. I would even let Linda Suliman believe it because, I thought, if she did and she were exposed for it—well—we would see who was so wonderful then.
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            Made in U.S.A.

         

         The grandest of all the Edinburgh hotels is The Craigievar. Once a North British classic but now the Scottish node of an international hotel conglorporation, The Craigievar is a wedged flatiron of a building at the west end of Princes Street, reminiscent of a railway building and coming in at a towering citadel of eight storeys, never counted by me until now. It was first thing on Wednesday morning and Charles Brockden Brown was waiting for me in there. I had Godard’s laptop and shoes in my bag and I was on my way to the post office to send them to Switzerland—honest I was. I thought I’d do the meeting with my agent first, that was all. All the right things to do, maybe not in the correct order, but everything in hand. My agent wanted to talk to me about the book and I was sure that we’d be back in business, now that Godard was dead.

         Hands stuck to my trousers, I crossed the road and wondered if the kilted porters would allow me in to the Craigievar. I had never put a foot in the Craigie before and the entrance was narrow. The kilted greeter however bowed before me and smiled, and held the door open as if I were meant to be there.

         ‘Good morning sir, and welcome.’

         ‘Good morning,’ I replied, dazed by the mathematical ranks of tartan on the man.

         Within The Craigie was a large foyer and reception area, with chairs placed in pods. The chairs were for intrigue and the lighting was arranged for concealment, creating shadowy areas between the paths taken by the waiters. Charles Brockden Brown was deep 148in composition when I arrived. He was very much a part of the entranceway of the hotel with one leg flung across the other, and a crisp suit with a starched yellow kerchief poked into its top pocket. He tore out the page he was writing and floated it towards me.

         ‘Read this,’ he said.

         His handwriting was admirable:

         
             

         

         Broken words litter cinema criticism today and loom forebodingly against the horizon. A singular collection of film writers remain, some full of lamentation, calling for urgent repairs, for an immediate restoration of the old house of the silver screen. Others climb to a prominent broken pillar and in arrogant voices, explain it all away. Others are blind and stumble over the ruins not knowing what has happened.

         The Craigievar is an old-fashioned Edinburgh hotel. The waiters, you feel sure, would never offer their own opinions on Scottish Independence. The lounge is a gentleman’s paradise and the pictures on the walls are snug and opulent oils.

         Forty-two last February, Victor Eaves remains Scotland’s most vocal film blogger and to complement his decades of Internet output, he is about to see his first book published. Eaves arrives at the appointed place in The Craigievar precisely fifteen minutes before ten, six-foot-tall in his writers’ clothes, and in the mood for talking cinema.

         
             

         

         ‘What is this?’ I asked.

         Charles Brockden Brown smiled smug and smarm, as blithe as a merry wag-tail.

         ‘It’s the opening of an interview,’ he said. ‘Did you ever write any interviews for your blog?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said, shuddering at another bummer of a memory. ‘An even more ignoble form of discourse than the film review.’

         ‘Man, the film review is dead,’ said Charles. ‘They say that bad money drives good money out of circulation but it’s the same with you bloggers. You know why I could never get you a book deal Vic? Because the health of any art form can only ever be measured in pound notes.’149

         ‘Are we blaming the blogs for our stagnation again?’ I asked.

         ‘You can’t argue with the blogs,’ he said. ‘But the battle isn’t against high-end criticism or whatever the hell it is you guys produce. We should be fighting against the community that panegyrises this shit.’

         ‘The what?’

         I returned the sheet of paper to Charles Brockden Brown and lowered myself into the seat beside him. ‘Am I right in thinking that you are going to write my entire interview without even asking me what I think?’

         ‘Call it all official flummery,’ said Charles, ‘but it’s safer that way and you need an interview. Every book needs an interview. Just you try getting by without an interview. What was the first thing I ever said to you Vic? It’s not enough to just write articles. You have to sell them. Well the same applies to your book. You can write a masterpiece but without a master class in publicity, you won’t get anywhere. You will be treated as what you are—an idiotarian asshole.’

         ‘It shouldn’t be that way,’ I said, but Charles Brockden Brown chuckled. Only last week he had told me that the Godard book was off. Then Godard had died and now the greatest efforts would be made to sell the Godard book after all. And I was an idiotarian? I could see how the writers Brockden Brown agented achieved popularity. Everything was reduced to the nethermost intellectual point.

         ‘Your face has clouded over Vic,’ he said. ‘You’re thinking about them now, aren’t you?’

         ‘Thinking about who?’ I asked.

         ‘Agents and arts admins,’ he said. ‘You’re thinking about the fucking fragbaskets who control your life, aren’t you? Well Victor. This is Edinburgh, the City of Literature, and you should fucking take advantage of that.’

         ‘What about all that stuff about me never working again and my book never getting published?’ I complained.

         ‘Not a problem at present,’ he said. ‘Your book’ll shoot out any day now. It’ll be big news for a month, as big as we can make it. 150Then another spurt at Christmas and—uhh!—we’re done.’

         I read some more of the piece he had been writing.

         ‘I have to say you’ve got the interview style off pat,’ I said.

         ‘Setting,’ he said, grabbing the sheet from me and posting it within his leather folder. ‘Everyone knows that I wrote the book on the author interview. I’ve written more interviews myself than those journalingus losers that you used to call your colleagues.’

         ‘You write well,’ I said.

         Charles Brockden Brown’s writing had the savour of the press to it, and that made it yet more annoying that he should be able to master journalism without ever having worked in that field.

         ‘We call it breathless prose,’ he said, ‘and you won’t see a book on the shelves without at least five hundred words of it. The publishing process ends at the Pay Now button on Amazon, Victor. No one ever asks for their money back. Even if a book is a rubbish bomb of shitability.’

         ‘I think my book’s good,’ I said, but he snorted.

         ‘Now you have to tell me how you are doing?’ he said. ‘Are you still using the software?’

         ‘I’m doing terrible,’ I replied, and I immediately turned my attention to the ceiling. That’s a bad sign but the scale-pattern design of the skylights was pleasing. ‘Eddie was in hospital with meningitis and Fiona is thirty-three weeks pregnant. We were recovering from that and then there was this business at the paper. Then Godard. So I don’t have a job and Godard is dead.’

         ‘The silver lining is that we can get this book out,’ said Brockden Brown. ‘You need to be pleased about that. And starting now.’

         Charles Brockden Brown signalled for a waiter and I gazed at the canopy of the roof.

         ‘Awful about Godard,’ said Charles Brockden Brown. ‘And yet amazing that it happened in your house. Do you think you were the last person to speak to him?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘He must have phoned someone to ask for help. But other than that I probably was.’

         ‘Amazing,’ said Brown again. ‘So you probably were the final 151person to speak to Jean-Luc Godard face to face and you maybe even heard his very last words. We know that he called his friend in Switzerland and he told her that maybe he’d had a stroke or whatever it was. But she couldn’t call an ambulance in the United Kingdom.’

         ‘The ambulance got there fast,’ I said. ‘I called it as soon as I saw him. They made me do CPR on Godard til they got there. It was like he was faceless—I mean he was dead. And I was making these inadequate pressing motions at his chest. I had to stop.’

         Charles Brockden Brown patted my knee. ‘It was quite an adventure,’ he said. ‘And you are quite an intellect. I saw your blog post that said your next book is going to be about the effect that Hollywood has had on the global catering industry. I can’t wait. I wish I had it actually.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I would just finish the Godard book,’ he said. ‘It might help you get over it all.’

         ‘I wish I hadn’t written that,’ I said. ‘I’ll take it down. I wasn’t myself when I wrote that blog post. Rather, I was thinking aloud. I’ve been more concerned with getting ready for the new baby,’ I said. I rubbed my eyes, which were watery and sore.

         The coffee landed and I sat up to thank the waiter. As I watched the waiter slide away, I spotted a man with a colossal black folder who was standing in a distant doorway. Our eyes met and the man smiled as if he knew me, although I had no idea who he was.

         ‘How’s Write-It working out for you?’ asked Brockden Brown, his hands calmly crossed on his lap.

         ‘The software?’ I asked.

         Charles Brockden Brown nodded, expectant.

         ‘I don’t like it,’ I said. ‘That’s my input. It may be good for some people but there isn’t such a thing as a computer programme that can help you write. Maybe I wasn’t the correct person to be using professional writing software.’

         ‘I’d like all my clients to use it,’ said Brown. ‘It’s got more going for it than you might realise.’

         ‘I use pen and paper,’ I said. ‘I use sticky notes and notebooks. 152The idea of a computer programme that manages themes and ideas is too strange.’

         ‘You have to admit it’s clever,’ said Charles Brockden Brown, undeterred—but I disagreed.

         ‘It’s gimmicky,’ I said. ‘It’ll suit those writing-by-numbers guys but it’s not for me. I can keep track of what I’m doing with my Godard material and I don’t need some computer programme moving it around for me.’

         ‘Just keep using the software,’ winked Brown. ‘I’d like all my clients to use it, Victra.’

         ‘Don’t call me that,’ I grumbled, though it was not possible to keep up with every designation handed me by my agent.

         Once more I caught the eye of the man with the black folder. Charles Brockden Brown turned to follow my line of sight and spotted him also.

         ‘That’s Bob Loring from Push Media,’ he said. ‘He’ll join us in a moment.’

         I raised a weak hand to greet Bob Loring and Loring smiled but didn’t move. Whoever he was, he was obviously trained to heel at the command of Charles Brockden Brown, but in the meantime he waited in the doorway, looking as much like a secret agent as he could. I grasped my bag and felt Godard’s shoes bulging within. I had one of his cigars too.

         ‘So how about the book?’ asked my agent—and a plain, honest answer was needed.

         ‘The book,’ I repeated. The word cast my mind once more into that melting pot of worthless ideas that I’d tried to transform into prose—my Godard sketch pad for another good-for-nothing run down on the man’s films.

         ‘If you knew the sheer amount of film-viewing that has gone into this unfinished book,’ I said, ‘You’d wonder where I find the time. Then there’s the fact that even having written 90,000 words of criticism the thing still feels incomplete. For years I now have worked on the book and still no book has appeared.’

         ‘We’re in an excellent position to leap,’ said Charles Brockden 153Brown. ‘You and I Victor, we can fire the first post-mortem Godard book on to the market. We’re close enough now that either you can finish the thing or we can ghost the rest. Either way it’ll be the first Jean-Luc Godard book released post-his-ass-passing.’

         I knew that it had to come out at this meeting—but I had messing with the book awfully. The book was not complete and it never could be. The work was part encyclopaedia and was detailed with my lists and my responses to other people’s convictions. The book was part history of cinema, and that story, and Godard’s place within that was to be told with the finest, most self-effacing sympathy. In other sections of the book, I had expressed my own estimations and guesses about what Godard had done and ‘tried to do as an artist’. I now knew that like it or not, I was destined to make of his passing some cheap alluring cabaret, a picture cut rapidly at happy angles, a sympathetically caricatured Godard from his last days, a book of humour, a book of speed, a book of the noise of life, a cinematic story of agreeable screen dummies nodding appreciatively at superb double meanings.

         ‘You look like you’re dreaming,’ said Charles Brockden Brown.

         ‘I am,’ I said. ‘I think we were right to cancel the book when we did. Do you know how many books about Godard there are out there?’

         ‘I do,’ said Brockden Brown. ‘But this is going to be the first book after his death. I know you get how important that is. We can get this into bloody Tesco it’s so fresh.’

         I nodded and was happy to do so. Every day it appeared I knew more about the publishing process. Death and supermarkets were the key factors that I had been overlooking.

         ‘Victor, dude,’ said Charles Brockden Brown, leaning towards me—the very bending-in which loaned him the conspiratorial air upon which he thrived. ‘I’ve kept an eye on this project and it’s easy to see that it’s not been going anywhere. But that’s what this meeting is about.’ Charles signalled Bob Loring from Push Media. ‘It would be best if you could dissociate yourself and your problems from this process and consider the project above all else.’ 154

         I thought: my problems?

         ‘Even if you can’t finish the book,’ he said, ‘I’d like you to stay with it long enough so that you can hand on to somebody else who can.’

         ‘Who?’ I asked, now startled at the idea. I wondered about the computer software again. It was either that or himself that he had in mind. The more dispensable you are, sometimes the more useful.

         ‘It’s not a question of who,’ said Bob Loring as he pulled up a chair and sat down. I was surprised to hear that he had an Australian accent. ‘It’s a question of what!’ he added sharply.

         ‘The book’s coming out either way Vic,’ said Brockden Brown. ‘It’s not in your hands. Godard is dead and I have placed this book on a publisher’s list. The best thing to do is to have someone else finish it and get it out. Gallop it into the best seller list. A beginner’s guide to Godard is a poor idea—very poor. This is an epic volume. It will be the first major post-mortem analysis of the greatest film director of the twentieth century. We can ramp up the marketing of this book starting today.’

         ‘That’s right,’ said our new guest. ‘Bob Loring, Push Media,’ he added, and he shook my hand up and down a few times.

         ‘What do Push Media do?’ I asked and Bob Loring and Charles Brockden Brown glanced at each other.

         ‘Surprised you have to ask,’ said Bob Loring. ‘It was one of the reasons we chose the name.’

         ‘We have fifteen minutes,’ said Charles. ‘I have a list of points and so does Bob so let’s shoot through them.’

         The vigour necessary to prosecute two checklists at the same time is a thing I have never possessed, and it was in fact only lately that I had even managed to find the vigour necessary for one. If I was going to break out of blogland into bookland, I would need professionals such as the representatives of Push Media to give my work the sheen of competence that would convince the public that it was in earnest. Yet when it came to the methodical deadweight of publicity, even in these good hands I was lost.

         ‘Between you and me Bob,’ said Brockden Brown, ‘Victor is persona non grata at one of Scotland’s biggest newspapers.’155

         ‘Oh?’ Bob shot me a quizzical glance. ‘Noted. Have you made a dick of yourself online yet?’

         ‘I certainly have not,’ I answered.

         ‘And you’ve written this book?’

         ‘I’ve written most of it,’ I said.

         ‘OK,’ said Loring—and he arrested me with the gaze of a stage hypnotist. ‘Victor—for today I want you to be the book. The book is coming out and you are dedicated to writing it. You think about nothing else. I want you to get into that mind-set. You are playing the writer of the Godard book and your motivation is that the book is great and that it will be out in time for the Christmas rush.’

         ‘I’m with you,’ I said. I was putty in his hands.

         ‘You are the modern idol,’ said Bob. ‘The blogger with a book deal. You never really worked at the paper anyway, you were a freelancer, Victor. Now however you have come good. Your blog has taken off and this volume is coming out and you only wish that Godard would be here to see it,’ he said. ‘You are upset about Godard’s death but also philosophical. You’re not upset in a girly crying way—you’re sad at the loss of the man who tried to save cinema from itself. And your book is your baby and the best expression of this idea there could be. And like a baby you want the book to grow up and be very successful.’

         My pulse pounded in my ears. I scratched my head, but the sound didn’t abate. Bob Loring and Charles Brockden Brown looked like bare-faced lions. I would never even be able to shave as well as they could. I wondered what they did to achieve this effect? I had an electric razor and the most expensive disposable blades from the pharmacy, but I still looked a mess, with a misty glow of black stubble appearing in patches and nicks, with tiny tufts and dirty pores visible on close examination.

         ‘Say it,’ said Charles Brockden Brown.

         ‘Say what?’ I asked.

         ‘Say what Bob said,’ he replied.

         I tried to remember. ‘Godard saved the cinema?’ I guessed.

         ‘No,’ said Bob Loring patiently. ‘We should all be saddened at 156the loss of a man who more than anything tried to save the cinema from itself.’

         ‘OK,’ I said. ‘I am sad at the loss of a man who more than anything tried to save the cinema from itself.’

         ‘Fine,’ said Bob Loring. Fired up with the chance to mould me further into commercial material, Bob Loring pointed his pen at me. ‘What’s your favourite Godard film?’

         ‘That’s tricky,’ I said. ‘There’s one called Letter to Jane that Godard and Jean-Pierre Gorin made as a kind of press release to the Jane Fonda film they made in 1972, Tout va Bien. In the film, all they do is look at a still of Jane Fonda and talk. The basic question in the film is what role intellectuals can or indeed should play in the revolution.’

         Light faded from Bob Loring’s eyes.

         ‘That’ll be the revolution that never happened?’ he asked.

         I glanced at the great spinning door of the Craigievar which had paused to allow a film crew access to the fast-filling foyer. One man carried a boom microphone and another shouldered a television camera, while a crisp looking floor manager with a clipboard ushered along behind them. With them was a television presenter who sported an almond-shaped gob of red lipstick. After the crew had battled the doors they headed to the reception desk and were shown to a conference room.

         ‘What’s the best-known of Godard’s films?’ asked Bob Loring. ‘Which is the one that most people are likely to have heard of? His big hit?’

         My ears popped so that for another misty second the hotel, my companions and everything else cut out of my ken.

         ‘Breathless is probably his best known,’ I said.

         ‘Breathless,’ smiled Bob Loring and he wrote it down. ‘Not seen it but it sounds beezer. Now tell me—what are the key aspects of that film as it relates to European cinema and why does it stand out so much?’

         ‘Could you not look it up?’ I asked. ‘Why do you need to know this?’157

         ‘Mate,’ said Bob Loring. ‘It’s not me that needs to know this. It’s you.’

         ‘We don’t have long,’ said Charles Brockden Brown. He acknowledged the journalists that had sauntered into the hotel in their long coats, and this included a reporter I knew from Scotland Today. All of the journalists had followed the film crew into the conference room.

         ‘Let’s keep it simple,’ said Bob Loring. ‘The greatest French film director of all time is dead and he died in your house. You deeply regret that. The last words he said to you were something like ‘let cinema live’. Does that sound fair? Or what about ‘vive le cinema’?’

         ‘He was Swiss,’ I said. ‘And he would never have said that, not for anything.’

         I couldn’t keep my eyes off the reporters and television crews that were gathering. There seemed to be an awful lot of them all of a sudden. ‘Is this for a press conference by any chance?’ I asked.

         ‘Yep,’ said Charles Brockden Brown. He straightened his tie. ‘It’s beginning in five minutes and if you do one thing Victor, just mention the book. I know you look like shit and feel like shit, and all of that is excusable because you are in fact a little bit shit. And it’s part of the image so don’t worry—you look like a blogger should look mate. The important thing here is to say the book is coming out. Say that the book is finished. Say you have been privileged to know Godard and say how great he is and how important his films are. But most of all mention the book.’

         ‘You have to mention the book,’ repeated Bob Loring. ‘Charles is right about that. Say your bit about cinema and the bit about the film we were talking about, but most of all mention the book.’

         ‘The book isn’t ready,’ I said. ‘It’s all over the place.’

         ‘Don’t worry about that,’ said Brockden Brown as he stood up. ‘Every time you save something in Write-It, your computer sends a copy to my server. Technology’s great. The thing about Write-It is that the agents in our office can check the progress of all the books they’re selling. It means they don’t have to take any bullshit from writers either. If the writers decide to go off on one we’ve got the 158draft before they went do-lally. What I’m saying is I’ve got 90,000 words that are good to go.’

         ‘I don’t believe it,’ I said.

         ‘You had better believe it,’ said Charles Brockden Brown.

         Bob Loring was on his feet and he urged me to jump up too, grabbing me by the hand and pulling. I was still shrugged hard into the cushions of my chair, now fully aware that I was going to be presented to the press in a hot minute.

         ‘But I’ve been using the Write-It software for other things,’ I said.

         ‘Yes,’ said Brockden Brown. ‘I checked it out. Can’t say it was my thing, although you should have told me about it anyway. Everything you write using Write-It is optioned to us anyway. Did you know that? Although in the case of that novel you’re working on I can safely say we don’t want it. It’s crazy.’

         ‘It’s just a sketch,’ I said. ‘Are you still going to be paying me to use the software? I’m going to stop using it now.’

         ‘Are you ready to knock ‘em dead in there?’ said Charles Brockden Brown.

         I looked towards the conference room door.

         ‘Godard is dead and he died in Edinburgh,’ said Bob Loring. ‘He died in your house. It’ll be over before you know it so just answer their questions. You’ve done it before. Tell them what they want to hear, and they’ll print it with the usual variations. Mention the book a few times but not in every answer and don’t give away anything personal about Godard. Take a second to think of your answer and keep half an eye on me. When I touch my head with my finger that means THINK—and when I pat my hands together like this that means to STOP TALKING. Pat, pat, pat means STOP, STOP, STOP.’

         I got to my feet and this allowed my agent and Bob Loring to look me up and down one final time. My brow was as rumpled as my jeans, and my hair as scuffed as my shoes.

         ‘Remember mate,’ said Bob Loring. ‘The book is still coming out.’
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            Passion

         

         This was publishing. I’d seen it before. The book industry is like a stampede, it’s only a matter of who’s leading it. One hour the stampede goes one way then someone drops some barley and everyone’s flattening everything in their path to get that instead. Then there’s a lull until someone shouts out ‘Top Ten Cookbook!’ and they are off again.

         Charles Brockden Brown placed his arm around me as we walked towards the Crathie Room. In the doorway were a film crew from Tele-Arts—at least that’s what it stated on their yellow stickers. The Tele-Arts cameraperson had great flumps of breasts hanging down his sides. His camera was bigger than any of the other cameras and he himself was bigger than everything else there apart from the hotel itself. Once this mountain of a cameraperson was in the room his reporter followed with her clipboard up. She looked smart, gently and traditionally attired in clothes which invited confidence.

         ‘Alas,’ I thought. ‘Years will go by before I ever work out what to wear.’

         My shoes were awful, the worst I’d ever had. Comfy in their day but now creased, stained and the laces torn. These were my easy shoes, not my writers’ shoes, and they were certainly not press conference material. My trouser was worse. The ‘loafer’ is really the name of a type of shoe, but I had extended that moccasin construction to my hips in uncomfortable looking denim. I really had loafer trousers.

         How would Godard have defined the act of the press conference? Godard would have no doubt linked it to the other wholesaling 160wares of capitalism, and to look into this room he would have been right. Everyone looked ready to sell. Everyone looked pumped. In the doorway were a circle of journalists, and others were seated in rows. Cameras prevailed—so how could the press conference not be anything other than a pivot of the spectacle? I wondered if I would be all right when it came to my having something to say. What could I remember from Godard’s films? Something clever, a statement he’d made about the world? Had Godard said anything about press conferences? He had made an ass of himself at many press events—or made a name for himself I should say. But he looked scruffy and now I looked scruffy too, so that had to be working in my favour. Godard had ultimately always given good press conference, in fact, even unto the last—his Facetime appearance at Cannes being the ultimate jape. To think that all I wanted to do, all I had to do, all I must do, was to keep under the radar, and mention the book, and not bring any more attention to myself, this was obviously not a sign of greatness in me. But they were clear instructions at least and all I had to do was remember them for a bare half hour. At the head of the room was a table with three seats, three glasses of water, and the backdrop was blue. Where would I appear next—and with whom?

         ‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘Bathroom.’

         Charles Brockden Brown and Bob Loring exchanged glances, but I assured them I would be back. What was the state of play now with my advance on royalties? If they were going to use my 90,000 words, then maybe, I thought, I could keep that money. If I could keep the advance that would be something—more than something even—it would be a happy ending.

         ‘I’ll be as fast as I can,’ I said.

         In the Gentlemen’s Toilet Rooms of the Craigievar I dumped my easy shoes in the sink. I opened my bag and faced down Godard’s shoes. What if Godard’s shoes didn’t fit? I approached a cubicle, closed the door and sat down. Godard’s shoes didn’t fit but I squeezed into them anyway. They would have been comfortable for him, but I found lacing them made it worse, so I tucked the laces into my socks. I exited the booth and looked in the mirror. The up part was 161the same, even though I wore the shoes of Jean-Luc Godard.

         I walked funny and so I used the full length of the water closet for a practice. I hobbled the first time I crossed to the hand drier, and my phone buzzed. A text from Charles Brockden Brown:

         Be concise. Be interesting. You are the book.

         ‘Be the book,’ I thought as I scrutinised the message. Sometimes these tips and advisory comments could be of use—especially if they came wrapped in such intriguing Zen-like connotations.

         I returned to the press conference thinking ‘Be The Book’—‘Be The Book’. My easy shoes were in my easy bag and my hands were in my easy pockets. Nobody was paying attention. Most were fidgeting with cameras or tablets, phones and other recording devices, so I snuck easily in. Charles Brockden Brown’s hands were on my shoulders, which was helpful giving my walking, and he barged me (aka ‘the package’) all the way to the front.

         Alison Cutlette was at one end of the table, behind a microphone and next to her was an empty chair, my empty chair. Next to my empty chair was Linda Suliman and I began to subconsciously resist as Charles pushed me to my rest. I’d already started apologising:

         ‘Nice to see you Linda—’

         This was the woman whom my blog had dared to call an ‘ideologue’ and I still wanted to be friends. I confess that because the Internet has no editors, it does convey jealousy very well. Having received her at my house I certainly felt more kindly disposed to her in person, but we weren’t there to pal it up. It was all systems go and a voice announced: ‘Hello everyone and welcome.’

         I spotted the voice at the end of our table, a short man with oodles of grey hair which was strapped into place with a band. This Svengali like man was dressed for Cannes, not for Edinburgh, with dark glasses perched high above a striped linen suit.

         ‘Welcome,’ he continued, ‘to the press conference for Jean-Luc Godard’s visit to this Film Festival, a visit which has been sadly transformed for us because of the untimely death of our guest of honour, Jean-Luc Godard himself, may he now rest in peace, and my deepest condolences to his family. I will immediately introduce 162the people who are here at the table. First is the lady who is at the heart of cinema in Scotland, our Film Festival Artistic Director Alison Cutlette, and sitting next to her is blogger and broadcaster Victor Eaves whose book on Godard is due to be published later this year and next to Victor is Linda Suliman, Palestinian filmmaker and friend of Jean-Luc Godard, also with him this week, when he died, so sad. But I am so happy that Linda Suliman is here in Edinburgh even at such a sorrowful time, and next to her is—me!’

         Everyone applauded this funny little man, and I found myself smiling with the audience in agreement. I was delighted as I had never been called a broadcaster before and the connotations of simultaneously blogging and broadcasting were finer yet. There were many cameras running and the fact of their being trained on our table made me a broadcaster at least for the duration, I hoped. I spotted Bob Loring, standing by the door, staring at me. I tried to recall what the hand signal for shut up was, but I was sure I’d recognise it when I saw it.

         ‘Recently we announced that Jean-Luc Godard had tragically passed on the occasion of his visit to Edinburgh,’ continued the gnome, ‘and arrangements are being made in Switzerland to have him returned there. This is a seismic loss to the world of film—a catastrophic loss—something that has shocked the film world and left the film world stunned—and you could even say that cinema itself is stunned—and so to help us come to terms with this horrible loss, this most horrible of all losses, we are here today with some of the last people to have seen Jean-Luc Godard or to have spoken to him. Jean-Luc Godard was expected at this very press conference today but of course this has changed, and we will have the press conference nonetheless, and the first two questions that I will take will be from here (points) and here (points).’

         The questioner piped up.

         ‘Hello, and welcome to Edinburgh. I am Francisco Dregas from Cinema Arts Central America and I’d like to ask the festival director what impact Godard will have on the Film Festival this year, and what has been your inspiration for the festival, if you would comment 163on that please, and then I will ask Mr Victor Eaves what were his last impressions of Monsieur Godard, if you could comment on what he said and how he looked, and how he seemed to you in general. Thank you.’

         Cutlette swung into action, easy meat.

         ‘First,’ she said, ‘our condolences to Monsieur Godard’s family. This was tragic and unexpected. We are completely saddened by this. We were looking forward to Monsieur Godard’s appearance at a Question and Answer session at the Film Festival but to hear this news was devastating for everybody, and not just for us at the Festival. European cinema has lost one of its greatest exponents.’

         Bob Loring made a circle motion with his hands and this was caught by Cutlette.

         ‘Indeed,’ she said. ‘This is world cinema’s loss.’

         A buzz ran through the room, accompanied by the shutters of a few cameras. Alison Cutlette smiled bravely before she turned to me.

         ‘Your last impressions of Mr Godard, Victor?’ she asked—and it was as well she did because I had already forgotten my part of the question. I shrugged into action.

         ‘I picked up Monsieur Godard from Edinburgh airport several days ago,’ I announced. ‘We spoke on the journey. He seemed fine. But he was angry about being in Edinburgh.’

         Ears perked up, notably those of Bob Loring.

         ‘Angry?’ said two of the press crew at once.

         ‘I think he considered the trip a mistake,’ I said.

         ‘What gives you that idea?’ shouted someone from the side.

         Our host pressed his lips to the microphone.

         ‘Would the questioners please await introduction from myself and then please announce themselves before speaking and please no speaking at the same time as any other person. Thank you. You were saying now.’

         I had no idea or not if I had been speaking, or if it was my turn to go again and I was glancing between the emcee and Bob Loring. Bob Loring had a finger up.164

         ‘Richard Logan, UK Arts Channel,’ said a journalist out of nowhere. ‘I’d like to ask Mr Eaves what he felt Jean-Luc Godard was angry about the day he arrived in Edinburgh and if I could have your impressions of him that day, Mr Eaves, and what his statements were about Edinburgh in general. And then might I ask why Mr Eaves thinks Jean-Luc Godard wanted to return to Switzerland without fulfilling his festival obligations.’

         My turn to speak now, definitely. I faced a room of busy-looking people, now busy waiting for me. There were microphones everywhere, more microphones than there were people. I thought about how sore my feet were in those shoes of Godard’s and yet I tried not to shift them, almost as if that would give the game away. Bob Loring was relaxed which meant I was good to go.

         ‘Monsieur Eaves?’ prompted the gnome.

         ‘I picked up Jean-Luc Godard from the airport,’ I repeated. ‘I thought that he was certainly tired, and it was unfortunate that he was alone. And you know the thing—travel. Nobody likes it. Getting in and out of cars. Film Festivals. Meeting people. Maybe that’s just a personal opinion?’

         Bob Loring rolled his wrists. Continue. He raised an eyebrow and I understood what he meant: continue with caution.

         ‘Godard talked about sport,’ I said. Again the pain in my feet. I tried to picture Godard in the back seat of my car, and I remembered that day. It hadn’t been so long ago and yet as I worked my way through the memory there was just a sadness and no formed anecdotes. Could I talk about the roadworks? Because that had been a thing. I tried to picture what had been in the car boot that day, or what was in the cup holder, or which films we talked about, anything. And then I remembered what it was about public speaking was that everybody feared—it was having nothing to say. Yes, that was definitely it. I stared sadly into my crotch.

         ‘We talked about sport,’ I said.

         ‘How will Godard be remembered?’ asked the same journalist.

         Cutlette cleared her throat. ‘He’ll be remembered—primarily—as a film maker,’ she said. ‘But he will also be remembered as an 165inspiration to all of us in the industry.’

         I glanced up at that one. I had never thought of Cutlette as having any connection to the film industry.

         ‘Sorry—explain?’ asked the journalist.

         ‘Godard influenced so many people,’ said Alison Cutlette, ‘but it wasn’t just people he touched. Godard influenced cinema. Therefore anyone who makes a film is influenced by Godard whether they know it or not. Godard has left a shadow on the movie industry. We are incredibly thrilled to be showing his last ever film at a special event on Friday.’

         We panellists paused, and the pause imparted the profundity necessary to temper the inspirational timing of her announcement. How had she managed to slip in that plug for her screening?

         ‘So, you have the last Godard film?’ said someone while the same was repeated from several others: ‘You have Godard’s last film?’

         ‘We have two films,’ said Linda Suliman. ‘We have a film that Godard made the day before he died with myself and Victor’s agent, Charles Brockden Brown—and we have a short video that Godard completed here in Edinburgh and that he wanted to show to the Film Festival.’

         ‘And the Festival are indeed showing it,’ said Alison Cutlette. ‘There will be a special event this Friday afternoon, so please do mention that in your coverage.’

         Positive glances were exchanged across the room, so job done there, I thought. I could tell from Bob Loring that it was job done there. The plug had been placed, proof perfect that Alison and Linda knew what they were doing. It was so coolly done that Bob Loring even made an ‘A-OK’ sign.

         ‘What is the next question please,’ said the gnome and a voice came from near the back.

         ‘Simon Bouvrage,’ said the voice. ‘Tele Top Alpha. For Miss Cutlette I’d like to say that what you have said is exactly true. Someone like me—and I haven’t seen every one of Godard’s films—I’m much more of a Sam Fuller man at the present time—or Rainer Werner Fassbinder, simply for the humanity—you have to applaud 166Fassbinder’s humanity—but even so—Godard is always there, isn’t he? I always remember you would hear of Godard at a European film festival, always with a new film, and always failing to impress. He couldn’t even get a release for some of his films. But he wasn’t afraid to innovate, and you could tell he was a great man—and as I am always reminding myself, film festivals are not the place for great men. Not unless they’re in advertising or liquor. It’s hard selling films at festivals, isn’t it?’

         ‘What about it then Linda Suliman?’ asked the little man at the end of the table. ‘What do you make of the selling process at festivals these days? Good or bad?’

         ‘People overhype films as much as they can,’ said Linda Suliman, stepping into action. ‘This is an amazing festival and we are lucky to be a part of it. People will still go and see films now and then which is fantastic. Without festivals like this we wouldn’t see a lot of material—material from Palestinian filmmakers, certainly, women filmmakers too. Generally, when you get to the festival itself it can be competitive which is not nice. The way to fill an auditorium at a festival is to make the screening a must-see. Some people say for example that others can only get a ticket for the after-show party if they see the film.’

         Alison Cutlette sat to attention.

         ‘That does happen,’ she said. ‘But the Film Festival does not condone this practice, or any similar incentives, if you can even call it that. I don’t approve even if it does work and gets people in to see your films.’

         ‘Sometimes they only tell you where the party is after the Q and A,’ said Linda Suliman. ‘So you have to sit through the film and then the questions and answers and all that to find out where the party is. Or they offer people booze, or hats, or chocolates—whatever it takes.’

         ‘I thought the tote bag was great this year,’ I said.

         The press pack shifted their gaze to me. I had just seen my opening in the conversation and said this out loud, but why? I had remembered a controversial opinion that I held, and I leaped in with 167it—I think it was that. Some of the press dropped their recording devices.

         ‘I have a book about Godard coming out,’ I said.

         As far as I could see, only one journalist made a note about this and then there were a few coughs and the midget with the double digit stuck his fingers up and said: ‘Which is the next question please?’

         There was one reporter there who taken my interest because he didn’t fit in. At least this guy didn’t have those killer press elbows that the others were subtly using to mark their space. He seemed relaxed too and didn’t have the same equipment and recording devices as everybody else. He had no equipment at all, in fact.

         ‘Did Jean-Luc Godard stay in Victor Eaves’ house on behalf of the Film Festival?’ he asked—and although the question reached our ears it was drowned out a moment later by the rest of the press, who shouted things like: ‘Questions from real journalists only!’—and: ‘Nobody invited you here!’

         ‘I’m sorry is this the case?’ asked the chair, but the noise did not die so if there was an answer, nobody heard it. The majority of the room effected that same sudden change in atmosphere that they had done a few moments hence, and continued booing and demanding that once more, this press conference was for ‘real journalists only.’ The besieged reporter responded by holding aloft a press card of some kind—but he was still booed.

         ‘I’m sorry but who are you?’ butted in the chair.

         ‘I’m Andrew Jensen from FilmNut,’ said the besieged blogger, his voice piping above the other protests from the floor.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said the chair, ‘I’m only taking questions about Jean-Luc Godard. This isn’t a press conference concerning this film festival, which is of excellent quality and has been organised with months of hard work, and which has been devastated by the death of this great French director.’

         Splintered puffs of agreement rose from the press pack, but Jensen of FilmNut was still speaking, and he pointed his finger at me.

         ‘Victor Eaves knows more about this than he is letting on!’ he said 168loudly, as the catcalls tried to shut him down. ‘He’s not the only one!’

         It was true that I did know more than I was letting on and by this I am referring to the facts concerning Godard’s laptop and my own adoption of the dead body’s shoes. Like the typical Hitchcockian hero, I didn’t know what I knew or if what I knew was worth anything at all. It was tricky. There was no need for me to reply however for the hand of our host was raised high and he quietened the room by shouting: ‘Enough!’

         Everyone obeyed, although Jensen and myself were locked in a stare.

         ‘Godard was Swiss,’ I said.

         ‘Pardon me?’ said the microphone gnome.

         ‘I just wanted to correct the gentleman and tell him that Jean-Luc Godard is—or was—Swiss.’

         There followed a hasty burst of scribbling from one side of the room and an unfolding splurge of blank expressions from the other side.

         ‘Very good,’ said the gnome after a pause. ‘This questioner from FilmNut may submit questions to the press office later and we will circulate details on the latest release. Are there any questions from journalists?’ he said, and he cast around the room once more.

         Only a couple of hands remained raised and he picked one of them. It belonged to a woman in blue who held a microphone before her exaggerated lipstick maw.

         ‘Hello panel,’ she said. ‘Charlene Mortensen, Scottish News. Does anybody know what Godard was working on when he died?’

         ‘Thank you,’ said our panel leader. ‘Victor Eaves, does anybody know what Jean-Luc Godard was working on when he left us?’

         All eyes were on myself, and with those eyes laying hold on the very foundations of my soul, and holding up the worthless weeds of my thoughts for examination, I spoke the truth to camera.

         ‘Before he died, I interviewed Godard for my book,’ I said. The book had been mentioned twice now and yet I was disappointed to look up and see a slit-throat motion being made by Bob Loring. ‘Godard also had a laptop with him,’ I said, ‘but that is now with 169the Film Festival.’

         Bob Loring cut his throat several times and Alison Cutlette’s hand grabbed mine. I had never been seized by her before and it shut me up fast.

         ‘Godard’s laptop has been sent to his family,’ she said over me. ‘Godard left a film with us and you will be able to see that a unique Film Festival event this Friday, in the Film Festival Studio, here in Edinburgh. The presentation will be introduced by filmmaker Linda Suliman.’

         ‘No,’ I said—and I stood up.

         It had been Eddie’s laptop that Alison Cutlette had sent to Godard’s continental executors and because of that, Eddie’s movie—Extra Special Bears—was in danger of being shown at this Linda Suliman screening. As I got to my feet I wanted to laugh out loud at the irony. Maybe she would have to present a case for Eddie’s film being hailed as a masterpiece of European arthouse?

         I looked around the room. I had mentioned the book twice and that meant my contractual obligation had been fulfilled for the day. I had lost control over the book when I had signed up to Charles Brockden Brown’s agency software, Write-It, and regardless of what became of the rushes of Godard’s last opus, I had to leave the press conference, and I did so with a limp and an apology, stumbling away from them at high speed.

         As I left the room, others treated this as a cue for dismissal, even though I knew there were plenty questions left to ask. I didn’t look round. If I had, I would have seen my agent drawing the chaos into his commanding control with a firm smile and probably witnessed Bob Loring holding his nose, while making a motion of vomiting from his mouth—the internationally recognised press conference signal for Gag The Author.
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            Weekend

         

         It was Friday morning and Jean-Luc Godard had been on the front pages for a glorious moment, only to be replaced by all the latest US and UK showbiz, science, sport and health stories. Godard’s reputation still had the weekend supplements to look forward to, however, and I assumed that when Saturday dawned, a more rounded commentary would appear, concerning the more important aspects of his passing.

         Would Godard have been sanguine about that showing?

         Since the 1980s Jean-Luc Godard had barely been able to get a film reviewed in a student newspaper and now Twitter was swelling with competition between those who didn’t know who he was and those who were convinced that he was already dead. Sure, Godard had made a splash in the 1950s, but that was sixty years ago! Since then it had been business as usual until the moment of his demise. More and more these days you have a feeling that death has become an integral part of the show. The resulting death notices for Godard were a series of verbal detonations from the powerhouses of the television newsrooms, from where everyone showed the same twenty-six second montage which began with the black and white director grinning under dark glasses at Cannes in 1959 and ended with him trolling his ex-wife on French television. It reminded me of another Godard quote: ‘Television fabricates forgetfulness—cinema has always created memories.’

         Now Godard had been on television for the very last time—television which he once reminded us is not designed for 171communication, but for issuing orders. Crocodiles do indeed have lachrymal glands and they produce tears to lubricate their eyes as humans do. They don’t cry with emotion though. Whatever it is that crocodiles experience when devouring their prey, I’m sure it isn’t remorse, and it probably is, as the idiom states, a base enjoyment of the fact that they like things the way they are.

         ‘Look at this,’ said Fiona and she handed me Friday’s Scotland Today. The one surviving arts page in the publication was open to show a picture of Tom Hanks. The article I was looking at was based upon what Tom Hanks had said about Jean-Luc Godard. I’d heard the clip on the radio and it was impressive insofar as the Americans had devised a unique mode of pronunciation when it came to foreign names:

         
      ‘Most of Goodhart’s movies were thought-provoking and beautifully crafted, if sometimes ironic and even critical of America in their humour.’
    

         It was time to clean and line Lola’s cat litter tray so I folded the newspaper and headed over there, shouting as I did so.

         ‘Even if Tom Hanks had said that,’ I yelled, ‘—he would never have said that!’

         A minute later and Tom Hanks’ face vanished beneath a noisy tide of white non-clumping zeolite grains. It was going to get worse for Tom than that. Lola was asleep just now, but I knew her guts were brewing up a curling monstrosity of biley black spoor which would soon merge with the fine news print and form a kind of cat-manure face pack over the actor.

         I returned to Fiona’s side, pleased with myself. The thing about that sort of criticism is that it’s readily understood on the Internet, and I could truthfully record the incident and post it with photos of the cat, robust and cute. You can say it with shit on the Internet and there’s no doubting the candour of the digital age.

         Fiona was reading my manuscript when I returned.

         ‘That’s a lot of films you watched,’ she said.

         ‘First I watched all of Godard’s films and then I watched all of François Truffaut,’ I replied. ‘Then I watched all of Claude Chabrol, Otto Preminger and Samuel Fuller, and then I watched all of Godard 172again while also reviewing all of Fritz Lang.’

         ‘I remember,’ she said.

         ‘Then I watched The Terminator,’ I continued, ‘and I began to see a way out of this. There was nothing to be said on Godard and there was no new perspective. Even after I spoke to Godard himself I could see there was no new perspective. I can’t help but get the feeling I’ve got to make the most of it and use what happened to sell the book—I mean use his death as good fortune. Can you do that?’

         ‘You discuss Batman and Bataille in the same breath,’ she said. ‘Will people get this?’

         Fiona shifted some of the pages out of the way.

         ‘Did you send the shoes?’ she asked.

         ‘I’ve kept them,’ I said.

         I excused myself, telling Fiona that I had a film to watch—a true fact as it happened—and arriving once more in the sitting room, I reached for my laptop and carefully placed within its funny little dockage, my memory card from Linda Suliman’s camera.

         I had saved this up and I couldn’t wait any longer. I rubbed my knees, and I rubbed my chest. I rubbed my hands together, feeling bad and nervous. Eventually a heap of files opened on the computer and I skimmed through them as they lay unsorted in the video tray, before locating the Godard death scene, the clip I wanted. Once I had opened this file, I scrubbed through until I found the part I needed. Then I felt sick and waited a little, slowing down the rubbing on my legs until it timed calmly with my breathing.

         The digital multimedia container format was MP4. This was the medium which captured the concluding footage of the great Swiss director. This is the bit where he dies, I thought, and I steeled myself. This was my own bad thing, the very taboo, and now contained on film, real-time footage of a man dying, and not just any man. Something I would never blog but wished to witness all the same. My weird home movie and the most actionable bootleg of all time—an unauthorised and violating film of the moment of the great man’s death—when all I had wanted was to capture him petting—or perhaps even kicking—my cat.173

         Play. Godard lay still as if in freeze frame, gaunt and in the antiseptic grain of the camera lens, an ancient human at rest. I watched, barely able to make out the short pauses of the subject’s breath, until with the slowness of starfish, Godard’s arm rose and he held his phone up to the roof. He seemed to be reaching for the vault of heaven as an Adam in perfect communication with his maker, a defiant human extending towards the celestial sphere—but in fact I think he was trying to get a mobile phone signal. A moment later, the famous director, dazed and dialling, spoke something into the phone, although there was no microphone connected to Linda’s camera, so I do not know what it was. Then Godard lowered himself once more to his chair and reclined into a pose not unlike Marat in his bath-tub, his phone dangling from his wrist as his head lolled to the side.

         Then there was nothing, just the ticking of nonbeing, the bagatelle of zot, the scratch of oblivion, and I had to assume that Jean-Luc Godard had died.

         Fast forward to nothing. More of the same. Death and Godard persisting.

         Fast forward some more, and still no motion.

         Fast forward again and enter like a pantomime creep, the critic Victor Eaves.

         Freeze frame. Eaves myself, poised like Murnau’s Nosferatu on the day of Godard’s death, stalking the room while bereft in deathly bloom, Godard’s body gave up its secrets. I was a little tubbier than Max Schreck but my finger nails I noticed were just as long. I was as light on my feet as Pennywise the Clown, and my body jerked as I bent down to sniff the corpse of Godard—and I pranced like the Child Catcher in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, opening Godard’s bag and glancing about before I dipped in my fingers and pulled out Godard’s notebook. I then crooked my hand into Godard’s suit jacket and removed a few of the great man’s cigars, running them under my own weedy snout before I dropped them into my pocket. Pulling out my phone, I then proceeded to take some photographs of the dead body of Godard—and this included a selfie in which I 174held my own cadaverous frontispiece next to that of the dead man’s.

         Then it got macabre. I watched myself as I took dead Godard’s hand and shook it up and down, pretending to have conversation with him. Then I felt down Godard’s legs and picked up one of Godard’s feet, and I looked around, perhaps in search of the moccasins of the movie-man. Then I reached inside Godard’s trouser pockets and pulled out a scrap of paper. I pocketed the paper, and then in what was possibly the basest moment of the whole reprobate array, I removed Godard’s glasses and tried them on. Peering from side to side and trying to read a magazine, the video showed myself, critic Victor Eaves appearing to be genuinely concerned at how poor the old boy’s eyes were before I replaced the specs on the body.

         When the show was over, I deleted the footage and closed the laptop and with that motion wound, reeled and printed at least a part of the story.

         ‘What an ignoble end,’ I said, but I wondered if it weren’t the case that all ends were one way or another robbed of dignity. In a matter of hours, the weekend’s newspapers would be released and Godard would have begun the final relegation into the cultural receptacles from where all past-artists continued their post-passing obligations.

         Conscious of the possibility of further misadventure, I took some deep breaths and felt glad that nobody would ever see the film of myself rifling the corpse. I wondered about burying the memory card, just in case, and to take my mind off things I moved to choose appropriate clothes for the Film Festival screening of the last of Godard’s films. Three days had been enough and in setting down, no matter how clumsily, the facts of Godard’s life, most of the newspapers, television stations and websites had fulfilled their duty and mentioned Godard and his passing and all there was left was that afternoon’s critique, at which the final video would be surveyed. Godard had made over 100 films although only his first one, Breathless in 1959, had been a financial and critical success. Since then nothing Godard had made had returned any money, and his last two decades of work could have been summed as: Mon Dieu Pour Quoi Est-Ce Film de 90 Minutes à Cinq Heures de Temps?175

         In fact, I thought, as I kissed Fiona good-bye and patted the birth-bump for good luck, everything Godard has done since 1970 has attracted scorn. The result is that nobody knows properly how to feel, so it’s easier to forget it all. One person by himself, attempting to wrest the language of cinema from a machine-like Hollywood is always going to be dumped on and although that had happened during his life, Godard was in death permitted three days during which everybody was happy to proclaim that he was a genius. This surprising amiability on the part of the critical community stopped as abruptly as it had started and illustrated how sympathetic people are to mortality. Unlike the blogger army, the newspapers are polite—so while the press appeared pleased to be remembering Godard, I knew what was going to happen. Once the weekend’s remembrances had been delivered, it would be with great relief that the critical community would return to singing the praises of American Sniper (2014). Irrespective of personal and artistic success, death has mass appeal, and even the most abstruse artists can rely upon it to boost their popularity for a final sales push.
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            History(s) of the Cinema

         

         I arrived late to the screening and snuck in at the back, preferring not to be seen. Linda Suliman was on the stage and wearing some ethnic Palestinian clothes, a tweedy green concoction with trimmings that placed her somewhere between the scorched earth and a desecrated olive bush. There was of course a mirror on hand at the door to reveal to myself my own horror, a check suit that placed me somewhere between Rupert Bear and Patrick Bateman. At least I will live up to this, I thought, as I took the furthest seat from the front, the nearest to the door.

         On the screen were the words JEAN-LUC GODARD 1930–2020 and with the reverence of a priest Linda Suliman approached the podium area where additional downlighters enhanced the theatricality of the moment.

         The mob were young and had taken every care to look totally deck. The front rows of the auditorium were in particular a starry maze of plaid collars, cowboy shirts, flannels, gingham, checkers and vintage florals. Behind these rows, the crowd darkened into various lines of plugs, piercings and shining black nail polish, and a whole mismatch of a new popular look which was intended to convey the message—‘I can’t be bothered’.

         I know what you are thinking. You are thinking: how could I see all this from the back? Well you will see I know a lot more besides just that, and that all of this was exactly the way I had pictured it. That the hipsters had come to the auditorium to learn about Jean-Luc Godard was a good thing. How else would they know about him if 177it were not for talks and exclusive screenings? Godard was old and they were young, and this was how they were going to learn what to say. Since I had witnessed the entire process of his dying I had seen a lot more of artistic and critical life than I had ever bargained for, and I knew what everyone there was thinking, as if they were all my own creations.

         The lights dimmed, and the marvellous creatures of the crowd piped down, all expectant that Linda Suliman would share with them a bite of the remains. Linda’s own laptop was nearby and I wondered what was on it. I had shipped Godard’s laptop to Switzerland, and I had done so without informing the Film Festival. The Festival had taken Eddie’s laptop and they had ignored my emails requesting its return. I was in the shadows at the back of the hall and even from there I could see the rough runnels of Linda Suliman’s face.

         ‘We’d like to begin,’ said Linda Suliman, looking abnormally galled. ‘As you know Jean-Luc Godard died in Edinburgh last week, several days before he was due to present today’s rough cuts to the Film Festival. That is why we have organised a special event to screen the last few minutes of film that Godard made, using a hand-held video camera, and some shots and rushes made during his last hours. The computer which he left with the Festival on the day of his death has a folder within it called simply—VIDEO—and it was that folder which we are accessing today. This will therefore be the first screening of Godard’s very last work.’

         People sat with their hands hanging loosely between their legs, watching as Linda Suliman crossed the stage.

         ‘Jean-Luc Godard, like his hero Samuel Fuller, was a cigar-chomping attention-grabber who thrived on cinematic extremes. His death has robbed world cinema of one of its most luminous talents and has left a question mark over the industry as we try to un-entangle his legacy, which will certainly be a cultural endowment like no other.’

         Near the rear of the theatre were Alison Cutlette and her covey of administrative quails. There was no sign of Charles Brockden Brown, who had ended all communication with me the day I had uninstalled Write-It from my computer. I knew Charles was probably back in his 178Stirling office, selling the non-fiction portions of my Godard book, those various parcels of sense I had managed to make of Godard’s more unusual films, and I wished him luck. I’d eulogised grandly on many Godard video and television productions, and he’d taken those chapters that I had completed, made me an offer which I had accepted, and sent me a contract saying that I was no longer the writer of the book but stating that I was a researcher. After a short struggle trying to create a bonfire of my hard drives in the back garden I had signed the contract and returned it to Stirling leaving me with no agent, no newspaper, and my transcriptions of Trilogue dans la capacité de la paix. For artists who don’t make money for their backers, there is nothing left but critical disregard—and many of us are not even lucky enough to merit that. These industry arbiters bury you when you’re alive and raise you up when you kick it. Most films amount to either adverts for soft drinks or armaments nowadays, anyway, and so Jean-Luc Godard had been effectively ostracised for not making shit. All the film writers I had ever encountered had insulted Jean-Luc Godard roundly when he was alive and when he died, heaped literary ovation on the Godardian corpse and corpus in every column inch they could get their hands on.

         After Linda Suliman had concluded her introduction the spotlight faded and Extra Special Bears began.

         There were no credits to Extra Special Bears and the first thing that the hipsters, myself, Cutlette and her whoop of admins saw was what I have referred to as pram-cam. This was without doubt Eddie’s own footage and I recognised it straight away. No-one else in European cinema holds the camera at that certain thigh-high level.

         There was a minute of this, and perhaps that was too much, but Eddie was new to the game. Then Eddie cut to some random news footage before there emerged some weird close-ups of the bears.

         ‘The bear is the symbol of the North American Indian,’ whispered someone in front of me.

         This know-it-all was countered with some more insight from nearby:

         ‘It’s also a Swiss symbol—you know—the bear pits?’179

         ‘The bear is the symbol of Bruges.’

         ‘But it’s also the symbol of inner power.’

         ‘The teddy bear?’

         ‘Maybe it’s a reference to Theodore Roosevelt. He was a Zionist.’

         ‘And Roosevelt did go to war with Cuba.’

         The camera panned across Eddie’s line of bears and moved to encompass Godard’s benevolent face.

         ‘All the little bears—’ said Godard, in English.

         There was a hush in the auditorium as this statement was diagnosed. The obstinate recorder in my own mind resolved upon this also, but not for philosophical reasons. I had somehow pictured the phrase re-appearing on t-shirts—Godard’s sweetly ageing face—a row of heads like coconuts watching his film—and the slogan that would come to mean so much for this generation:

         
             

         

         All the Little Bears

         
             

         

         Then Eddie cut to some of his hospital footage which I could tell from the gasp across the room, was a stroke of genius. It was the Edinburgh Sick Children’s Hospital, although to these viewers it could have been anywhere. Sterile corridors, ticking machines, bummed out infants in beds and sick children lolling with their parents on chairs—the message was one of high empathy—before it cut back to Godard, sadly holding one of the teddies, turning in it his hand with a dry chuckle.

         It was the first time I’d seen Extra Special Bears and it was typical of my son’s output—random, sentimental and filmed from below. However, Extra Special Bears also conformed to Godard’s own output in that it appeared to be a mostly plotless series of digressions on the philosophy of speech. When it came to film-making, Eddie’s fancies were remarkably coincident with those of the old master—false words, resonant sights and incongruent jump cuts. Within that, and in the first five minutes of film, we were also treated to bears jumping off the table, Godard asleep and a protracted shot of myself rummaging within the fridge.180

         When the cut returned to the hospital, the disjointed action settled. The camera was clearly in a hospital bed and was admirably demonstrating the patient’s viewpoint before it rose and settled on Fiona. This was Eddie’s record of his trip to hospital, largely made the week before Godard had arrived, the week during which he had been floored with meningitis.

         Fiona on film. She appeared at ease, as she would be in speaking to Eddie. Indeed, she was radiant in that pregnant way, and she spoke clearly and yet remained somewhat bashful, dignified, and still rumpled by the experience.

         
            FIONA

            
                

            

            For me it began Eddie when I walked into the living room and saw you lying on the table. You were about one and a half feet tall and lying over our big square coffee table and you had your head down on it when you should have been playing and jumping up like you always did. You were using the table to support yourself and it really surprised me, and I thought ‘My goodness!’

            We phoned mummy’s friend, Dr Mary who works at the children’s hospital. I told her that I was scared. Dr Mary asked me: ‘Could I hear Eddie cry, please?’ So I let Dr Mary hear your cry. When Dr Mary heard your cry she asked for the doctors to be prepared for us coming in, because she’d heard that sound. She knew it was a meningeal cry.

            So—we got you straight down there in a taxi, down to the Children’s Hospital, and when we got there we registered and said that we had spoken to Dr Mary, and we were called into the one of the cubicles. During the time we were in there, your rash came up, a great big rash all up and down your body. So, from the time when you left the house, when you didn’t have a rash at all, to half an hour later, you’d got covered in this horrible rash because you were being overwhelmed by an infection.

            Some doctors looked at you and we were moved back into reception, and strangely I 181had some hope at that point because I was thinking: ‘Well, phew, it can’t be that serious, because we’re not in the cubicle anymore.’ But then we were called into another room and another doctor arrived. She wanted you to start on antibiotics right away and the nurse said to her: ‘But we haven’t even numbed the site on Eddie’s hand to get the needle in.’

            There was an hour between when we got to the hospital and when you had your first antibiotic. The antibiotic was intravenous so there was a lot to arrange. I think they did terribly well, that doctor too, even though she upset me with one thing she said. It wasn’t her fault but it is not very easy being pregnant and now I was about to have a baby and you were the baby I already had, and I was worried that I could not look after you both. It has been hard work carrying Ordell, and the doctor said to me: ‘You look unwell.’ And I said to her: ‘This baby is not doing very well in me. He is in breach and he’s trying to cope with this upset as well.’

         

         Eddie’s camera panned the room and Fiona continued.

         
            The worst part was when the room filled up with serious looking doctors. Some of them were taking notes. At one point the nice doctor asked what you’d had for breakfast and I said: ‘Carrot juice and French toast.’ Well that doctor was stunned! This doctor looked up and she said to all the other doctors: ‘This is the most perfect breakfast anyone could ever have!’ and all the doctors looked at Daddy, and he looked really proud.

            It became clear that we weren’t going home that night. Daddy and I decided that I was going to be the one to stay with you, and even though I probably should have been at home, I just couldn’t leave you. So Daddy went to get some things, including your magical video camera, and the bears, and some things for Mummy.

            Then they had to take you into the High Dependency ward. Everywhere we were in the hospital, we were nearest to the nurses’ 182station—because of the seriousness of what you had. You and my big tummy were all squashed into a little bed. Even though the antibiotics were in you at that point, that was when you got those black septicaemia bruises on your tummy.

            Then the nice doctor said: ‘We can treat Eddie but we can’t look after you,’ but what she didn’t see is that in doing that she asked me to choose between being with you and being with my unborn child. But Eddie our minds are clever at being able to park certain things.

            The next day, you began to get better, but you were still in High Dependency for six days, but luckily we got out of there. I think that if we didn’t live so close to the hospital, we might not have you now.

            Still, there were some nice times in the hospital. For example, we bathed you in the shower and I felt so good because at least you were on your feet. And there were times when you were dying to get out of the room too, but you hadn’t had your immunisations at that point, so you couldn’t get out to play with the toys in the toy room!

            The other thing that happened was that after I dissociated I think my cortisol level plummeted, and so Ordell relaxed and I relaxed and you relaxed. There is a good example of one drug relaxing three people at once!

            There is one last thing I want to tell you, Eddie, so we can remember it, or so you can watch this when you’re older and we can talk about it. But I got it into my head that your cannula was bothering you and that we should get it out immediately. But medically that is pretty crazy and as a mother, I don’t know why I thought we didn’t need it but I asked one of the nurses to take it out. At that point you were drinking water again but luckily the doctor pointed out to me that I was mad for interfering! It was difficult to get the new cannula in and the nurse didn’t have any luck and the doctor that was doing it was really annoyed that it had ever been taken out in the first place—but that nurse got the cannula back in, and she did so well and so did you, and you were back on your fluids and 183meds, and Mummy’s ‘make the nurse take it out’ behaviour was over.

         

         Eddie’s film completed and the screen turned black, then a faint digital-projector blue, before someone started clapping and others joined them. A moment later the whole room bought it and we were all clapping. The lights rose and the clapping swelled, and although nobody was sure why they were clapping, maybe they were clapping because everybody else was clapping, or because Godard was dead, or maybe they were clapping because they were confused by Extra Special Bears, or maybe they even liked it.

         As Linda Suliman was relying on the fact that everybody was expecting her to say something wise she had nothing to worry about, because unless she said something utterly asinine, her comments would be sure to go down well.

         ‘An illustrious effort,’ she said once the room had quietened to a dull hush. ‘What we’ve seen isn’t a complete work. But Jean-Luc Godard filmed every day—and if we have to ask if this film could be considered a legacy, we would have to say that no—it most certainly could not. It is interesting, yes. A visit to the children’s hospital and an interview with the pregnant mother of a sick child. But it is not a legacy, even though we can easily consider it a short essay on mortality—because in its way the film we’ve just seen says more about our lives than could possibly be expressed in a script. And you’ll note too that Godard doesn’t use actors. We are all actors, you see, and the house we live in is language. Continuing several of the grand themes of his life, Godard has in this short video presented the real with the unreal to contrive a montage that relies on emotion to pull us into a different type of storytelling. Here, Godard discovers life in its essence in the form of a pregnant woman and a sick child. And the actors, the movies and the toys, which all represent the tools of cinema, they are perhaps in a sense—all Godard’s little bears.’

         There was another round of applause, and a Question and Answer session began. Resistant to the idea that this meeting might become any more edifying, however, I slipped out from the auditorium with 184the aim of getting to the Film Festival offices and finding out where the hell Eddie’s laptop had got to. I was confident that if I explained things slowly enough they would eventually believe me when I told them their mistake and I could make arrangements to have the computer returned—at their expense.

         The auditorium door closed on its damped hinges and another Film Festival ended and I left the building happy because you know what?

         I will tell you what: Jean-Luc Godard’s films were in some of their finest moments, insults aimed at those too stupefied to see that they were being put down.
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            My Life to Live

         

         Some have asked me what Jean-Luc Godard’s final words were. I expect that it would be something to quote on websites and in journals, but I haven’t an answer and even if I did know Godard’s final words, I wouldn’t necessarily share them. Instead I have in mind a list of words from Godard’s last days, and I am doing the honest thing and reserving those for the private readers of this novel.

         I couldn’t resist watching the video of the moment when Godard died and although I took liberties with the old boy’s spectacles and cigars, the footage is deleted and there is no suggestion that any of it ever happened, other than what I’ve claimed here. Criticism can be like a disinhibited shell, all firm and promising on the outside, but with nothing alive within, but the imaginary sound of the wind. It is not every day that critics preside over that which they aspire to—the death of the artist. I fancy that is what a real critic would have done and so I did it too and it was pleasant to be there.

         Of course I thought of editing out the actual moment when Godard passed, and sharing that with the world, just simply for the novelty, the finality and the justice of this great auteur actually dying on film! I thought of the ghouls and grave robbers of the world who numbered in their millions and who inhabited the underground of feeling that demanded we watch this kind of thing—and the immense celebrity of the moment filled me with such dread, that I killed it before it even began and I finally deleted everything I could find. Dramatic interpretation aside, there isn’t much to report in the death scene, other than Godard goes to sleep and does not move for 186a long time—as you have already witnessed. Godard’s hand extends over the camber of his body, and then lolls from the couch towards the floor, holding a pen. Three quarters of the grey-brown recliner is covered by a wooden board, which was Godard’s breakfast tray. The background, which appears in shades of grey, is entirely bare while warm yellow light further softens the dolor of the scene. Emerging from a grey-white turban of hair, Godard’s face—eyes closed, mouth partly smiling—appears calm, as in a gentle sleep.

         Godard and I had talked very briefly about criticism in general before I’d left to get the croissants that day, because we’d both noticed that Scotland Today had included a spread on the world’s greatest filmmakers. This is what they did. Instead of reviewing films or publishing essays, the paper hedged their bets with these lists, which meant they had no obligation to offer anything new in terms of content or comment. So instead of film reviews, the editors had contrived to please as many advertisers as possible by plunging through as many names as they could in a great long list of marvellous and uncontroversial greatest ever names in the business.

         Godard looked at the list and then consulted Eddie’s laptop. He scrolled up and down the screen, which reflected a cyanotic hue upon his shaggy visage. He then returned his attention to the paper.

         ‘I am not on the list?’ he said to me, hopefully. ‘But I am on the online version, which is incidentally different.’

         ‘That’s unusual,’ I said. ‘I don’t think you are forgotten, sir.’

         ‘I am always on the lists,’ said Godard. ‘They hate my films and they accuse me of many things I have never done. But I am always on the lists. I’ve had nothing but bad reviews for fifty-seven years. They give me advice on how to make films and tell me what I’m doing wrong. Then it becomes personal and they go on the Internet and do impressions of me. They never give me coverage. But they love putting my name on their lists.’

         He looked me up and down and raised his hand and then his finger a modest inch, forcing out a question about what I was wearing, a kind of admiring glance at my dad sandals and shorts.

         ‘You are dressed for the cycle run?’ he asked, and I nodded. 187

         ‘These are parenting clothes,’ I said. ‘All the dads round here wear them. I have writer’s clothes too. I put on a certain get up. I face the world as a writer and it becomes a uniform. In fact, when I wear the clothes of a writer, I become a writer.’

         ‘Don Simpson,’ said Godard, ‘the Hollywood Don Simpson—he would wear black 501s until their first wash at which point he would abandon them and wear another pair. Simpson wore the 501s with cowboy boots and was well-known for it.’

         I burst out into laughter at that one, surprised how the anecdote deepened my ease. With this peculiar good humour prevailing, and for the time oblivious of any but benevolent thoughts, I simply marvelled at Godard’s comedy, at his genius. If there is one truth about the film industry it is that everybody has a Don Simpson story, and although not one person has direct knowledge of the original obscurity from which these stories arise, the stories persist and even grow in absurdity. Godard’s tale spoke of excess and all Don Simpson stories are thick with that.

         I sat down, facing Godard and various vague apprehensions stirred within me. But no—it was fine. He was ready to continue and happy for me to listen to him.

         ‘Simpson and his partner Jerry Bruckheimer were as powerful in the 1980s as Sam Goldwyn was in the Golden Age,’ said Godard. ‘People tell stories about you in this industry and no matter how awful the story is—each repetition increases your power. That is how power is achieved in Hollywood—stories. The more stories there are about you the more power you have. The story with Don Simpson is that he wore Levi 501s until the first washing and then he threw them out.’

         ‘Can you imagine how much cocaine you need take to think like that?’ I asked, but Godard sniffed that off.

         ‘Simpson made the four biggest films of the decade,’ he said. ‘He must have made over $10 million dollars for himself on Top Gun alone.’

         ‘Wow,’ I said, and I felt myself dip into that certain state of worry I suffer when I hear about someone who is more successful (makes 188more money) than I do. Conversely, I noticed that Godard had cheered up. In some respects, Godard was more successful than Don Simpson, I reflected, but how on earth could that be measured? Godard had outlived Simpson by three decades—there was that. And there was also the fact that obscurantists like myself still feted and adored him, simply for the fact of his implacable resistance to the mainstream.

         The thing is that even as I write this, people are still asking for Godard’s last words—what did he say? Did he make any meaningful pronouncements? Did he leave a sound bite? Should we give his life five stars or three point two? If I have to offer anything, I will declare that in my opinion, Godard’s last pronouncement, to myself at least, was upon the trousers of Don Simpson. For me this is a comfort, because there are so few things we can control in life, which is why I have always taken care to wear trousers in public, and sometimes even nice ones. It’s the sort of thing other people are looking for in you.

         In the case of Godard, for me this comment had a further blessing. There are so many of Jean-Luc Godard’s films still to watch, even for someone like myself who has seen so many, but I felt relieved of that duty at last. Some will now spend a further lifetime searching for the Godard films we’ve missed, going through his papers, scanning his emails and doing everything we can to find the real Godard, so that one day they can make the definitive statement about him, presumably a statement short enough for the press. I still wonder at the possibility of a definitive statement on this great director—but it won’t come from me. I have even been in his shoes, I realise, and I still don’t know the answer.

         I heard Godard say to Linda that when he watched television, he did so with the sound muted. That way, Godard said, he saw the gestures and routines, most particularly of journalists. The journalists, said Godard, make the same gestures each day and that this is on occasion broken up by some footage from elsewhere. Everything is the same during each broadcast, Godard said, but because only the text changes, you will only see this with the sound muted. This was why Godard had those two windows open on his laptop. It didn’t matter 189to him what the news was or who was in charge—he was focused on the production values the spectacle brought to bear.

         Then I heard Godard talking to Linda about video. For forty years people had been asking Godard about video and he found it hard to express that in many cases, there was no difference between that and film. Nobody talked about how poor the sound quality was on video, and how you always needed to shoot video with light, because even the most professional quality video is less sensitive that 35mm film. Then, as I recall it, Godard said: ‘Digital technology was not invented for production, but for distribution.’

         That was a good quote, and I wrote it down. Since then I’ve been searching interviews and texts, and I can’t remember if I attributed these words to Godard or whether I might have made them up myself.

         Linda Suliman was mocked for a day or two in a couple of national newspapers, who published articles explaining that in her rush to be the first to get her hands on the skin and bones of Godard’s final works, she had broadcast to a hungry crowd of literato and film-fiends, the work of a three-year-old boy which she had mistaken for that of the Old Master.

         ‘An easy error to make,’ Linda argued back in the press. ‘Glory declines, but nobody dies of that. Some of Godard’s work in the 1970s resembled the video that we discovered and so we made the assumption that these clips were the vices of an old man, experimenting with digital technology. We had the rights to play everything that was found in Godard’s VIDEO folder and in that film, which is still a Godard film, because Godard was in it, and Godard produced it, we still have a powerful work which speaks to us about both the cinema and the man himself. Hence, ‘All the Little Bears’ (in French cited as ‘Tous les Petits Ours’ and in German as ‘All die kleinen Bären’ and in Italian as ‘Tutti i piccoli Orsi’) came to mean so much, exemplifying the complexity of the events and situations that made up Godard’s fragmented idea of filmmaking.’

         Although the patience of the public was satisfied by the cleverness of this statement, I was not. None of Godard’s work resembled Eddie’s film in my opinion, and I have seen most of both of their 190outputs. Godard’s video was always tightly edited, well-constructed and extremely politicised. Eddie may have had a fascination with bottoms, but when Godard filmed an arse it was always art.

         In the course of some customary nocturnal gestations, Fiona went into labour with Ordell, and we jumped into the Chrysler and headed towards the hospital. Following the comment by the doctor describing my French Toast and carrot juice as being the most perfect breakfast there could be, I had given some thought to writing a cookbook and I was sketching an introduction to this when I heard a noise and found Fiona in the kitchen where her waters had broken—as they say. The amniotic sac (which is what breaks) releases the fluid which protects the baby in the uterus, and although most of us don’t hang about to examine what these waters might be, they are far from watery, and more resemble a lustrous fluid, which reflects light not unlike a crystal ball. There as before, with Eddie three years hence, were more of these magical solutions, faint with purples and blues in a puddle on the tiles, while Fiona stood above them, offering me the car keys.

         ‘What was the mistake you made at the paper that caused all this fuss,’ asked Fiona.

         We were in the Chrysler and driving at a safe speed through Edinburgh. First births are unrestful and high-strung—the baby doesn’t want to come, the mother isn’t sure, and you can drive to the hospital several times before it happens. Even when it does happen, a first child is likely to take sixteen hours longer than the second—the mother pulls against the baby and the baby, a balloon at this stage, cannot understand the vehement and stimulating instructions from the midwife. With our second baby, the baby told Fiona and Fiona told me, and I got the Chrysler revved up and we were off.

         It was past dawn and the pavements were dotted with a few early workers, and the road itself was hustling with buses and saloon cars, all of them darkly proceeding towards the superstructures of the city centre. In a state of high consciousness, I suddenly wondered if we might have to deliver Ordell at the roadside with nothing but a traveling rug for comfort. As I wondered this, Fiona had a spasm, either caused by a kick from Ordell or from that other kind of 191prominent Edinburgh bump, the variety that compose a major part of the surface of our roads.

         ‘Faster!’ cried Fiona as I coasted our vehicle to the traffic lights.

         There was a tremor in her voice, and a tenderness of accent, which perhaps betrayed more than she would have willingly expressed. She cursed, and in that oath she did bid the traffic light change and as she did this, the red light disappeared and the green did rise.

         My Chrysler roared from the traffic lights, leaving the other drivers surprised as if a vision had passed before them. The other drivers tooted their horns and using their mobile phones related the singular conference of my high-speed exit from the roundabout to their spouses, telling the tale of another reckless driver.

         Fiona distinguished herself in the service of Ordell’s birth and was graced with further marks of the royal favour on her tummy. The new baby arrived in good health and was named by Fiona as Ordell, before the midwives Leslie and Donna got a chance to suggest their own preferred name Cliona, which they seemed to think as applicable to a boy as it was to a girl.

         Fiona lay with Ordell in her arms, flat upon the long white panes of the maternity ward. Ordell was six hours old and all was calm. His first feed had been a dream and his wee pug face looked happy in sleep. Ordell was content to have arrived among the global community in one piece and pleasantly alive.

         ‘What was the upshot of the Fenianism incident, then?’ asked Fiona.

         Eddie had been brought to the hospital and the four of us were together for the first time. The curtains were drawn against the daylight and under the safeguard of the fluorescent strips, I felt able to talk, happy to be at one with my family, delightfully unemployed but for the chance to push a pram for a further three years.

         ‘Well listen to this tragic ending’ I said. ‘I had got as far as: This film explores how a conflict approach using Fenianism can pose alternative questions about the Peace Process.

         My God Fiona—if only I had actually read that back to myself I would have seen that the word they had actually used was Feminism. 192Instead I destroyed the peace process, upset the newspaper, their lawyers, the film director, and gave our rivals a big laugh.’

         Fiona was puzzled.

         ‘You all have spellcheckers,’ she said. ‘I’m not even sure if Fenianism is a word.’

         ‘Every writer ignores spellchecker,’ I answered. ‘People are so tenacious. They see what they want to see.’

         I had seen what I had wanted to see. I can only conclude that there are ideas which require of our sensibility that we should draw into ourselves both the true and false qualities latent in the raw materials of life, fusing these qualities into a form expressive of the human condition, and that this should be done with love, and in spite of the forces of discursive mediocrity. In that way we would read what was actually there and not what we think is there. What worries me here is that if that is true, my subconscious clearly wishes to replace one ideology with the other—Feminism with Fenianism.

         When I looked at this strange error in the terminating analysis of unemployment, and the certainty that I would remain a blogger and never be a newspaper critic, it appeared to me that what I sought to do in my newspaper article was entertain, and that the rise of Fenianism in Ireland seemed to me in that moment to be more sensational than the advent of Feminism in the same milieu. It’s undeniable that the prime motive in our artistic work these days has always got to be not to entertain, but to harangue, and for the last long century, Hollywood has created the world’s foremost entertainment medium, against which everything including books are judged, and with which they must invariably compete. But the outcome is a dialogue between the world and Hollywood, with the world either copying or rejecting Hollywood, and in many cases writers and filmmakers remoulding their work to fit its conventions.

         I have no idea if that means this book is a fitting tribute to Godard, but it certainly is a great tribute to Tom Hanks and to Don Simpson, because it has a very happy ending. And not just one book, but two books came out of this debacle, which ought to tell you something else about the publishing industry, which loves a tragedy as much as 193it thrives on spats. We got this book, which has been a great pleasure in many respects, and the critical book on Godard, which will be out soon. As per my agent’s promise I am listed in the critical book as a researcher, which in this context simply refers to someone who had the patience to watch Godard’s godawful films. I am still the real writer of that book, I feel, but it is not that that gives me confidence in my craft.

         What really gives me confidence is that after I had spoken to Godard, I purchased a proper pair of black 501s, and I felt better yet, and two legs closer to being a writer.
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            Appendix

         

         They have asked me what Jean-Luc Godard’s final words were but I do not know. This is a work of fiction and I have never met Jean-Luc Godard. Any resemblance to any persons living or dead is entirely coincidental in this book, although there are exceptions. I could make up some last words for Jean-Luc Godard but instead I must emphasise that not only have I never met him, but also that he is alive and well.

         As for other characters in the novel, I am in it as Victor Eaves and I am living, and Fiona, Eddie and Ordell are in the novel and they are living. The resemblance between myself and the character known as ‘me’ in the novel is not a coincidence, but an intention. Likewise, consonance between the characters of Fiona, Eddie and Ordell, and the rest of my family is nothing short of writerly designation and cannot be out down to any haphazard synchronism between text and life. The character of Jean-Luc Godard is based on the Swiss / French film director Jean-Luc Godard, whom I have never met. There are plenty interviews and footage of the Swiss / French film director Jean-Luc Godard in books and online and I used these to offer myself a feel for what his complexion and disposition may be. I quoted Jean-Luc Godard on occasion, and found my most useful reference volume to be The Future(s) of Film—Three Interviews 2000/01 which was translated by John O’ Toole and comes replete with many useful Godardian quotes, such as:

         	‘The said comes from the seen,’ and

            	‘If familiarity can breed contempt, certainly Art, or what 195is currently taken for it, has been brought to its lowest stage of intimacy!’

         
There is no such person as Linda Suliman. That character is a composite presenting my feelings about modern independent film making and the fact that in its current mode of operation, arts criticism probably displays a growing contempt for art and promotes works that are on almost every occasion unartistic and commercial.

         To summarise the life of the arts critic, I might quote Shia Labeouf:

         
             

         

         ‘A critic is a warrior. Each of us on the battlefield have the means to glorify or demolish, whether a film, a career, or an entire philosophy, by influencing perception in ways that of heartfelt, and truthful, can have far reaching repercussions.’

         
             

         

         That would be fine if there were such things as critics in the arts anymore, but nowadays we read less in the way of criticism than ever we did before. In fact, it appears that criticism has been a luxury all of these years. Today, find me a critic who will offer exposition and commentary without having resort to a system of one to five stars, and I will show you a character unique. It is little wonder the newspapers are dying and that the bloggers are dancing on the graves. But those fucking blogs! Somewhere between the blogs and the eminently corruptible Amazon rating system, our world has put the entirety of the arts on Prozac. The artists too—the writers and filmmakers, the theatre makers and painters, the musicians and the creative activists—all have entered a rapturous covenant of gladness with the consumer world in which everything they do is co-opted into that same heavenly churn. Watching our artists succumb to these blandishments is like living in a science fiction in which everyone is too inured to pain to satisfy the real social demands of art. They blame the blogs but I am telling you now that it is not the blogs that are to blame for the demise of criticism, but it is the demise of art that is to blame—that and the ongoing process of media mergers. Escalating battles between video giants are the visible aspect of this, 196but if you want books these days, you’ve got to buy local. You can’t mine deep data from people who read books. You can’t watch a person reading a book through a camera embedded in the book, and you can’t tell which page they are on and which bit they liked the best. Hence there are no ad dollars to be made from books, which is why you see writers being coerced away from paperbacks towards trendy innovations such as mobile-focused text storytelling services. The crusade for data is a dull one, and not a quest for any true knights and similar female mounted warriors seeking glory. A paperback does not come with a virtual reading assistant and so that is another reason why these curious artefacts are already crushed underfoot and forgotten. Truckloads of cash are driven into marketing immersive space, when all you need is a deckchair and a pair of reading glasses—but that isn’t enough for those driven by consumer engagement. The final sobering thought is that everyone is copying the many digital media companies who infuse their efforts with social impact, thus attempting to add an inspirational and motivational element that has already been demonstrated to be commercially smart. Every time someone like Jean-Luc Godard dies, this becomes more apparent in the outpouring from every vent and cavity, as all can simultaneously share and care, demonstrating that they are all good people for doing so. On top of that, and in this instance, the media, the critical world, and every other film maker had been waiting for Jean-Luc Godard to die since about 1961, so they could finally relax and feel safe.

         Because of my dedication to the works of Jean-Luc Godard, however, there is also a Marxist message in this book, and so Alison Cutlette and myself are presented in French Toast as separate parts of the same marketing system. This is a thought so transparent that it needs no explanation, and it yet it still interests me as a writer that people like Cutlette who designate themselves as promoters, reviewers and administrators, see themselves as an aspect of ‘the culture industry’. In the opinion of this novel, these characters not only overlook but object to the perfection of art. They are not promoters of the arts, but employees of a system that demands 197conservatism. My own rise from the obscure station of a young wannabe critic to the first dignities of the Scottish press is typical of the way that the young are homogenised into corporatism—Marx again. The system of offering works of art an aggregate score on the scale of one to five stars operates for nobody other than distributors of art and so artistic careers alternately languish and revive on the whims of the reviewers who have the power to issue these dishy pictograms, in websites and in newspapers:

         
             

         

             *

             **

             ***

             ****

         and *****

         Now I look at it, the review writers may be indulging in something quite avant garde after all, as the star system is at least an example of Asemic Writing. Otherwise, fringe arts, intuitive arts, vernacular arts, surrealist arts and outsider arts have a far firmer relationship with reality than the mainstream arts because the mainstream have already conformed to the type of messaging that must persevere establishment standards and etiquettes, and be acceptable not only to advertisers but also the funding bodies that can only distribute money to projects and presentations which can in turn host corporate entertainment. It’s the irony of art in our time. If you want to see who is the most conservative, see who bangs on about copyright the loudest.

         The character of Charles Brockden Brown in this book is not based on anybody at all. I have rarely had my work represented by a literary agent and so I am able to contrive these prejudices myself. I have barely even ever met any literary agents but for structural and comic reasons I did need a literary agent as a character in the book, just as I required a Zionist.

         Strange as it may seem there are people alive who are Zionists, and the character of Charles Brockden Brown is based on all of them. I know it may have the ring of the most vile, satirical and fantastic fiction, but there are people out there who hold real Zionist views 198for the reasons I have had that character express. I would have liked the character of Charles Brockden Brown to have been interested in cultural-political conversation, but I couldn’t find it in me to complete those passages in which he did express such erudition, and so Charles Brockden Brown remained in all drafts of this novel, an unmitigated arse.
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