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1

If you met anyone as whiny, as disobliging and egocentric as the average narrator of a novel in real life you’d find them unbearable. You’d give them about five minutes before you excused yourself to get another drink, or moved to a different carriage, or asked to be transferred to an alternative department so you didn’t have to work with them any more.

I’m not like that. 

I love life. I love being alive.

Sometimes I don’t. That’s not unusual. You don’t always love being alive. Nobody does.

I’m an actor.

That’s just something I wanted to get out of the way at the beginning.

It is also why I will speak to you in the present tense. The silliest tense. And also the closest we come to talking directly to God.

I will have little choice over what I choose to include or omit.

I will be completely known.

At the moment, for instance, I am waiting to cross the road to meet my friend Claudio at a Middle Eastern restaurant called Indigo Mood. I am unable to cross because a double-decker bus has stopped directly in front of me and I am anxious in case, by the time I have negotiated the length of the bus to slip between it and a black sports-utility vehicle, the traffic will start moving and I will have to hold my hands up in apology as I dash across, possibly into the path of an oncoming van in the next lane. The more I hesitate the more likely this becomes.

To skirt over my present reduced circumstances: I have not had a paid job in three months, and that was a murder-mystery dinner show (jazz age champagne-factory owner). I am a month behind on my rent and while I have found a way to pay this month’s, the month in arrears squats on my shoulder and grins like a gatepost dragon. I am behind on most utility bills. I have measured out my life in coffees I cannot technically afford.

So when Claudio offers to buy me a falafel in Indigo Mood, a restaurant selected for its proximity to his flat, I accept.

He runs a hand through his curly black hair and tells me it’s good to see me. It’s been too long.

I tell him I know what his schedule is like.

Nah, fuck off, says Claudio. That’s no excuse. I don’t want to lose touch like that again. I need you to keep me human.

I’m not sure I’m the best person to do that.

Yeah yeah, he says. You’re the most human guy I know.

Claudio and I get on well because we have known each other since the age of seven, which is to say thirty years, and we have, at some base level, no respect for one another: we do not fall for one another’s hasty renovations of character or revisionist sophistications; we are not convinced by one another’s adult selves. Before he found his place in the world, Claudio was, for me, a point of endlessly reassuring comparison: I may not have made much of my potential, but then there’s Claudio. I may be useless with money, but then there’s Claudio. I may have an addictive personality, but Claudio has literal, bona fide addictions. I imagine he still sees me in exactly the same way: as a seven-year-old. And, being financially if not culturally very secure, he likely sees the very same flaws in me that I do in him. Claudio. The Cloud. His mother was Portuguese.

How much do you think one of those costs? I say.

What?

I point to the chilled counter, dressed salads and swords of raw meat under glass, glistening bottles of fizzy drinks.

How much does a commercial chiller cabinet cost? says Claudio. I don’t know? A couple of grand? Why?

I have found myself obsessed with how much things cost. I have become obsessed with money, I tell him.

Oh man, says Claudio. That’s rough. That’s not for you. You should be focusing on the life of the mind.

How long would it take me to even make the down payment on a chilled sandwich counter? I say. And then several years to pay it off, by which time it would have become obsolete and leaky and wouldn’t keep things at the correct temperature and I’d have to find the deposit to buy another.

The thing is you don’t need to worry about that, says Claudio. You are never going to be in a position to need a commercial chiller cabinet.

That’s probably true.

I take a bite of my wrap. The tahini, the fresh mint leaves, the granular, yielding texture. The wrap has been assembled with such pride it almost brings me to tears.

Look, homes, these random fixations sound to me like generalised anxiety disorder, says Claudio, caused by the conditions inherent to late capitalism. If you’d let me loan you some money—

No.

I could get you through this patch and you could concentrate on your work.

Ha, I say. You’d be like my patron.

I could be your patron, says Claudio. Think about it.

Claudio, at the beginning, had many patrons, but now he makes enough through ad revenue that he’d probably be okay if they abandoned him.

I could be your patron, baby, he sings.

I am not too proud to accept Claudio’s generosity. I have never turned down a drink. But I do not borrow money from friends; it messes things up. Especially when you think it won’t. 

Actually, though, I say, I am on my way somewhere.

Work?

Yes.

You got a part?

An audition.

That’s great! Stage?

More site-specific. About climate change.

This is really good news, says Claudio, and he means it, god bless him, and takes a bite of his wrap. Things are looking, how you say, up?

Things are looking, how you say, up.
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There was a time when a genuinely bohemian lifestyle was possible, by which I mean economically feasible. Where it persists now, it is only as cosplay for bored kids with private incomes.

My belly is full of falafel and wet, well-seasoned salads. The traffic parts for me like the Red Sea.

I have a small hoop earring. I keep my hair short because I have strong features. I try to have the utmost contempt for money, but the fact is that I must find £1,400 per month to cover my basic expenses: rent, utility bills, council tax. I could reduce this, negligibly, by taking a room in a shared house, but I am not the type, and value my solitude. Anything I make on top of £1,400 (an amount, I should add, which in my youth seemed an unimaginably large sum, an impossible fortune, but which now I must somehow come up with every four weeks) is for food, and I have cultivated an obsession for eating simply and frugally. Dense rye breads, dried fruits, porridge. I currently have a bowl of borlotti beans soaking in the kitchenette.

Clothes I receive twice annually: for my birthday (an end of summer baby, naturally, condemned to spend my entire education small for my age because I was almost a year younger than my immediate peers) and for Christmas (when the dominant are born) from my parents. I favour two pairs of immensely durable black jeans (which take over three years to fade and fray and require replacement), white button-down shirts and the occasional jumper. I have had the same overcoat since 2002. I’m wearing it now. I have learned how to repair pockets and sew on buttons on YouTube.

Holding a needle between my teeth and squinting at a faux-silk lining under lamplight is when I feel closest to some notion of the bohemian ideal.

I never go on holiday and have no interest in doing so, but early in my vocation I had the chance to travel, expenses only, to South America and East Asia, with a street-theatre group, long disbanded. In this sense I am very much a man of the world, a seasoned-traveller, someone with a broadened mind who has been exposed to other cultures, who knows and is true to himself because he now sees himself with absolute clarity. 

An Englishman.

LMFAO, as they say.

You met that Englishman? He’s so English.

What else do people spend money on? I like to drink, I ought to admit that, and cannot imagine any other way of transporting myself from the day into the night. I’m picky. A blended Scotch is perfectly acceptable as long as it’s the right blended Scotch. I buy alcohol on a credit card and it is the only thing I use the credit card for. I pay off my ‘tab’ whenever I land a part that nets me sufficient funds.

My résumé is in innumerable piles on innumerable desks as we speak.

Little applications for indefinite leave to remain at the gates of heaven. 

I stop to pick up a 20p piece at the side of a drain. I flick off a fragment of something black and slip it into my pocket.

I am past caring but I am not past the vision of a future self, as real as any memory, a glass of wine on my verandah, reflecting on this, this now, as the low point of my career; giving an interview, on my verandah, to a quietly anxious journalist about how this was the low point of my career and how close I came to giving up. I’m not over that yet.

*

All of this is important. I am not important, but what I have to tell you is very important. Something is badly wrong. All hell is about to break loose. I see visions. We all do. I am not a pessimist, but something is very badly wrong and that which we held to be foundational is beginning to liquefy. The bien pensant opinion is that we have never been more divided; how sad it is that we are more divided than we’ve ever been, so sad. But that’s not it. It’s neither true nor sad and at the very least the things we commit to language ought to be one or the other.

Depending on your perspective I am probably, objectively, quite poorly educated. I sat in silent consternation while my teachers lost their composure with my more boisterous contemporaries, hour after hour, term after term. I developed an elaborate inner world I’ve never really left. You’ll forgive me if I occasionally mispronounce a word. You won’t be able to tell.

I check the walking route on my phone at the pelican crossing. Thirty-three minutes. I will reach the audition with sufficient time to stop sweating but not so much as to start fussing and doubting my worth. Good.

Something I love: plays. I love it when someone – a writer – has written a really good play, with characters and dialogue and a story which may be interpreted and realised by a director and a cast of actors in a theatre. Love it. I love all of it: the drawing-room farce and the discombobulating three-hour monologue with no fixed speaker. Good plays are probably my favourite thing in all the world.

I have nothing but disdain for the alternative. 

Unfortunately the alternative is the most readily available work – my, as it were, bread and butter – and the more time I spend in exploratory movement and stillness, hot-seat improv, ‘researching a stimulus as a team’, collaborative enterprise, reflective logbooks, space / time / weight / flow, ‘creating a unified vision as an ensemble’, the more I say yes to such joyless and culturally moribund opportunities, the more such opportunities open up to me, like a giant origami flower made of tax returns.

The subject matter is always worthy: modern slavery; the long-term effects of early exposure to extreme pornography; zero-hours contracts. Who among the theatre-going public doesn’t want their awareness of these horrors raised? Pried open, if necessary?

I feign enthusiasm, I give it everything, all the while feeling like someone is constantly slapping me in the stomach with an old brown shoe. All the while participating directly in the desecration of the one true art I live for. For subsistence wages.

I’m very cooperative and a good liar. Forty-five days of concerted effort, glorified trust exercises, listening and listening to each other, especially listening when someone says something demonstrably stupid or just plain wrong lest any of us be thought undemocratic; pages and pages that resemble less a play than a module-evaluation form or minutes of a local council meeting, drills and rehearsals, rehearsals and drills. Eventually, and with great collective dedication, to produce, time and time again, a show of such suffocating mediocrity I could cry thinking about it.

I balance these jobs with murder-mystery dinner theatre, which I find slightly less degrading.
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I am in a low room of white-washed brick walls, spider plants in little alcoves, halogens in the ceiling. A man with a big face and a beard sits behind a grey school table between a smart young woman in a voluminous green jumper and a man who has the face of a child, worn out at the crevices; a child who lives on a mountain. The usual plunging feeling that every human being is real, substantial and well-defined except for me. I dismiss this. Inverted vanity. Get over it.

Well, hello, I must be myself, they’re grateful to me for coming in, my experience is impressive, just relax, they’re going to do something a bit different.

When the director talks to his associates I cannot hear it – it dissolves into a mime. It seems important.

They’d like me to improvise.

They’d like me to—

The director seems suddenly perturbed.

I’m sorry.

I look at his ears to see if he is receiving messages from somewhere else. This doesn’t appear to be the case unless his earpiece is very small.

As I know, the theme we’ll be exploring is the climate disaster, the climate catastrophe. This is coming whether we like it or not, you know? What do I think about the links between the communal effort required to face the disaster, the catastrophe and the communal effort of staging a play?

Central, I say.

Central.

I think the parallels cannot be exaggerated. I think it would be impossible to exaggerate them.

Could I try?

Could I try to exaggerate them?

They laugh. Could I try to describe them?

We need to move as one mechanical arm, I offer. We need to operate like an artificial intelligence trying out several hundred permutations a second until we happen upon the right one.

He takes a note.

That’s just brilliant, thank you. 

They’re going to try something new. 

The director comes across not so much as a nice man as, for all the world, a man obsessed with how he’ll be described in his obituary. I’ll miss his twinkling wit. He even made coffee for the assistants. The world is a sadder place without him in it. That’s the kind of shit he wants in his obituary. Who wouldn’t? It doesn’t make him special.

They’d like me to break the news of a flood.

A flood?

Right now.

Like Noah?

Whatever flood I like. Try to convince us.

I go completely blank. I stare at the single brown frond of the third spider plant from the left. I’m not sure how one tends spider plants – prunes the leaves or not.

In my own time.

Whenever I’m ready.

I open my mouth. I open it wide. I release a single, undulating note. I alternate between my chest voice and my head voice. I increase the volume in inverse proportion to my uncertainty until I am singing, really singing.

The director and his associates stare at me; maybe they are trying not to laugh, maybe they are trying very hard to take me seriously. The director looks as though he has tasted something sour but wants to like it.

Then the woman brushes something from the shoulder of her green jumper, opens her mouth and begins to sing the same note. Then the child-faced man. And then the director. I look him directly in the eye. I go between the three of them, holding their gaze for several seconds each. We are not harmonising. We sing the same note – an E, is I think what I have arrived at – and we hold the note. 

Then we all stop at exactly the same time.

Thank you.

And now …

Yes?

And now if I could announce the flood.

Ah.

I like to think I had already done so, organisms vibrating at the same frequency, a non-verbal call to action.

If I could, nonetheless, provide some dialogue.

After such a gamble I’m not sure I have anything left. I have mere seconds to decide between Old Testament prophet and operations manager. I’m not sure whom I’m even supposed to be announcing the flood to. My community? The acting community? 

I take a breath to give the impression that I have been composing myself.

Oh god I just can’t be bothered.

I think most of the people who choose to spend their free time seeing a play about climate change are probably already on board with the whole message, I say. And the idea that a devised theatre piece could reach anyone outside the customary audience for devised theatre pieces is clearly nonsense. So I suppose the real question is: if a theatre was gradually filling with water, soon to drown us all, would you rather see this piece of shit or Hedda Gabler?

The assistants both look at the director, one smiling, the other with his lips pursed.

No, this is good, the director says, writing something on his tablet with a little white stick. This is actually the kind of honesty we’re looking for.

Oh, I say, great. Because this, if it isn’t altogether beneath contempt, is a capitulation to the utter impoverishment of our own discourse to the point where we might as well not have developed the capacity for language in the first place. I hope we do all get washed away in a flood.

The director’s stick clicks against the tablet.

We can use that, he says, then smiles. 

All of that said, I would still also really like to be in the play, I say.

*

So how was it? 

You don’t need to check in on me, Claudio.

I pause at the entrance to a cornershop. I need a bottle of cooking oil, but I don’t want to carry it.

Concerned about you, honey. I’m taking an interest.

I turn the volume up on my phone. Claudio is always quiet on the phone. I hit the button at the pelican crossing and wait.

I think I gave a good account of myself, I say.

What else can we do?

Right?

Well you let me know when you hear back, okay?

Yeah, I say. Look, Claudio, even if this comes through it’s not a big thing, it’s not the big time, it’s a small thing, it’s the same old small thing.

Don’t be like that, says Claudio. You’re beautiful and I believe in you. 

I’m saying this is a waste of your attention.

You keep that chin up.

I will.

Do it right now. Raise your chin.

I’m doing it.

And hold it. 

Holding it.

Everyone else can go to hell.

Okay.

Okay, he says. I’m gonna get back on it.

You do that.

Claudio has a strict schedule of four hours live-streaming videogames every weekday from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. or 3 p.m. to 7 p.m. The stream is open to anyone, but subscribers pay £2 a month. There are roughly 20,000 subscribers and counting, meaning that Claudio is a higher-rate taxpayer. They drop in and out. Many of them are at work, or working from home, and they use Claudio as a kind of background entertainment to compensate for the intolerable tedium of their jobs and life administration. He is their siesta and their carnivalesque, their call to prayer and their break room.

You may think this a charmed life, paid – and handsomely – to play videogames and talk about them. But prop your phone up on your desk and try to record yourself for even ten minutes. Do it now. Talk about whatever’s on your mind. 

Now play it back. 

You suck. You’re not funny and you look like a murderer. What you have just recorded has all the grace and wit of a ransom video. Your voice is awful. You sound like a complete stranger’s most boring in-law. Now imagine doing that for four hours at a time. I don’t think this is for you.

You don’t want to hear it, but doing this well is as rare a gift as being a concert-grade violinist.

As you play and narrate, the messages from your community arrive faster than you can read them, largely dross, always faintly self-absorbed and disrespectful, rarely contributing anything, tens of thousands of words a day. And you have to pick out the least-worst to respond to, at a millisecond’s notice, and turn that into relatable content. Let us be quite clear that what we have monetised, what we have rendered a career for a select few – strip away the layers of irony, of brazenness and boredom, just for a moment – is charm, and charm alone. Weaponised charm.

I get back to my ground-floor flat and take off my trainers – the right one has been chafing my heel. I check the bowl of dried borlotti beans soaking on the counter. I hold a single bean between my thumb and finger. I test it with my teeth. Still a little hard.
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My inspection of the beans is interrupted by an incoming video call. A video call means it is Howard.

Howard is one of two men who sometimes call me with offers of murder-mystery dinner roles: spiteful little half-brother, embittered failed actor, semi-competent confidence trickster. His company is called Half a Mind to Kill, catering for audiences from six to two hundred and sixty. These are largely corporate functions, sideshows for cultural sleepwalkers, in which we ply our trade for the people responsible for its degradation.

I take my supper in the kitchen between acts, a piled up version of the paying guests’ repast. I eat it with my hands and wipe them on a dish cloth then I cram my lines for the next scene. A little ad-libbing is acceptable, within reason.

Howard is a man with a fairly unpleasant temperament and a plain, flat face, but he seems not to know this about himself, hence his penchant for video calls. Just now he is outside and for all the world looks to be in a minimum-security prison, standing by a thick chicken-wire fence. 

Howard.

He wears his hair long, which does nothing for him whatsoever.

All right? Howard says. I’ll cut to the chase ’cause I’m working down a list. My detective has gastric flu, looking for a last-minute filler.

When?

Tonight?

I suck in air like a car mechanic surveying a minor dent. It is important that Howard, of all people, never takes me for granted.

I’d have to move some things around.

Important that he doesn’t know I’d literally be facing eviction without his weird video calls and bullshit dinner shows.

You can do it?

What’s it called?

The Salumist of Avila.

Gosh, that’s bad.

What do you reckon?

Whereabouts is this tour de weakness to be staged?

Tour de … fuck off! Brown’s Hotel. I can’t send a cab, but there’s a bus stop nearby. Four-fifty quid. You’ll do it?

Yeah, okay, Howballs.

Lifesaver, mate, thank you. 

His hair dangles over the camera as he hangs up.

Dinner theatre had a storied history throughout the twentieth century and you’d likely be surprised how many celebrated names took it as a side-hustle. You’d look down the list and be like, Lana Turner? Really? Roddy McDowall? It more or less dried up in the 1980s, but has now re-emerged as an option alongside paintball, Laser Quest, team-building EST.

When they’re not being forced to by their employers, who is it, I wonder, who goes to these things? The same people who go to shopping-centre art galleries, who own paintings by Bob Dylan, as if that’s what Bob Dylan is for.

I’m being mean.

Everyone needs to have fun and of course I give it my all. They barely register it between mouthfuls of duck three-ways, but they get the full Stanislavsky. 

Whose fault is this? How have we preserved only the worst things about the end of pier and the opera house?

On my way to the bus I look at my reflection in the smeary-mirrored window of a closed-down model-railway shop. What do those big, gentle, foul-smelling men even do now? I can say, objectively and I hope without vanity, that I look young for my age. At thirty-seven I could probably pass for a man in his mid-twenties. This is a significant genetic advantage for an actor, for all the good it’s done me.

Where are my examples? Whom do I envy?

There was a boy in my year at drama school who went to LA to read for a part on a science-fiction pilot and was never heard from again.

Many are called, but few are chosen.

The bus stop is by another abandoned building. Red window frames, iron staircases. It looks like the studio on the record cover of the kids from Fame. I don’t know what it was; a small fire-station, maybe, waiting for a better economy and a landlord to carve it into HMOs. I should like to walk past an abandoned theatre, all rotten velvet seats, debris from the half-collapsed ceiling, a nuclear-winter dust on racks of moth-eaten Tudor costumes; that would make for pleasing symbolism. But theatres don’t close, they just lapse into total mediocrity and take the audience with them.

*

When I arrive at Brown’s Hotel I enter a white side door pinned open with a coal scuttle and find myself picking my way through a steaming kitchen, sans chefs.

Sorry, I say to the potwash, who ignores me. I feel a great affinity for the orderly and their repetitive tasks.

In the restaurant I see Howard rearranging pages on his clipboard. He looks up.

Man of the hour, he says. 

He hands me a script fastened with brass pins. 

We’re just through there.

I have come to hate the sight of these ninety-page scripts fastened with brass pins.

In a wide room with tables on their sides, pacing and muttering inaudibly, or leaning against a pilaster, script in hand, the eight-strong cast are running lines.

At first I don’t recognise anyone – high turnover keeps Howard’s overheads low – but then I see Samantha – oh god – doing her make-up at a vanity table on wheels.

We’ve been doing this for years, comrades in vacuity, while increasingly younger talents passed us on their way up.

Sweetheart, stop, I say. You’re too beautiful already.

Samantha is a broad, attractive woman who sees herself, in any situation, as the mother of the group because she always has ibuprofen and tissues. As a matter of fact that’s all she has, but as long as you let her look after you she’s easy to get on with.

Oh babe, she says, I’ve not seen you in ages!

I must be out of favour, I say.

With Howard? Nah. Especially not now you’ve saved the day. You read your part?

I’ve read nothing. 

Quite a lot of jokes about salami.

She caps her pencil and stands. You like my Spanish dress?

She curtsies.

Divine. We’re not expected to do accents are we?

Oh, no, I don’t think so.

Small mercies.

I’m the murderer, she whispers.

No, I say.

Mmhm. So what’s new with you? Any leads? she says.

Waiting for the right vehicle. Why? 

I give her an exaggerated frown. You?

She mouths the word FILM.

I mouth the word WOW.

It’s not anything but it could be, you know?

Well if anyone deserves it, I say. I should … I tap my script against my head.

You should, she says. Hop to it. 

She takes my shoulders and gives me a quick, hard kiss on the lips.

I’m so glad it’s you.

To listen to us you’d think we were ex-lovers who’d separated so maturely we might as well still be together, but I must impress on you that this is the only way Samantha and I can communicate. It’s this or tear each other to shreds. One day we’ll die and God will tell us what we said behind each other’s backs and it will be sufficient to consign us both to the eighth ring of Hell where we’ll say, Gorgeous! Fancy meeting you here!

I watch her talking to a young man with a fake moustache, her head cocked to the left in concern.

On balance, it would be better for both of us if we had slept together, but I don’t know. I’m weird about sex. I’d probably cry and then propose and then take it back while we were putting our clothes on.

I take a sip from my water bottle and skim read the first five pages of The Salumist of Avila. I am a bumbling detective, easily seduced by Samantha, rigid in protocol, essentially incompetent; I am to have rings run around me. Good. I could do this in my sleep.

Over the next hour the car park hums with Audis and BMWs and the occasional gentle robotic chant of an EV. The building fills with an off-kilter wedding ambience as the diner-patrons take their seats.

They may have salmon mousse or pear and pea-sprout salad followed by Chicken Marsala or a sweet potato curry.

We gather in the wings during Howard’s preamble. Despite my disdain for the medium, I still have a racing heart, still want to show everyone a good time, still want them to love me.

He was good, though, wasn’t he? I want them to say to each other later.

Things begin well. I deliver my first line – As a matter of fact, Esme, it was a complete disaster – with such a withering tone that it gets a laugh, and this buoys my mood more than I care to admit. Still got it.

In the second scene Samantha and I bounce off each other so naturally – trying, I suppose, to outdo each other in the name of lifting the other’s performance – that I start to feel bad for my earlier thoughts and think maybe I should call her before the end of the week. Maybe she fancies a drink; maybe I could ask her, could say I was just calling to see if she fancied a drink.

I wait for the incidental music to die down and am just marching into the middle of the dining room when a fire alarm, the loudest and most belligerent I have ever heard, a pneumatic drill made of church bells, begins to peal.

Some of the diners cover their ears as they pick their way between the tables.

Oh, I say, still in role, and stand there with my mouth open.

Howard runs towards me, gesticulating.

Outside we gather by the fire-assembly point, exchanging eye-rolls with the prettier guests, who are shivering without their cardigans. Of all the times for a drill, eh? 

I am not sure who is the first to notice that the hotel is actually on fire, but an audible gasp goes up from the people gathered by the lichen-spattered fountain, sufficiently far out to see the top of the building.

I step backwards.

Oh, holy shit, I say.

It really is burning, the third floor, as if it had been purpose-designed to go up in terrific dark orange flames and stay that way. 

Staff in black slacks and pressed white shirts do the rounds, taking names.

For a while we just stare at Brown’s Hotel as the fire spreads and a black pillar of smoke climbs into the sky. When the wind changes it smells like an exploded tomb. Those whose formal attire includes a handkerchief hold it to their mouths.

It takes a while for it to sink in – for me and perhaps for the three hundred or so guests – that the performance and meal will likely have to be cancelled, and tickets refunded.

Not to be cynical but it’s usually an insurance scam, isn’t it? says Samantha.

We turn our heads at the sound of encroaching sirens.

God, maybe that’s the answer, I say. We could go into scams, couldn’t we?

You and me, running some scams, says Samantha. I could see that.

The world disappointed them, so they disappointed the world. Have you got your phone?

Fuck!

Oh, babe, I’m so sorry, I say.

Fucking hell.

I’m just in my normal trousers so it’s still in my pocket. That’s male privilege for you, I suppose.

Samantha looks at me to make sure I’m not smiling.

The current company of Half a Mind to Kill gathers by a rotting picnic bench. Howard, looking blanker than usual, comes to speak to the cast, ostensibly to make sure we’re okay, but principally to inform us that we unfortunately won’t be getting paid. He hopes we understand and that we’ll still work for the company in future.

He looks sorrowfully at the ground as we express our disappointment, largely non-verbal.

Could you at least refund my bus fare? I ask.

Sure, he says. Sure, I’ll just pop back into a burning building and get my wallet.
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That was four hundred and fifty pounds I could really have used. At least there’s the chance of landing the climate-change gig. Please God.

I sleep badly. My throat hurts. Perhaps I inhaled too much hotel. An actor’s throat is very important. If I made any money my accountant would probably recommend I take out throat insurance. I do not, I hasten to add, have an accountant.

Do not envy the successful. They probably have panic buttons in their houses. You have been spared all such horrors.

The right to be forgotten.

This, Article 17 of the UK’s GDPR legislation, is one of the most poetic phrases ever composed.

In the morning I peel and de-pith a ruby grapefruit. A ruby grapefruit is a great luxury, dense as meat and the colour of a winter sunrise, and costs only 55p. For I tell you that many prophets and kings have desired to see those things which ye see, and have not seen them.

Over the next two hours I refresh my inbox a lot, on my phone and on my chubby, wheezing laptop – a hand-me-down from Claudio, overdue an upgrade to the next hand-me-down from Claudio. I should make a note to ask him, casually, drop it in.

Waiting for a response can drive you to distraction. Too much depends on the outcome. It is always best to already be working on the next thing, so as to affect an insouciance that might distract God. Oh, that audition, you’ll say, I’d forgotten all about it!

You had, my child, and that is why I shall reward you.

But the ‘next thing’ is a vexed issue for me. I am known to all the experimental theatre groups of the city; to those forced to spend more time on funding applications than perfecting their nascent craft. It’s a very competitive field. It is they, if anyone, who will call on me – and indeed it looks like they have this pale and sludgy morning. Stefan, a poor little boy who lives on Greggs vegan sausage rolls, and looks it, invites me to join the company for his new play. It would be pro bono in the first instance. 

Sine stipendio. 

Nam amor. 

Pro bono in aeternum, I mutter. I am an amateur student of Latin. People think I’m posh anyway so I might as well.

Such works are rehearsed and developed in secondary-school drama studios, out of hours, script in hand. They are often absurdly overambitious, or written in verse, or depend ideally on special effects very much beyond their own budgets and a predilection for the most intense human suffering. 

In Stefan’s latest effort I would be portraying three characters: a father who has lost his infant son to a rare blood cancer; a paralegal cheating on his wife; and a ‘fury’.

Sounds a hoot, Stefan, I reply. And yes, November is good for me. Pro bono, though, is not good for me.

I refresh my inbox a few more times. Nothing. I make a slice of wholemeal toast then I take a constitutional around the dogshit theme park of my neighbourhood. Fucked pavements, semi-detached dentists, baleful expressions at the bus stop. I like it. Ego hic pertinent.

*

As always – by the time I have used up many hours like cans of silly string and given up on hearing back from my audition today – I see the email I’ve been waiting for.

I open it and it tells me they met with many people for the part, naturally climate change is a very important issue, a crowded market, etc., etc., but unfortunately I have not been successful on this occasion. It was very close and decisions must be made not only on individual merit but with the construction of a unified group in mind. They hope I will not be disappointed but rather take it as an opportunity to reflect. 

Reflect! 

They are sorry they cannot provide specific feedback to the unsuccessful due to the sheer number of the unsuccessful. They wish me all the best in my future endeavours and hope I will consider applying again. They will keep me apprised of future openings and productions. I will be made comprehensively aware of the slightest prospect of a future opportunity.

Oh, the insult of not receiving something you were too good for but were relying on anyway.

To my surprise I find that I have started to cry. 

Tedious, bien pensant wankers. I must get better at hiding my disdain.

I reply. I congratulate them on seeing through me. I tell them I only attended out of desperation for money and that I would rather eat glass than work with them in any capacity. Maybe once they have finished their play about incipient ecological collapse they could take, as a theme for their next production, the plight of the contemporary actor reduced to scrabbling around in half-arsed issues-based community theatre masquerading as high art. I would happily volunteer as a consultant.

I delete the email and close my reconditioned laptop, which groans and activates its fan.

I stop crying as suddenly and involuntarily as I started. Come on. Nobody cares. It happens without my will to action, as if I’d been fitted with an emotional catheter.

God I needed that money. What am I going to do? I will not borrow. My parents don’t have anything anyway. If you borrow money you’re already ruined. It’s worse than gambling. Just until you get back on your feet, you tell yourself, as you hew your own feet off with a handsaw. Yes, if it came to it they’d take me back in and I’d lie in my childhood bedroom reading old Asterix comics and getting fat on shepherd’s pie until – after two years of gently being asked if I shouldn’t perhaps at least apply for jobseeker’s allowance – I’d gas myself in their Honda Civic.

Claudio would help if I asked him but I cannot become dependent on Claudio, cannot become Claudio’s one-man entourage, cannot ask Claudio to fund this delusion.

Item. Claudio could give me one thousand five hundred pounds a month and it would still barely cover my basic expenses; so that I would still live, much to his inevitable and mounting consternation, following his obscene generosity like a pauper, with a pauper’s gratitude. Item. I shudder to think of Claudio’s tax situation and await some very bad news in that regard. Item. I love Claudio and will not have him tarnish his love for me with pity.

I have some pride. Who doesn’t?

I look to the future. I cross my legs on my verandah, gaze at my sea view, sip my wine. I am thinking about the past, the low point. I am a little camp in my affect; I treat everyone I encounter like an indulgent relative. The journalist asks what advice I have for aspiring actors. Oh, I say, you know. It’s always darkest when you’ve got your eyes closed.

*

Lately, I have realised that if I am to improve my odds, I must dig deeper, be open to odder. I subscribe to several more lists, including the admirably candid strange-acting-jobs.org.

A lot of this is sandwich-board level, sign-twirling, end-of-the-world-is-nigh stuff. Last month I turned up for what I’d been told was an audition but realised, five minutes in, was a recruitment drive for door-to-door sales. I’d be the first to admit there are parallels but nonetheless I stood up, blew a resounding raspberry and slammed the convention centre’s door behind me.

Just once in a while, though, you find a rich weirdo who wants you to impersonate their late, beloved Great Dane for a week. I’m very open to something along those lines.

I scroll through the bulletin.

That’s shit.

That’s shit.

That’s shit. 

That’s shit.

I pause over the fifth.

Male actor required for psychological enquiry. Non-speaking, but discretion and devotion to restrictive performance requirements obligatory. Duration 3–4 months, start asap, pref immediate. No experience in discipline (Psychology) necessary. Short / slight stature preferred certainly no more than 5’8 but shorter if possible (Legs). Fee to be discussed. Contact Dr Paul Blend &c.

Well, I am 5’6 and a model of discretion. I say as much in my email. I am sure he has had many applications, but I am available immediately and attach my CV, including a full-length photograph as requested. In any event I wish Dr Blend a lovely start to the term.

I go to make a cup of tea in the kitchenette, but no sooner is the kettle back in its cradle than I receive his reply.

Can you come in tomorrow? 10am. Office 327.
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The heterodox architecture of the university campus represents many different eras of hope, progress, despair, practicality and defiance. A theme park of uneasy truces between high court and departure lounge, tenement and winter palace. Ideas in direct conflict over decades as to what, for the love of god, this even is. A waiting room or a cathedral. There I might have loved, and there I did. One could wear a tracksuit and a crown, a puffer jacket over a suit of armour. It has developed in such a bricolage that a series of runways and iron staircases have been installed to negotiate the cracked and obsolete pavements which no longer convey you to active entrances or exits. The Psychology building looks like half a red eighteenth-century apostolic church bolted onto a job centre. There is the fresh stump of what must have been a vast, majestic oak tree in the middle of a little windswept quad.

I sweat my way to the third floor and have only just sat down on a black cushioned chair outside office 327 when I hear a rattle of keys behind it and Dr Blend opens his door, nods and ushers me in.

Have I done this kind of work before? 

No, I suppose not, unless you count— 

Dr Blend talks over me: In a sense that must be irrelevant for an actor, mustn’t it? 

I am not unaccustomed to being talked over. 

In a sense, whether you have undertaken a certain role before ought to be immaterial; your job is to find the path of least resistance to its imitation. 

Well, quite.

I find myself emulating his clipped and outmoded English, his paternalisms, code-switching the way I’d call a man enlisted to fix my sink mate. You are Big Father, I am Little Father. We are on the same page and you’ll have no trouble from me.

I was selected primarily for my stature and slight build, he hopes I won’t mind him saying.

No, I rather thought that was the case. Nonetheless I’m confident I can—

So shall we?

Of course.

He stands and clears his throat then crouches to open the bottom drawer of his filing cabinet. He unfolds and lays out what looks like a large, black leather suit-bag on the little bed in the corner. It looks about my size, a reversible grey metal double-zip all the way up the side. There are two hemmed holes for legs at the bottom. 

Should I undress?

If you would.

Completely?

To your underpants.

Ah.

I have not done any laundry in a while and it has become my habit to wear nothing but jeans on the lower half of my body.

I’m glad you told me.

I’ll keep my jeans on, I offer.

I take off my jacket, unbutton my shirt and he unzips the bag. I lie down on the padded bench, gather the bag around me and poke my feet through the holes, then I straighten out. The bag finishes just below my knees and the holes are tight around my upper calves. My jeans have ridden up inside the bag, creating what I assume to be the desired effect. Two bare chicken legs just protruding.

Perfect, he says.

Am I to be barefoot? 

Yes. Shoes would communicate.

I actually rather like being barefoot; inside or outside, I tell him. When I was in Argentina I didn’t wear shoes or socks for four days, and people don’t realise quite how intense a connection it gives you to the—

He zips the bag up in one motion and the leather presses against my nose.

There are hidden vents.

Yes, it’s quite all right. I can breathe very—

Breathing shouldn’t be an issue.

I can’t see, I say.

No. You will not be able to see.

It’s possible I might walk into things.

Very much so.

Very well. 

In the lectures you will simply lie on a desk at the back of the room. In the seminars you will sit in a chair. Again at the back of the room.

Ah yes, I say. 

You should not appear to be dead. You should, as much as possible, relax. We do not want the students to think you a corpse.

Should I wiggle my toes occasionally?

He thinks about this.

On no account should I wiggle my toes. Or circle my feet. Or perform any gesture with my feet or lower legs which might be interpreted as reactive to or derisive of the lecture. Bag is to be characterless. The occasional involuntary movement will be allowed.

May I ask, I say, exactly what we – I mean you – are investigating?

Blend sighs. We like what we’re familiar with, he says. Even something we initially find off-putting or repulsive; should we be repeatedly exposed to it, we come to accept and enjoy it.

That has all kinds of implications! I say, gamely.

Yes, says Dr Blend, testily. Even love. We even come to love it.

Wow. And I am to be the … that which is off-putting and repulsive?

Well, in a sense, Blend says. 

From within the total darkness of the bag I hear him sniff and then, presumably, take out a tissue to blow his nose.

Can I get out of it now?

Yes, of course, he says. It seems a good fit.

It’s lovely, I say, unzipping the bag from inside and poking my already sweaty head out like a hatchling.

The experiment was first conducted in 1967, Blend tells me. I am replicating it with subtle variations, not least the era. He chuckles. 

The era. I grin and nod, aware that I am coming across slightly too enthusiastic. God, what an era it is. And we’re testing, just to be clear, we’re testing if the experiment’s conclusions are still the case, some fifty years later?

Blend has turned to his desk and I sense that he is done with me for now, or, with this admin task accomplished, needs to put his mind to higher things.

We are testing life itself, he mutters. We are testing God’s thoughts.

I am overcome with love for Dr Blend.

I promise, I tell him, that I will give this my absolute all. My absolute all.

He grimaces. About half should be sufficient, he says.

The office opposite Dr Blend’s has no name plate, but a black and white photograph of a child’s tricycle has been taped over the number. I do not like the image for some reason – it strikes me as sinister – but as soon as I am down the first flight of stairs and far enough away from Dr Blend’s office I begin to gibber audibly with excitement. I cannot believe my luck.

I forgot to ask about the fee.

Never mind.

Oh my god. I whoop. I have not whooped in some time and my falsetto could use work. The building feels still and empty – term hasn’t started – so I chance performatively punching the air. It feels very odd to do that. To punch the air. I leap up and raise my fist into the air a little out of sync with the jump. If I were required to punch the air on stage I would have to practise the gesture repeatedly in my own time.

I message Claudio, Booked it.

Booked it?

I auditioned for a part and I got it.

This is great!

I think this could be it, I text him. I think this could be my breakthrough role.

That’s what I’m talking about, says Claudio. That’s what I meant about your chin! It’s manifesting!

I kept my chin up.

Like a fucking beast! Where is it? What theatre?

Theatre is dead, I tell him.

Le théâtre est mort.

Vive le théâtre. 
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