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About the Book

In It’s Only a Movie, the incomparable Mark Kermode took us into the weird world of a film critic’s life lived in widescreen. Now, The Good, The Bad and the Multiplex takes us into the belly of the beast to ask: ‘What’s wrong with the modern movie business – and how can we make it right?’

If blockbusters make money no matter how bad they are, then why not make a good one for a change? How can 3-D be the future of cinema when it’s been giving audiences a headache for over a hundred years? Why pay to watch films in cinemas which don’t have a projectionist but do have a fast-food stand? And, in a world in which Sex and the City 2 was a hit, what the hell are film critics for? Outspoken, opinionated and hilariously funny, The Good, the Bad and the Multiplex will appeal to all Mark Kermode’s existing legion of fans, and should win a few new followers, too.


About the Author


Outspoken, opinionated, and never lost for words, Mark Kermode has carved out a career in print, radio and television based entirely on the belief that The Exorcist is the greatest movie ever made and that the Pirates of the Caribbean films should be buried in a very deep hole where they can never bother anyone ever again.


[image: photo]


‘Everyone gets armbands and 3-D glasses’

Elvis Costello, ‘Night Rally’


Prologue

‘WOULD THE LAST PROJECTIONIST PLEASE TURN OFF THE LIGHTS …’

A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away, the most important person in a cinema was the projectionist …

Back then, it was the projectionist who conjured the magic of cinema, producing dazzling lights and wondrous apparitions from reels of celluloid and complex machines built from dizzying, spinning wheels and whirring cogs. It was a job that required skill and precision, and it involved no small degree of expertise, not only because to many the cinema was a sacred place, as hallowed as a church, but also because in its earliest days film was dangerous, incendiary, explosive.

Literally.

Listen …

When moving pictures were first exhibited in the 1890s – initially through the end-of-the-pier peep-show Kinetoscopes and later via the miracle of public projection – the greatest risk they presented was as a fire hazard. Early film was made by dissolving cotton waste in nitric acid (and a bit of sulphuric acid) to which was added a plasticiser like alcohol or camphor. This created a thin strip of highly combustible material which would then be placed dangerously close to an extremely hot lamp, usually in a confined dark space that was stuffed to bursting with men, women and children. An infernal cocktail indeed.

Today when people talk about movies being ‘dangerous’, they’re usually referring to the medium’s alleged power to deprave and corrupt viewers – most commonly young viewers. But when the Cinematograph Act was first introduced in 1909, giving local councils more power to regulate cinema than any other art form, it was public safety rather than censorious control that was the prevailing issue, with the Home Secretary acting to control firetraps rather than moral mazes. And in those heady days when film needed to be handled with extreme care, the art of projection was seen as a craft, a bona fide trade carried out by skilled operatives whose talents were as essential to the smooth running of a movie show as those of stage managers were to the proficient production of a play.

For most of the 20th century, cinema screenings were referred to as ‘performances’, a word that acknowledged the medium’s oft-forgotten roots in the theatrical tradition. Although we may foolishly imagine that the visual thrills of films like Titanic are somehow unique to cinema, they were in fact prefigured by live productions that allowed audiences to witness spectacular shipwrecks and historical disasters from the comparative comfort of the 19th-century theatre stall. In 1899, a full 60 years before Charlton Heston’s widescreen Technicolor outing, audiences for the first Broadway production of Ben-Hur watched in jaw-dropped amazement as eight specially trained horses pulling two full-sized chariots galloped at full pelt on floor-mounted treadmills, while a cyclorama allowed the background to fly past at an equivalent whack, creating a thunderous edge-of-your-seat illusion of death-defying motion. Just imagine that! Think of the noise. Think of the smell! Sensurround, Odorama and Dolby Digital 3-D combined would be hard-pressed to match the immersive thrill of that 19th-century play, as 32 pounding hooves kicked splinters into the air while the actors’ cracking whips arced out into the auditorium above the terrified audience’s heads. The stagehands working the production were run off their feet and were required to be vigilant at all times. The same was true of the projectionists who followed in their wake; they had umpteen tasks to perform and would never dream of leaving their posts. In its early incarnation, cinema – like theatre – was very much a ‘live’ production.

Owing to the volatile nature of plasticised nitrocellulose (or ‘nitrate stock’, as it was commonly known) early projection rooms had to be sealed and their walls lined with thick asbestos. If a fire broke out in such a room, containment was the only option; an early instruction film made by the Admiralty for budding projectionists entitled This Film Is Dangerous, showed reels of nitrate film continuing to burn even when fully immersed in water, with no need of air to continue their spectacular conflagration. In 1926, a converted barn in Dromcolliher went up in flames after a reel of nitrate film somehow came into contact with the unguarded flame of a candle, killing 48 people – for decades the worst fire disaster in Irish history. On 31st December 1929 at the Glen Cinema in Paisley, Scotland, a can of nitrate film that had just been projected as part of a children’s matinee was placed into a metal box, which began to issue bilious clouds of black smoke. As the smoke seeped into the auditorium, the young audience panicked and ran to an escape door, which was padlocked and opened inwards, and in the ensuing crush 69 children were killed. An enquiry later concluded that the fire had been started when the metal box was accidentally placed on the unguarded terminals of a battery in the projection booth which then short-circuited, causing the nitrate film inside to burst into flames.

The Cinematograph Act was subsequently amended to beef up fire-prevention measures and to ensure that cinema doors were fitted with push-bars and opened outwards. As for projectionists, the sense that their trade was potentially lethal and needed to be carried out by highly skilled operatives was heightened as never before. Indeed, nitrate film was generally regarded with such alarm that it was not allowed to be transported on the London Underground (although smoking cigarettes on the Tube was fine!) or sent through Her Majesty’s post without appropriate anti-fire precautions. And, as film archivists subsequently discovered to their cost, if you leave nitrate film in an unopened canister for a period of years it will decompose, releasing noxious gas and turning first to a honey-like goo and then to dust which has the capacity to spontaneously combust.

Eventually, nitrate gave way to ‘safety film’ and ‘triacetate’, which may not have been as explosive as nitrate stock but was still flammable (it would burn as merrily as paper under the right circumstances) and, if left unattended, would produce the distinctive vinegar whiff that signalled a descent into brittle instability. Long after the age of nitrate had passed, projectionists still had to use their noses like police sniffer dogs when opening a canister of film, a precaution which ensured that the image of a highly combustible element cloaked in a sulphurous cloud remained hard-wired into the popular imagination.

As well as being a dangerous procedure, projecting a movie was a very physical, hands-on enterprise, thanks to the need for regular reel changes, which occurred roughly once every 20 minutes. Generally, cinema screens would have two projectors, enabling the first reel of a film to be projected from one machine whilst the second reel was laced in readiness to take over from its partner. As the first reel was drawing to a close, a series of cue marks (usually dots or circles) would appear in the upper right corner of the picture. If you’ve been going to the pictures as long as I have, you will probably have noticed these symbols, the first of which would appear eight seconds before the end of the reel, telling the projectionist to start the second machine rolling and wait for the ‘changeover cue’. Once this appeared, the projectionist had around one-and-a-half feet of film – that’s about one second – to make the smooth transition from one reel to the next. In older movie theatres, this may have involved sliding manually operated covers back and forth to open or close projection booth windows. More modern systems used interconnected ‘dowsers’, the metal or asbestos plates which come between the lamp and the film to stop the image from projecting, or the film from burning. Either way, the projectionist needed to be on the ball or everyone would wind up watching a load of scratchy ‘tail leader’ being beamed onto the screen where an exciting motion picture should be.

The fact that few audiences were even aware of reel changes tells you something about how dexterously this operation could be performed. And the work was not over once a reel of film had been projected: having been duly unwound, each reel would then need to be reverse-spooled before being projected again, otherwise the film would play upside down and back to front. Sometimes an overworked projectionist might forget to reverse-spool a reel, meaning that the next projectionist would diligently have to check the print and carry out any necessary corrections, to avoid screwing up the Wednesday matinee of The Poseidon Adventure by having the ship mysteriously roll upright in the middle of reel five (and leaving the audience demanding their money back). The fact that such major screw-ups were not only possible but probable ensured that projectionists kept watch on the print at all times, and whilst doing so they would regularly check the framing and focus of the image in the auditorium, taking great pride in ensuring that they had used the right aperture, affixed the correct lens, properly checked the tension, and that the performance of the movie was of the highest possible standard.

This huge amount of responsibility – the fire hazard, the need for constant focus, the reel changes – was all part of the traditional projectionist’s lot, and it encouraged many in the profession to see their craft as a creative and collaborative part of the cinema-going experience. In front of me, I have a copy of a letter from that great auteur Stanley Kubrick which reads: ‘Dear Projectionist, An infinite amount of care was given to the look of “Barry Lyndon”; the photography, the sets, the costumes; and in the careful colour grading and overall lab quality of the prints, and the soundtrack – all of this work is now in your hands, and your attention to sharp focus, good sound, and the careful handling of the film will make this effort worthwhile.’ Similarly, in 1969 writer/producer Larry Kramer gave an interview to Today’s Cinema magazine in which he talked passionately about the projectionist’s key role in the release of his controversial new movie Women in Love, directed by Ken Russell and adapted from D.H. Lawrence’s classic novel. The film was playing at the Prince Charles Theatre in Leicester Square and, according to Kramer, the cinema had been so keen to do it justice that they had installed a new projector and ‘softened some clocks’ in the auditorium that the producer had felt ‘were ticking too loudly’. As for the projectionist, he insisted on reading Lawrence’s novel before handling the print, to ensure that he understood both the nature and the history of the work prior to running the celluloid through his magic lantern.

Such attention to detail is almost inconceivable today, for even as I write the great profession of projection (in the traditional sense of the craft) is in the process of becoming obsolete. The rot started to set in with the introduction of ‘towers’ and ‘platters’ (or ‘cake-stands’), which effectively did away with the need for multiple reel changes, thereby fundamentally changing the nature of projection as a profession. With towers, the 20-minute reels are all spliced together by the projectionist on to one giant vertical reel, which then runs uninterrupted through the projector on to an equally giant take-up reel (which is then reverse-spooled at the end of the performance). With platters, in which the horizontally laid film is spooled from the centre of the reel, the movie passes through the projector and then back on to another horizontal take-up platter the right way round – thereby eliminating the need even for reverse spooling. There are even systems that allow the same film to run through two projectors at the same time, enabling one print to be shown in two (or more?) different screens simultaneously.

As David Norris (the West End’s longest serving projectionist) told me, these operations still required great skill, with a ‘good’ projectionist taking care to splice the 20-minute reels correctly in the first place, and to ensure that when ‘broken down’ after the film’s run, those reels were left in good order so that ‘the next poor sod didn’t end up with a six or seven-piece jigsaw puzzle to work out … it’s happened to me, and trust me it’s not funny!’ Once the reels were assembled, however, these technical advancements should have freed up more time for the projectionist to spend checking the framing and focus of the picture, and correcting any imperfections through tiny tweaks of the lenses and the rack. But, in fact, in the emergent world of the multiplex it just gave them more time to go and start up other projectors in other screens, doing the job of six people for half the money and none of the thanks. So whereas in the past a good projectionist would regularly look out from their box to check that all was well in the auditorium, the more modern projectionist would be on to the next movie in the next screen before you could say, ‘Oi, it’s out of focus!’

Things got worse with the advent of digital projection, which, in theory, simply requires someone to turn a machine on, thereby in effect making projectionists redundant. By the time you read this book, the Odeon and Cineworld chains in the UK will have all but done away with celluloid, replacing the reels and pulleys of their old machines with the hard drives of newly installed digital projectors. As Phil Clapp of the Cinema Exhibitors’ Association recently told London’s Time Out magazine, ‘while a 35mm projector is a mechanical device with moving parts, a digital projector – aside from the lamp – is very much a piece of IT. Projectionists who have been able to strip down and reassemble a 35mm projector with their eyes closed are suddenly being presented with a box with an on–off switch.’

As a result, projectionists up and down the country are losing, or stepping down from, jobs which they once loved. Projectionists like 80-year-old Ray Mascord, who was profiled in the Guardian in February 2011 on the eve of his retirement from Scott Cinemas in Bridgwater, Somerset (which, like everywhere else, was ‘going digital’). When Ray started projecting movies back in the forties he was one of a team of five who worked two projectors, with reel changes every 20 minutes. In the fifties, he projected musicals like Carousel and Oklahoma! and fell in love with an usherette, Eileen, who became his third projectionist. In between reel changes Ray would keep a watchful eye not only on the picture but on couples canoodling in the back row. ‘I used to say, “Aye-aye, where are you putting your hands!”’ he told reporter Patrick Barkham, whose wonderfully nostalgic interview also records the arrival of the ‘towers holding 12,000ft of film’ which ‘turned the cinema projectionist’s job into a solitary one …’

Barkham’s feature coincided with a number of articles documenting the end of a cinematic era. In Time Out’s similarly themed piece, David Jenkins found that ‘a lot of veteran projectionists have taken this revolution as a cue to retire’, to the extent that ‘projectionists as we imagine them are on the verge of extinction’. Tracing the changeover in the UK back to 2005, when the UK Film Council’s Digital Screen Network initiative put 240 digital projectors into UK cinemas, Jenkins notes that the initial take-up on the format was sluggish. It wasn’t until 2009 and the advent of digital 3-D that celluloid projection really started to be eclipsed, with figures leaping from 650 digital screens to 1,400 in the space of a single year. According to Screen Digest’s David Hancock, 80 per cent of the movies released in 2010 in the UK were issued wholly or partly in digital format, compared to 25 per cent in France and 35 per cent in the Netherlands. Soon, that figure will be closer to 90 per cent.

The problem is not digital projection per se, but the lack of human accountability that the rise of digital has facilitated. In the past year I have sat in a UK multiplex in which a digital image simply froze – something which we are assured cannot happen, but an error with which many multiplex patrons will be familiar, and which no one was on hand to correct. It put me in mind of the trailer for Westworld, the futuristic Michael Crichton thriller from the mid-seventies about an amusement park in which the rides start to eat the customers – you know, just like Jurassic Park. The film was an AA-certificate outing (over-14s only), and so I didn’t get to see it until it was re-released alongside its lesser sequel Futureworld a few years later. But that trailer remains with me to this day, with its tantalising description of an automated fantasy world in which day trippers can live out their wildest dreams (‘Where robot men and women are programmed to serve you for … Romance … Violence … Anything!’) and in which ‘nothing can possibly go wrong … go wrong … go wrong … go wrong …’

Today, that Westworld trailer has become more prescient than ever. In fact it seems to me that ‘Westworld’ is a terrific name for a multiplex cinema chain: a name which combines a cineaste’s sense of modern movie history with a refreshing honesty about what to expect from a trip to your local ten-screener. Think about it: in Westworld the customers cough up huge amounts of money in order to escape from the humdrum reality of their everyday lives and to experience excitement, adventure and really wild things, all without the attendant risks to their person of doing any of those things for real. Their safety and enjoyment are guaranteed by the high-tech nature of this futuristic amusement park, in which everything is controlled by machines and computers that are activated from a distance by the management, who are notably unable to come to anyone’s assistance when everything goes pear-shaped and Yul Brynner’s electronic gunslinger starts putting holes in the park’s visitors. Next thing you know the fun’s over, the pain’s kicked in, everyone’s screaming and someone’s missing the top of their head. As a metaphor for the state of the 21st-century multiplex experience, I’d say that’s pretty damned hard to beat.

Of course, ever since Fritz Lang’s 1927 masterpiece Metropolis warned us all that the mediator between the hand and the brain must be the heart rather than a machine, the history of movies has been littered with rebellious or revolting circuitry that serves as a warning against exactly this kind of thing. And yet cinema, the one medium that should be especially aware of the problem of taking humans out of the equation, has been guilty of the most egregious abnegation of accountability when it comes to surrendering the controls to autopilot.

Over the past few years, the radio show that I co-host with Simon Mayo on BBC 5 Live has been receiving a steady stream of correspondence from projectionists thanking us for our very vocal support of their craft, but sadly assuring us that the battle for their future is lost. Time and again these texts, emails and letters have ended with the projectionist bidding a fond farewell to their vocation and envisaging a future in which everything is controlled from a central computer, over which even individual cinema managers will have no control.

It is this idea – that you can take the human touch out of cinema and no one will notice – which grieves me the most, and it is a central subject of this book. The questions I raise are fairly simple: Why do we pay to watch movies that we know are really terrible? How can 3-D be the future when it’s failed so many times in the past? Who wants to watch a movie in a cinema that doesn’t have a projectionist but does have a fast-food stand? For me, the sad fate of projectionists is symptomatic of a greater malaise within modern movies, an indication that something of value has been casually cast aside in the rush to maximise profit at the expense of the audience. Yes, movies have always been there to make money, but today, as we shall see, films are financed on the basis of computer-generated spreadsheets, distributed according to first-weekend box-office figures, and projected by robots. The element of danger once so integral to the cinematic experience – necessitating the constant vigilance of living, breathing people – has been replaced by an automated drone of electronic information that requires no supervision, since it is never going to set anything alight. Somehow, while we were all looking the other way, the thing which made us fall in love with movies in the first place got lost: the strange alchemical miracle of celluloid passing through a projector that was the heart of cinema itself. We turned our living rooms into cinemas and our cinemas into living rooms, and now there’s no one left to ask, ‘What’s wrong with this picture?’

Do you believe in the Westworld?


Chapter One

LET’S GO TO THE PICTURES

‘The cinema will be a pit …’

Wreckless Eric

IT WAS A wet Saturday afternoon in October 2010. The sky was the colour of Morrissey’s greasy tea, the climate was somewhere between mizzling and hissing down, and the economic forecast for the foreseeable future was as grim as the last two reels of the French existential torture-porn horror show Martyrs. Even the dogs didn’t seem overly enthusiastic about the prospect of venturing outside, preferring instead to curl up in front of the television and methodically chew their way through my once collectable stash of VHS video nasties. (My partner Linda had sensibly removed the skull-splitting cover of The Driller Killer which I got the director to sign for her – ‘To Linda, from the Driller Killer!’ – so the dogs had started work on a copy of Evilspeak which frankly we weren’t going to miss.) In the kitchen, I was struggling to get my fantastically stroppy Acer laptop to speak to my local multiplex’s automated ticket booking service in order to purchase a couple of tickets for a forthcoming performance, by comparison with which it would have been fairly easy for an entire herd of camels to gallop merrily through the eye of a needle without ever dislodging Omar Sharif. The problem was partly due to the service itself, which was insistent not only upon charging me an exorbitant price to view a film which I had already seen (and knew full well that few others would be interested in seeing) but also upon stinging me for an additional ‘booking fee’ for the privilege of paying through the nose online. Matters were not helped by the fact that my laptop had clearly decided that it did not want me to see said film again (perhaps it thought my time could be better spent uploading Windows 7, which it kept on bloody telling me was ‘waiting to install’ despite the fact that I kept telling it to leave me with the version I’d got and which I understand … sort of) and was doing everything it could to come between me and the cinema in a ‘limited connectivity’ sort of way.

A few weeks later, I would finally lose all patience with this piece of hi-tech machinery and conclude that it was actually possessed by the Assyrian demon of the south-west wind whose name I had once typed into a document thereby allowing it entry to the accursed wiring. In an attempt to cleanse its foul electronic soul, I took it out into the yard, laid it down on the cold, hard ground, and then worked through our theological differences with the help of a large wooden stake that I drove through its inexorably blackened heart. The computer screamed and shattered and quaked like a soul in torment, levitating and spider-walking as the evil spirits fled from its head-spinning ruptured hard drive. And I was left with a profound feeling of calm and wellbeing, free at last from its hideous Hadean taunts …

But all that was in the future. For the moment I was left wrestling with the pure evil of the computer (which right now lies crucified upon my office floor) and the faceless malice of the multiplex’s ‘Computer Says No’ automated ticket service, wondering whether this was the start of the kind of story which generally ends really badly in countries where firearms are legal …

Thank God for gun laws, I say.

Anyway, after what seemed like an eternity of swearing, booking, more swearing, rebooting, rebooking, yet more swearing, stamping, and finally re-rebooking (for the third time), I appeared to have purchased two tickets for the same price as a small house in Liverpool, and announced triumphantly to my daughter, Georgia, ‘We’re going to see the new Zac Efron movie!’ This was a good thing, because both my daughter and I absolutely love Zac Efron. He’s young, he’s talented, he can sing, dance and act, and when I met him once (briefly) he was sweet, gracious, charming and generally lovely to be around. Even if it was only for a few minutes. Honestly, if all movie stars were as gracious and talented as Zac Efron, I’d have nothing to piss and moan about for the rest of my career. You can smirk all you want, but to my mind Efron is a reminder of the kind of fully rounded star appeal which was required of screen actors before Marlon Brando somehow managed to bamboozle everyone into believing that true talent meant mumbling and snorting like you’ve got a mouthful of cake, turning up late to work because you’ve been ‘researching’ your role in the cafeteria, and refusing to accept Oscars because you don’t like Cowboys and Indians movies. For the record, Marlon Brando was a fool whose growing contempt for his audience caused them to stay away from his later pictures in droves. Which was probably a good thing, because the fewer people who saw his godawful later movies the better. The decline began when Hollywood studios started paying him staggering amounts of money to be really rubbish for a really short amount of time in films like The Formula and Superman – in both of which he makes what can only be reasonably described as top-billed ‘cameo’ appearances. Things hit rock bottom, however, with his ill-fated nineties remake of The Island of Doctor Moreau, which remains arguably the stupidest film of that decade. That film was the brainchild of South African-born director Richard Stanley, who had made a splash with his low-tech future-shocker Hardware and who had somehow persuaded Marlon to stop eating pies long enough to play the eponymous Dr Moreau in his long-gestated dream project. Apparently Marlon liked Richard, but when co-star Val ‘Boring’ Kilmer got him fired for being weird, Brando carried on picking up the pay cheques and enjoying the catering whilst wearing an ice bucket on his head. (Don’t take my word for it; watch the film. No, on second thoughts, just take my word for it.) Too lazy to learn his lines, Brando insisted on wearing (along with the ice bucket) an earpiece through which a script assistant could prompt his slurred speech, a trick he’d learned on The Formula. Unfortunately, according to co-star David Thewlis, Brando’s earpiece also picked up police radio transmissions, which caused Dr Moreau to observe thoughtfully that a robbery was taking place at Woolworths in the middle of a meaningful soliloquy.

Rather than being the greatest actor of his generation, Brando was actually Ron Burgundy.

None of that nonsense would have stuck back in the thirties, when stars were under contracts which demanded that they behaved their raggedy-arsed selves, and slackers swiftly found out what life looked like on the wrong end of a waiter’s pad. Journalists drone on endlessly about how terrific it is that actors now get to control the products in which they star, but anyone who has actually sat through a movie in which actors get producer credits knows that modern thespians know much more about what they need than what audiences actually want. Frankly, if I want to watch someone jerking off in public then there are plenty of public toilets in the Soho area of London where I can get that pleasure for free. But when I pay a large amount of money to see a movie in a theatre which charges me for having the effrontery to attempt to buy a ticket in the first place, then forgive me for thinking that the players in that movie should look, frankly my dear, like they actually give a damn …

Which Zac Efron most definitely does. I was first won over to his charms by his staggeringly athletic turns in the High School Musical franchise, which started life as direct-to-video fodder but wound up punching above its weight in impressively packed cinemas around the world. From here he graduated to a stand-out turn in Me and Orson Welles, in which he played a young wannabe actor who lands himself a bit part in Welles’s now infamously political reading of Julius Caesar in the thirties. The film was shot in large part at the restored Gaiety Theatre on the Douglas promenade in the Isle of Man, one of the last remaining theatres in the world to house a fully working ‘Corsican Trap’ (specially designed for the ghostly play The Corsican Brothers) which lent a suitably woody, mechanical period look to the understage scenes in the movie. In my role as film critic for BBC2’s The Culture Show, I had been despatched to the island to shoot a piece about the film’s Douglas premiere, to which I took my mum. We stayed at the Sefton Hotel, of which my grandfather, James Stanley Kermode, used to be the Chairman of the Directors – a great thrill for both mum and me, and one that rekindled my unfulfilled desire to move ‘back’ to the island (on which I had never lived in the first place) as soon as humanly possible. Mum had never heard of Zac Efron, and was genuinely bemused when a crowd of screaming teenagers almost prevented him from making his way from the pavement to the front doors of the Gaiety, his presence sparking ear-bashing displays of the kind of pant-wetting hysteria not seen since Donny Osmond topped the charts. Honestly, if the kids could have torn the shirt from his back they would happily have done so. I was nearly knocked down by an incandescent youth who barrelled past me, a look of ecstatic rapture in her eyes, screaming ‘I touched his bum! I touched his bum! He squeezed past me and I got a feel of his bum!!!’

Mum, meanwhile, stood quietly to one side, smiling at the carnage and occasionally asking ‘Who is he again?’ A few moments later, I got to ‘interview’ Mr Efron – by which I mean that I held a microphone in front of his face for a couple of minutes and attempted to look like it was no big deal, whilst all the time resisting the overwhelming and terrifying temptation to reach out and goose him while I had the chance. After all, it seemed to have done wonders for that teenager, like taking the healing waters at Lourdes or being graced by a hands-on blessing from the Pope. Surely it could do the same for my weary aching bones? I hadn’t been so excited since I unconsciously prodded Liza Minnelli to see if she was real (see previous book) and there was every chance that I was going to disgrace myself again. If Zac clocked this, then he did his consummately professional best to ignore it, answering my questions with self-deprecating wit and charm and generally being every bit as fabulous as (if a little bit smaller than) I hoped he would be. He even signed an autograph for my daughter, which earned me about a billion brownie points and made me briefly the coolest person in the world.

Briefly.

All of which brings us back to the local multiplex and my pathetic attempts to curry ongoing favour with my 11-year-old by taking her to see the new Zac Efron movie on the pretence of it being a treat for her when, in reality, it was every bit as much of a treat for me. The movie in question was The Death and Life of Charlie St. Cloud, which I had actually seen at a national press show in London’s Leicester Square only a few days previously. At that screening there had been the usual snorting derision from some of the wizened old farts who constitute the old guard of the British film press (I speak as a wizened old fart myself), many of whom appear to have been clinically inoculated against the charms of any movie which will appeal to teenage girls. Look at the near universal critical derision which has greeted the Twilight movies, a series of films that resonate richly and profoundly with their target audience but that are regularly dismissed as infantile trash by men old enough to be the heroine’s great-grandfather. One of the proudest moments of my life was being mentioned on a Twilight fan website as ‘a rare example of a grey-haired weird bloke who actually gets our movie’, a compliment which is about as barbed as it is possible to get. I’d tell you the name of the website, but it was shown to me by a computer-literate teenager who found it on their iPhone and (Luddite that I am) I now can’t bloody find it myself. In fact, I can’t get on to the internet without asking a 12-year-old to do it for me. You know all those ‘parental locks’ that are installed on internet browsers in order to give grown-ups a false sense of security about what their kids are accessing online? They are actually designed by teenagers so that they can lock their parents out, thereby allowing them to go about their daily high-speed business unencumbered by the slow-lane traffic of old people trying to buy cinema tickets online.

Anyway, after much internet irritation and the making of a solemn vow never to meddle with computer technology again, I got my daughter into our clapped-out old car, stuck Nick Lowe’s Jesus of Cool on the CD player (she’s no fan but, dammit, it’s time she learned) and headed off in the direction of the multiplex – one of several within striking distance from home. The journey was typically stressful and elongated, involving several diversions through various villages and town centres, and even out to a trading park and back. Eventually, we arrived at the cinema where (surprise, surprise) the automated ticket machine denied any knowledge either of my existence or (more importantly) of my pre-allocated ticket purchase. This eventuality meant that we had to queue to buy our tickets from a real-life person – or at least from a person who appeared to be breathing and partially conscious, which is as near as they got to ‘real-life’. I can’t blame them – clearly they had been stunned into a semi-comatose state by the decision of the management to fold the selling of tickets and/or fast food into one staggeringly inefficient (but clearly very cheap) vending process. The line to buy tickets, therefore, snaked out into the foyer, with each transaction lasting about five minutes as every ticket purchase was supplemented by an endless discussion about sweet or salty popcorn, small, medium or large-sized Cokes, and ‘Do you want special sauce with your nachos?’ ephemera. Never mind the fact that some of us find the entire practice of eating in cinemas an abominable curse which should be outlawed forthwith – if you wanted to get into the cinema at all you had to go through the fast-food stand first, and the chances were you were going to leave with a barrel-load of noisy, sickening crap whether you wanted it or not.

Finally, a good five minutes after the movie was due to start (I hate arriving late, but I assumed there’d be half an hour of terrible trailers, annoying adverts and staggeringly irritating ‘thank you for not pirating this movie’ notices – which always make me want to go home and download it on principle) we got to the front of the line and began the exciting process of buying a ticket all over again.

‘Hello,’ I said to the floppy-haired child behind the counter who was even less pleased to see me than I was to see him.

‘I’ve booked two tickets online, for the two forty p.m. performance of Charlie St. Cloud, seats F8 and 9, but the machine doesn’t recognise my card, so apparently I now need to pick them up here. From you. Manually. I have a copy of my computer print-out receipt if that helps.’

‘Waaah?’ said the child, with the tone of one who had just taken a massive hit on Ralph Brown’s Camberwell Carrot and was now wondering whether to let go of, or hang on to, the balloon.

‘The ticket machine doesn’t recognise my card so I need to collect my tickets from you. Manually. Meaning, you hand them to me …’

‘No,’ he said vaguely.

‘What?’

‘No, you’re in the wrong queue. You need the automatic ticket machines. They’re back out there. In the foyer.’

He gazed at me, past me, through me, toward the next person in the ever-expanding queue.

‘Next!’ he drawled, with a surprising sense of urgency, if it is indeed possible to drawl urgently.

‘No, hang on,’ I said, moving my entire body to block the vending window in an attempt to regain control of the situation. ‘I know the machine is in the foyer because that’s where I went to with my card, which the machine doesn’t recognise, which is why I am here now, and why I have been standing in a queue for the past twenty minutes.’

The attendant looked at me as if I was the very stupidest life form on the planet, his gaze a mixture of patronising condescension, stultified lack of interest and utter ‘I’m-not-being-paid-enough-to-have-this-discussion’ irritation.

‘Well, you’ve wasted your time because you’re in the wrong queue. You need the automatic ticket machine which is …’

‘OUT IN THE FOYER! I know!’ I almost screamed. ‘But the machine does not recognise my card and so apparently I have to come here and get you to …’

I stopped dead in my tracks. I was suddenly filled with a vision of a great gaping void: an infinite chasm of despair and hopelessness into which a mere mortal may stumble and find themselves falling forever. This was presumably the void of which Nietzsche was thinking when he warned us that ‘when you look long into an abyss, the abyss also looks back into you’. Right now, the abyss was indeed looking back into me, apparently eager for me to get out of the way so that it could look long into the person standing behind me in the queue who probably wanted two tickets and an industrial-sized vat of popcorn. I thought of Sisyphus heaving his boulder up a hill for all eternity; of Brutus, Cassius and Judas being endlessly devoured by a three-mouthed devil in the innermost ring of Dante’s Inferno; and of Marvin the Paranoid Android parking cars on Frogstar World B after being abandoned for ten million years by Arthur and Zaphod and Ford, left to wait while civilisations waxed and waned around him. (The first interview I ever did was with Douglas Adams and the star-struck experience has stayed with me ever since.) And, most importantly, I thought of the need to get this conversation over and done with as quickly as possible and without resorting to unpleasantness. I took a deep breath and started afresh.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Let’s start again. I’d like two tickets, one adult, one child, to see the two forty p.m. performance of The Death and Life of Charlie St. Cloud, please.’

The attendant looked at me with the expression of one who has just voided his diarrhetic soul into the pre-distressed pants which he had somehow failed to raise above the level of his thighs. Then, with the sloth-like movement of a massive oil tanker lumbering its way round in a circle in the middle of the North Atlantic, he turned his head to look at the clock on the wall behind him, which now said 2.46, and then back toward me.

‘It’s started,’ he said, like the fourth horseman quietly announcing the arrival of the apocalypse.

‘What’s started?’

‘The programme. The two forty programme. It’s started. Six minutes ago. It’s two forty-six …’

He turned, slug-like, to look at the clock once more.

‘Two forty-seven. The programme started seven minutes ago. The two forty programme. It’s two forty-seven now. So the programme’s …’

‘Yes, yes, I know, the programme’s started, but the film won’t be on yet, will it? You’ll have half an hour of trailers and adverts and annoying anti-piracy notices first, won’t you. What time does the actual film start?’

Zombie boy said nothing. Instead, he looked down at his hands, seeming momentarily surprised to discover that he had opposable thumbs. Frankly, I was surprised too; from his general appearance he didn’t appear to be able to hold anything as fiddly as a comb, or indeed to be able to pull up his own trousers. In evolutionary terms, he was conclusive proof that Darwin had been full of shit, and we were all heading back toward the primordial soup.

He looked at me again.

‘The programme started seven minutes ago,’ he repeated without a trace of irony. ‘Eight, now.’

I contemplated strangling him, but decided against it – there were minors present, and the sight of extreme violence can scar the young.

Apparently.

‘Right, I don’t care about missing the start of the programme,’ I said.

‘Just so long as you know.’

‘Know what?’

‘That it’s started. The programme.’

‘Yes, I know. I understand. But I still want to buy two tickets.’

‘Even though it’s started?’

‘Yes, even though it’s started.’

‘Right, how many tickets do you want for the programme … that’s already started.’

‘Two. One adult, one child.’

‘How old is the child?’

‘Well, she was eleven when I started queuing but she’s probably sixteen by now,’ I quipped.

Big mistake.

‘Sixteen is “adult”. So that’s two adults for the programme that’s already started …’

‘No, she’s not sixteen, she’s eleven. It was a joke …’

‘You said she was sixteen.’

‘No, I said she was eleven but we’ve been waiting so long she might as well be sixteen …’

‘Sixteen is “adult”.’

‘But she’s not sixteen, she’s eleven.’

‘Then why did you say she was sixteen?’

Why indeed? Why oh why oh why oh why oh why oh why oh why?

‘I don’t know. I’m sorry.’

And that was it. He’d won. I had apologised. It was all over. He had the upper hand. I was in his world now, playing by his rules. He shimmered with victory – somnambulant yet shimmery. Weird.

‘So, two tickets, one adult, one child, for the two forty programme of Charlie St. Cloud, which has already started.’

‘Yes please.’

‘Standard or premium seats?’

This was an interesting question I had already encountered online but which, to be honest, I still hadn’t really resolved. It seemed to me that, at the prices they were charging, all seats ought to be ‘premium’. After all, wasn’t this the whole point of the anti-piracy thing they kept ramming down our throats: the idea that the cinema was the best (not to say the only) place to see a film, and watching at home on illegal download would be doing a disservice to both ourselves and the movie; in the long run we would all suffer. And yet here was an admission that some seats in the cinema were better (and therefore pricier) than others, leading one to conclude by default that the still-costly pleasures of ‘standard’ seating might not actually be up to the same high standards accorded by one’s own couch. I can’t be the only one to have thought this – if all the seats aren’t premium, then why the hell am I paying so much for them? Moreover, in a world in which ushers are apparently considered an unnecessary extravagance, what’s to stop me from simply paying for a ‘standard’ seat and then sitting in a ‘premium’ seat once I get inside the spectacularly unpoliced auditorium? The answer, of course, is nothing, as I had previously discovered after having paid through the nose for premium seats only to find some unchaperoned upstarts blithely sitting in my seats, solidly refusing – in the absence of a higher authority – to move. And why should they? They’d already paid enough to get into the wretched cinema, and frankly they wanted to be able to see the film from a reasonable vantage point. Otherwise, they could have just stayed at home and downloaded it illegally. Which, to be honest, was starting to look like a surprisingly attractive option.

Back at the ticket-office-cum-fast-food-stand, the attendant was still awaiting my reply.

‘Standard,’ I said firmly. ‘Left-hand side by the aisle. F8 and 9, in fact.’

‘Those seats are taken.’

‘Yes, I know. They’re taken by me. Those are the seats which I bought online but for which I have been unable to collect the tickets from the machine in the foyer because it does not recognise my card. So instead I am buying them from you.’

‘You can’t buy them from me because they’re already taken.’

‘Yes, taken by me.’

‘No, just taken. I can give you G16 and 17.’

‘Is either one of them an aisle seat?’

‘No.’

‘Are they on the left?’

‘No, they’re both in the middle.’

‘I see. So when I said I wanted two seats on the left, one on the aisle, that didn’t really make any difference, did it?’

He said nothing. The seconds ticked away. Minutes passed – I couldn’t stop them.

‘OK, you win again,’ I blurted. ‘Just give me G16 and 17 and we’ll move once we get inside the cinema.’

The attendant looked outraged. ‘You can’t move, sir, its allocated seating. You have to sit in your allocated seat.’

‘Which I will of course do. Unless, that is, the clone versions of me and my daughter (in whom you seem to have placed your faith) fail to show up, in which case I’ll keep seats F8 and 9 warm for them.’

‘The ushers won’t let you do that, sir,’ said the attendant, sounding increasingly like HAL the computer from 2001 telling astronaut Dave Bowman that he couldn’t open the hatch for him and he was going to have to die in space after all. Clearly he’d gone to DefCon 1, and I had to up my game accordingly.

I leaned toward the kiosk window, my breath condensing on the apparently bulletproof glass, lowered my voice conspiratorially, and whispered, ‘But there are no ushers … are there?’

He looked back at me in silence, with what I fancied was an expression of unspoken horror shot through with shock and awe, and garnished with a sprinkling of reluctant admiration. I had spoken the unspeakable, named the unnameable, mentioned the unmentionable; like Charlton Heston telling the starving masses that ‘Soylent Green is people!’ only quieter. Much quieter. ‘But it’s alright,’ I continued in hushed tones. ‘I won’t tell anyone if you won’t. Now just give me the damned tickets.’

A moment of electricity passed between us before normal service was resumed.

‘You want drinks or popcorn?’

‘No.’

‘Yes!’

My daughter, silent up until now, was suddenly eager to get involved. We’d had this discussion before, at home and in the car, but clearly an agreement had not yet been reached. See, the thing is, I hate popcorn. Not the taste or the substance of the foodstuff itself, which is every bit as yummy and nutritious as exploded mushroom clouds of super-heated dried grain smothered in salt and/or sugar plus a cocktail of super-poisonous chemicals (Google ‘popcorn’ and ‘chemicals’ and check it out – you’ll be shocked) and packed in cardboard can possibly be. As a child I used to surreptitiously chew those Styrofoam worms in which fragile electrical appliances are packed for shipping, and taste-wise there wasn’t a whole lot of difference between them and the buttered delights now sold in vast quantities in cinema foyers around the world. Certainly the overall effect was the same: much munching, zero nourishment and an overpowering need to quench your thirst with whichever carbonated brand of tooth-napalm came most easily to hand. To my mind, popcorn has always been a bit like heroin: the first hit makes you want to throw up (apparently), but also leaves you with a craving to quell the nausea by ingesting industrial amounts of the very thing which made you sick in the first place. Cigarettes are the same – or so smokers tell me – ghastly, but in a moreish kind of way. The only real difference between the consumption of popcorn, heroin and cigarettes is that the purchase of a pack of 20 is a much faster and more efficient way of getting your money straight into the hands of highly organised murderous bastards than fencing it through drug dealers or fast-food franchises. Tot up the number of people who’ve been maimed, killed and generally ravaged by cigarettes over the past 50 years and compare it with the statistics for drug and obesity-related fatalities; the only sensible conclusion is that, where fags are concerned, the tax benefits must massively outweigh the human tragedy. If only the government could figure out a way of putting VAT on smack.

Luckily the government have figured out a way of putting VAT on popcorn. Indeed, it was the ‘commonly quoted’ purchase tax case of Popcorn House Ltd in 1968 (come on, you must have heard of it) which gave birth to the very definition of taxable confectionery as being ‘any form of food normally eaten with the fingers and made by a cooking process, other than baking, which contains a substantial amount of sweetening matter’. The VAT-keepers’ guide goes on to explain that ‘taste and texture’ and ‘time and place of eating’ may also be taken into account when assessing whether an allegedly edible substance is a tax-free foodstuff or a tax-rich treat, with cinema popcorn clearly falling into the latter category. If I was the VAT man, I would personally add a further financial penalty for the ‘noise pollution’ caused by eating popcorn in a cinema auditorium, with revenues gathered from this lucrative income stream used to fund a string of retirement homes for the prematurely obsolete projectionists and ushers who lost their jobs when their employers decided that their primary business was not the projection and exhibition of movies but the sale of VAT-able fast food.

A few months ago, after complaining on my BBC blog about the ear-splitting levels of extraneous noise that currently befoul the UK multiplex experience, somebody wrote in to suggest that cinemas should offer seat sockets, into which one could plug headphones. They pointed out that many venues are already fitted with induction loops and other such aids for the hard of hearing, and surely it wouldn’t be too hard to rig up a decent hi-fi outlet that would allow people to watch movies in peace. They could even bring their own headphones. This sounded like a smart idea, but headphones don’t give you the full surround-sound experience that has become such a big part of modern spectacular cinema. Moreover, the fact that I don’t want to hear people eating in the cinema (or talking on their mobile phones) doesn’t necessarily mean that I don’t want to hear them laughing or shrieking or crying, or doing whatever else it is that movies are meant to make people do. Isn’t that a crucial part of the cinema-going experience: enjoying being in an auditorium full of people sharing the same emotions en masse? If you want isolation, then stay at home and get the movie when it comes out on DVD.

Surely a far better solution would be for cinemas to employ enough ushers to allow them to do their job properly – part of which is telling people to ‘Ussh!’ when they start talking or rustling or munching too loudly during a performance. A few years ago, Richard Griffiths famously halted a performance of Alan Bennett’s play The History Boys at the National Theatre, London, to remonstrate with a noisy audience member whose mobile phone was proving a distraction to both the cast and audience. Yet only a year later I sat in a screening of the (disappointing) movie version of The History Boys at which an attendee had not one but two phones in his hands, using the glaring light from one to illuminate the screen of the other so that he could carry on texting. You remember that scene in Woody Allen’s The Purple Rose of Cairo where a character reaches down from the screen and pulls an audience member into the film? If only Griffiths’s imposing screen presence had been similarly able to break through the fourth wall and stick said patron’s phones where the sun don’t shine. But in the absence of such an intervention the film simply played on, spoilt by the selfish actions of one audience member who had no sense of cinema as a living, breathing medium which requires as much respect from its patrons as theatre. And why should he? Because as far as the cinema staff were concerned, no one seemed to care how he behaved. Once upon a time he would have been ejected from the auditorium. Now he was able to treat it as his own living room.

Things do not have to be this way. I was particularly impressed by a recent trip to a massive multiplex just outside New Orleans where, for reasons which fail me now, I had to go to see the disappointing Farrelly brothers comedy Hall Pass at an 11 o’clock screening on a Wednesday night. The screening was surprisingly well attended, with the ludicrous laxity of the American ‘R’ rating meaning that several parents had brought along children who were: a) far too young to be up that late and b) far too young to be watching a movie which contained (according to our very own British Board of Film Classification) ‘strong language, sex references and crude humour’. The film sucked but the screening was great, thanks largely to the presence of a rather imposing usher who seemed to have been recently released from a steroid farm and who looked ready to use lethal force to suppress any improper behaviour. No one would have dared to take out their mobile phone or make noise with their popcorn with this man-mountain in the auditorium, and he promptly became my new best friend. Forget armed policemen, I want armed ushers! Coincidentally, someone else wrote in to my BBC blog to say that they worked in a UK multiplex, and the reason there were never any ushers around to police the screenings was because they were all too busy cleaning up all the spilled popcorn.

Which brings us back to …

‘Regular, medium or large?’ Apparently, the attendant had decided to cut me out of the conversation entirely and go directly to point-of-sale contact with the 11-or-16-year-old with whom he hadn’t yet fallen out.

‘Large,’ she replied merrily.

‘Small!’ I shrieked, embarrassingly.

‘We don’t do small. Only regular, medium or …’

‘Right. Regular.’

‘I want large.’

We settled on medium.

‘You want a drink with that?’

‘No, we have our own water.’

‘Did you buy it in the foyer?’

‘No, I brought it from home.’

‘You can’t take your own water into the cinema. Only drinks purchased in the foyer can be taken into the cinema.’

‘Then we don’t want a drink.’

‘Yes we do! I want Coke!’

‘Regular, medium or …’

‘Regular.’

‘Diet or …’

‘Regular!’ I shouted again. This was getting out of hand; I was losing my grip. People around me were starting to look concerned and a tad irate. No wonder it was taking such a long time to sell tickets if people like me were holding up the line like this. Suddenly it was all becoming my fault. I had to get a grip and move on.

‘Just regular,’ I whispered. ‘Very, very regular, OK?’

‘Okey dokey,’ replied the attendant with a shrug, and he shuffled off to fill my bulging order of crap, leaving the ticket queue utterly unmanned, like a stationary line of traffic waiting at a red-light signal that has suddenly decided to go for a stroll.

We all waited.

We all waited some more.

We all waited some more more.

People behind me were starting to get antsy about missing the start of their programme in a manner which seemed indirectly to be pointing the finger of blame at me – in exactly the same way that I was indirectly pointing the finger of blame at the person standing in front of me before I became the person standing in front of me and felt my own finger of blame pointing at me from behind. If you see what I mean.

After what seemed an eternity my nemesis returned, a medium popcorn in one hand, ‘regular’ Coke in the other, both spilling generously over the floor as he walked. He put them on the counter in front of him, tapped some numbers into the till, then looked up and let me have it.

‘Twenty-one pounds fifty.’

‘How much?!’

‘Twenty-one pounds fifty.’

‘For one-and-a-half tickets, a small Coke and a medium popcorn? You’ve got to be kidding!’

He heaved a resigned sigh. Presumably he’d been here before.

‘Fourteen pounds sixty for the tickets, four pounds fifty for the popcorn, two pounds forty for the Coke.’

I was stunned, although honestly I had no reason to be. A couple of hours earlier I had discovered that ordering one-and-a-half premium seats online would have cost a staggering £17.80 plus a booking charge of 75 pence per ticket, pushing the total price up to £19.30. It was this ‘WTF?’ online revelation that had persuaded me to be a cheapskate and opt for ‘standard’ seating after all; for some strange reason, £14.60 seemed like just a little bit more than a tenner while £19.30 sounded like 70 pence change from a score. But now, the additional purchase of a couple of moderately sized portions of crap (solid and liquid) had moved us into the ballpark of the handsomely attired pony, and I was rapidly turning into Arthur Daley. Where was Dennis Waterman when you needed him?

The most likely answer was that he was round the back unloading huge cartons of unpopped corn, from which the cinema would ultimately make more profit than the films. As The Times pointed out in 2004, to cook up 145 grams of popcorn at home would cost you 4 pence for the vegetable oil, 19 pence for the popcorn, and 3 pence for the sugar. Chuck in 4 pence for the cost of the gas and the cardboard packaging, and the whole kit and caboodle comes to 30 pence – that’s a profit mark-up of well over 1,000 per cent when sold in the cinema foyer. No wonder the tickets themselves are becoming secondary.

‘Cash or credit card?’ asked the attendant, with the merest hint of malice.

‘What? Oh, credit card I suppose. Hang on – just assure me that there isn’t an extra charge for paying by card.’

He smiled, said nothing, took the credit card payment, handed me the tickets, and suddenly we were neither friends nor foe.

‘Next.’

I walked away feeling like I had been mugged, or violated, or defiled in some ill-defined yet essentially unspeakable manner. As I stumbled toward the screening area which housed umpteen small but separate cinemas, I caught sight of a clock which told me that it was now 2.59. Damn! The programme had started 19 minutes ago. Maybe we had missed the beginning of the film after all. We’d better leg it; the trailers could be all done and dusted by now. Zac could be working his magic.

No such luck …

We burst into the screening room just in time to see the usually loveable Martin Freeman being a bit embarrassing in yet another of those bloody awful anti-piracy adverts; you know, the ones in which actors who should know better wander round unconvincing movie sets wearing painfully casual ‘everyday’ clothes and thanking us poor schmucks for paying a small fortune in order to endure their self-congatulatory twaddle, thereby ensuring that we all ‘enjoy the real experience’ (as long as we’re not sitting in the standard economy seats) of cinema ‘as it’s meant to be seen’. I hate those adverts almost as much as I hate being frisked for recording devices before going into press screenings of movies which, it is implied, I am likely to record and then upload to the internet for my own extravagant profit and pleasure.

For the record, if movie companies really wanted to stop people downloading illegal copies of their product, they would simply follow the example of the music industry and make that product available legally in the formats audiences want. Having spent years pursuing the creators of Napster through the courts, the music industry simply adopted the technology themselves, allowing them to generate revenue from music exchanged over the internet. CD sales may have taken a bashing, but money now pours in thanks to everything from online sales of albums to downloads of single tracks and royalties from sites like Spotify. Moreover, the production and distribution costs associated with online sales are a fraction of those incurred by pressing, packaging and shipping CDs. Look at the example of Radiohead; they made their album In Rainbows available online, where customers could pay whatever they liked to download it, and they still made a hefty profit in the process. If people want to go buy a pre-packaged album in a real-life shop (and, despite the march of technology, millions still do) then they can; if, on the other hand, they want to cherry-pick their favourite tracks from the internet and create their own personal portable jukebox, they can do that too. And although the record companies moaned about how the internet was going to strangle the industry (in the same way that they once complained that ‘home taping is killing music’ – ha ha ha) it soon became apparent that the people who downloaded music ended up buying more product than people who didn’t. Far from killing music, the legacy of piracy was to reinvigorate and redefine the manner in which music was distributed and consumed – through legitimate channels.

In the case of movies, the business paradigm is eerily comparable: allow people to choose how they want to watch movies and then provide them with a service which makes them happy to pay. In an ideal world, movies would be issued day-and-date in theatrical, DVD/Blu-ray, and download or streamable formats. Customers who want the deluxe theatrical experience can pay to see the film projected on to a proper-sized screen in a public auditorium, while those who want to squint at it in bite-sized bits on their mobile phones can do just that. Everyone pays, everyone’s happy and, voilà, the pirates are promptly squeezed out of the marketplace. This is not rocket science; it is GCSE-level economics. Moreover, it means that those who actually want to watch a movie in the cinema are spared the annoyance of being surrounded by people who would rather be fiddling around with their mobile phones, and who would now have no need to trouble the theatrical auditorium.

Several independent distribution companies in the UK have been experimenting with multi-format day-and-date releases for a couple of years now. On Boxing Day 2009, the low-budget British indie-horror flick Mum & Dad premiered simultaneously in cinemas, on DVD, and on download and TV pay-per-view. In the autumn of 2010, viewers of Mathieu Amalric’s On Tour (which got a very warm reception in Cannes) and Brian Welsh’s award-winning Brit-pic In Our Name were given the choice between watching the movie in their nearest available cinema or live-streaming it on their computer. And in spring 2011, Ken Loach’s controversial Cannes-premiered Iraq War drama Route Irish opened in the UK as a simultaneous multi-platform release. By all accounts, the revenues accrued by these films not only matched but exceeded the profits predicted for more conventional forms of distribution. And (presumably) the pirates didn’t get a look in, because their services were not required.

As always, the majors are bringing up the rear, with Warner and Fox prompting scandalous ‘End of Cinema as We Know It’ headlines in the UK in May 2011 with news of their proposed ‘on demand’ service which would make movies available for home-viewing two months after their theatrical release. This has prompted a furious response from the multiplex chains, who claim it will damage their takings – as indeed it might. But denting the attendance figures of those faceless warehouses that currently serve up the blandest of movies in the worst possible circumstances at extortionate prices can only benefit the kind of movie houses run by people who actually care about their punters and who strive for excellence in feature presentation. Why pay £8.50 to be treated like cattle in a fast-food multiplex that shows the film in the wrong ratio in a noisy auditorium when you can watch it at home on your TV for a fiver? Alternatively, why watch a film on a postage-stamp-sized screen on your mobile phone when you can see it in all its projected, widescreen glory in a well-run cinema whose patrons respect those around them and whose management thinks that the film deserves to be projected as the director intended? And if you think that such a place doesn’t exist then you’ve clearly never been to the Phoenix in East Finchley.

Anyway, back to the multiplex and the harsh realities of Screen Seven, which, despite zombie boy’s computer-based protestations to the contrary, was far from full and was handsomely supplied with available last seats on the left (aisle). OK, so the auditorium was tiny, and the seating anywhere but the back two rows was way too close to the screen for anyone over the age of 12 who had grown used to reading the paper at arm’s length. Seats F8 and 9, which, you will remember, I had somehow failed to book online, were indeed available – as was a large section of the ‘premium’ seating, in which the very few other patrons had spread themselves out with glee. Had any of them paid extra for this enhanced vantage point? I certainly hoped not, as I guided my daughter to a premium left-hand aisle seat with nary an usher in sight to stop me. For a brief moment I felt a surging rush of victory; after all that nastiness in the foyer I had actually beaten the bastards. I had paid for a crap, cramped, and crucially ‘trapped’ mid-row standard seat, and now found myself ostentatiously stretching my legs out into the aisle and sinking into the plush opulence of a premium aisle seat that would allow me to watch the movie without straining or craning, or cramping my style. OK, so I had probably paid twice, what with all that online confusion and whatnot, and at some point in the not-too-distant future I would get a Barclaycard bill telling me that I had actually watched the movie from the vantage point of four different seats – a quadrophonic experience indeed. But sod it, for the moment I was where I wanted to be: in the cinema, in a good seat, and in good time to see the entire movie from beginning to end. Like Woody Allen in Annie Hall. Only with better hair.

But still not a patch on Zac Efron’s hair …

Have I told you how much I like Zac Efron? How much his screen presence reminds me of a better time, when movie stars learned their craft in vaudeville, earned their spurs tap dancing on stage, and then signed their lives away to movie studios who would put them on a treadmill and micromanage their careers into the grave, bizarrely creating some great works of art in the process? For me, Zac was cut from the same cloth as Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly and Donald O’Connor – hard-working hoofers who put their heart and soul into entertaining their audience, and who tripped across the screen with an elegance and grace that was at once delightful and heartbreaking. Johnny Depp is the same: an anachronistic silent-movie star who seems to have been washed up on the shores of the talkies, a devotee of Buster Keaton who is not afraid to act with his body rather than just his eyes. Oh, don’t get me wrong, he’s absolutely rubbish in the Pirates of the Caribbean movies (the worst Anthony Newley impression since David Bowie, even if he insists it’s meant to be Keith Richards) and ironically excruciating in Benny & Joon, in which he effectively plays Buster Keaton with toe-curling results. But take a look at his performance in Jim Jarmusch’s monochrome Western Dead Man and then tell me that Depp is not one of the greatest silent actors of his generation. I once interviewed Neil Young, who did the soundtrack to Dead Man, and he remembered telling Jarmusch that he had made a wonderful silent movie and it would be a shame to spoil it. He went on to record what was effectively a live musical accompaniment, playing his clanging, echoey guitar direct-to-picture as if he were an ad hoc accompanist performing right there in the theatrical auditorium. To this day it baffles me that Dead Man is not more highly regarded or widely seen by fans of Jarmusch, Young and Depp, who must surely amount to tens of millions. If only a tenth of those who shelled out for the Pirates abominations had paid to buy a ticket for Dead Man, then intelligent independent cinema would be in far better financial shape all round. Hey ho.

As for Zac, while he’s unlikely to tread the offbeat indie path any time soon (although Me and Orson Welles was a step in the right direction), I love the fact that he’s trying to broaden his dramatic palette without alienating the tweenie fanbase who first made him a star, and without whose affections he wouldn’t be where he is today. Many modern stars spend hours whingeing about how hard it is to be shackled to a hyperactively hormonal young audience, but intriguingly they only tend to do so after enthusiastically courting and winning their affections in the first place; you don’t hear them bleating when no one knows them from a hole in the ground, or running around telling everybody how fabulous it is to be an utter failure – an anonymous waffle waiter rather than an overpaid teen idol. The honest truth is that today’s female teenage audiences have, in general, been pretty poorly served by a movie industry that seems to think acne-ridden boys are the only demographic worth targeting. If you’re a 13-year-old girl (and I understand very well that if you’re reading this book then you’re probably not) you have more right to complain about the parlous state of modern cinema than anyone else in the auditorium. Just as the producers of the drive-in horror movies of the fifties and sixties figured that the boys were going to be buying the tickets to the movies which made the girls seek refuge in the safety of their sweaty arms, so today’s studio heads still seem to believe that the viewing market is dominated by young men and hence all movies should be aimed at them, with an occasional ‘something for the ladies’ thrown in to give the appearance of balance. I once heard a cinema manager attempting to tell a potential ticket-buying customer that whilst Transformers was essentially a boys’ flick (big robots hitting each other – you know the drill) it would also appeal to girls because it had ‘some romance’, i.e. the sight of Megan Fox’s arse bending over the bonnet of a car and some jokes about Shia LaBeouf wanking. Apparently, this is what now passes for gender equality in tweenie cinema.

Back to Zac and Charlie St. Cloud. The film started and almost immediately I was annoyed. Why? Not because the film wasn’t any good (which I already knew it was) but because none of us in the auditorium – whether in standard or premium seating – were seeing the whole picture, thanks to the kind of sloppy projection that has become symptomatic of the modern multiplex experience. As I have mentioned elsewhere, I am completely anal on the subject of correct screen ratios, and not only do I need to see a film from the very beginning to the very end, I also need to see the whole image as it was meant to be projected. And in this particular case, I doubt very much whether director Burr Steers had intended the uppermost part of his frame to be cut off. The problem was simple – the film wasn’t aligned correctly, and therefore the image was spilling over the top of the screen and on to the shabby masking which supposedly marked the upper border of the picture. The solution was equally simple – either rack the picture down a few inches, or move the masking. Or change the lens, or the aperture, or something. Whatever – the projectionist would know what to do, and presumably they were about to do it.

For various reasons, the first few moments of a movie are often accompanied by a degree of image correction as the projectionist looks out from the soundproofed box and realises that something’s not quite right up there on the screen. Occasionally the problem will be major: the film will be back to front or upside down, having been loaded into the projector the wrong way round, and everything has to be shut down for a few moments in order to reload. At other times the image will be the wrong shape or size, usually because the projector has the wrong lens attached, but again this can be rectified fairly swiftly once the problem has been noted. As for incorrect racking or alignment, this can be tweaked by a deft projectionist who, in an ideal world, will also have control of the black curtains and moveable borders that frame the screen. Ideally, such issues should be sorted out in advance, but as anyone who’s ever worked in a fast-turnaround cinema knows, this isn’t always possible. So it’s generally taken as read that the first few moments of a film may involve a degree of fiddling about which no one is going to complain.

Or are they?

Frankly, at £8.50 a ticket (£10 for premium, where the picture problems would be just the same) I figure they ought to have tested the damned thing in advance. But, hey, everyone makes mistakes, and it would only take a moment to fix.

As soon as the projectionist looked at the screen they’d know it looked wrong.

Which would be any moment now.

Any moment now …

They’d look out of their box and realise that the top of Zac’s head was missing …

Or at least the top of his hair, which was just as bad …

Worse, in fact …

Any moment now …

Just has to look …

Look out of their box …

At the screen …

At Zac’s head …

And his hair …

Or lack of it …

Any moment now …

Any moment …

Any moment …

Any …

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

I got up out of my seat (easy when it’s on an aisle – see?) and strode purposefully out of the theatre in search of an usher.

There weren’t any.

As we know.

So I strode all the way back down the corridor, right back to the huge queue for the ‘comestibles and tickets’ stand that still snaked all the way out into the foyer, and accosted someone wearing what appeared to be the uniform of the establishment in question.

‘Can you tell the projectionist to check the picture in Screen Seven?’ I said with what I believed to be an air of firm authority. ‘The picture’s spilling over the top of the screen.’

The uniformed monkey gazed at me with an air of blank bewilderment. He appeared to be just hitting puberty. Right there. Right then. Right in the middle of the lobby, by the look of him.

‘Whaaaaaa?’ he drooled.

I took a deep breath – this was going to be annoyingly complicated. Let’s try and make it simple.

‘The projectionist,’ I said slowly and clearly ‘in Screen Seven … needs to adjust the picture. Or to move the masking. By about a foot. Can you tell him? Or her? Please?’

The pubertal monkey stared at me, slack-jawed, his mouth grasping at word-like shapes but his vocal chords too bored to go to the effort of actually making a noise.

‘Please?’ I asked again.

The monkey turned and pulled something chunky and weather-beaten from out of the waistband of his trousers. To my amazement, it appeared to be a walkie-talkie. Could he possibly operate such a hi-tech device? Apparently so. He pushed a button and held the machine to his head, where it let out a high-pitched screeching sound, causing him to jump a little and recoil in terror (so maybe he couldn’t, after all). I imagined that would be the end of it but, no, he was going to have another go. He looked at the machine again, shook it, pressed the same button, waited for the awful howling noise, got nothing, and then gingerly lifted the receiver back toward his face.

‘Roger?’ he whispered, hesitantly, with just a hint of fear.

Nothing.

‘Roger?’ he said again, this time a little louder, a little more assertive. But answer came there none. He decided to give it one last go.

‘Roger!’ he shouted into the machine at a volume which meant Roger would probably have heard were he anywhere in the cinema complex, whether the walkie-talkie was working or not. Presumably most of the audience in Screen Seven – where I was currently missing Charlie St. Cloud in the same way that Zac’s head was missing the screen – heard it too. So much for turning off your mobile phones for the consideration of others.

But apparently Roger had heard nothing, or if he had he was staunchly refusing to answer the call of duty. Clearly Roger had about as much enthusiasm for this cinema as I did. Then, with a flash of inspiration, monkey boy remembered something and took his finger off the button he had been depressing since this strange procedure began. Suddenly the machine in his hand leapt into squawking, shrieking life again, catching a raised voice mid-sentence that one could only assume belonged to the aforesaid Roger.

‘… your finger off the button, you muppet!’

Monkey boy blanched and put his finger straight back on the button to silence any further outburst. Taking control of the situation, he raised his chin, brought the walkie-talkie very close to his lips (while surreptitiously turning down the volume control) and said in a voice which sounded uncannily like those automated train information systems that claim to be robotically sorry when your service is delayed, ‘Please come immediately to the ticketing area where customer assistance is required thank you over and out.’ And with that he clicked the intercom off as swiftly as possible and jammed it back down into his waistband. It was a deft move, made all the more impressive by the fact that I had been rather surprised to discover he could speak, and the combination of language skills and manual dexterity had caught me quite off guard. I wasn’t sure whether to applaud, like you do in the circus when a chimpanzee peels a banana with its feet while riding a tricycle and wearing a bowler hat, or to laugh, like we used to do when those unhappy primates in the PG Tips commercials pretended to push musical instruments up a flight of stairs. (‘Dad, do you know the piano’s on my foot?’ ‘You hum it, son, I’ll play it.’) As it transpired, neither response would have been appropriate as this callow youth clearly had no intention of making eye contact or engaging in small talk. He was not, in industrial terms, ‘customer facing’, although this being the case it was hard to know exactly what he was facing. It seemed to me that, when approached by a ticket-buying customer, his only response had been to send out for reinforcements, presumably to neutralise the threat to his personal space. For all I knew, the phrase ‘customer assistance required’ meant that he (rather than I) needed the assistance, presumably to protect him from the customer, and what was required was for me to be neutralised forthwith. Whatever, having made audio contact with ‘Roger’ he had apparently done his bit for queen and country, and he wasn’t going to do anything else except stand there and hope I wouldn’t notice him.

Out of politeness, I didn’t.

So we both stood there, saying nothing, waiting for Roger, like characters in a Beckett play. Only unlike a Beckett play, Roger did actually arrive. Quite quickly, in fact. Or at least, more quickly than I had expected, considering how long everything else had taken in this bloody hellhole. For all I knew, by the time I had explained the problem to Roger, the projectionist would have woken from their slumber, looked out of their box, noticed the absence of Zac’s usually fabulous hair, and adjusted the picture all by themselves, thus making my laborious intervention utterly unnecessary and making me look like a bit of a fool. Maybe I was missing out on some perfectly projected Zac right now, hanging around moaning in the lobby when I should have been relaxing in the luxurious comfort of premium seating. I was starting to wish I’d stayed put.

But here was Roger, smiling, ambulant, comparatively grown up, and apparently unaware that I had overheard his recent untempered radiophonic outburst.

‘Hi, I’m Roger,’ he said somewhat extraneously, but with the air of a man who was well on his way to becoming assistant manager in the very near future. Clearly Roger was the guy to be dealing with, and all my trials, Lord, would soon be over. Perhaps they were over already?

Who knew? But Roger was keen to help.

‘What seems to be the trouble?’ he asked, like the go-getting, problem-solving sort of chap he so clearly was.

‘Well,’ I began, relieved to be dealing with someone with the power to make things happen. ‘It’s nothing terrible. It’s just that the projectionist in Screen Seven needs to adjust the picture a little because it’s spilling over the top of the screen.’

‘I see,’ said Roger, giving every impression that he did, although with noticeably less bonhomie than he appeared to be exuding about ten seconds ago – before I started telling him about the ‘problem’ in Screen Seven. There was a bit of an awkward silence. I wasn’t quite sure why. But I decided to fill it anyway.

‘So if you could just tell the projectionist in Screen Seven to …’

‘He’s not in Screen Seven,’ said Roger, a little tersely I thought, and with an edge of irritation which suggested he did not quite appreciate the fact that I knew perfectly well the projectionist was not literally in Screen Seven. He was up in the projection booth.

‘He’s in the projection booth,’ explained Roger.

I pursed my lips a little and tried to gauge the tone of this comment. Was he having me on? Or did he actually think that I needed to be told that the projectionist was in the projection booth, rather than in Screen Seven? I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.

‘I know he’s in the projection booth,’ I replied, taking care to keep my tone measured and encouragingly interactive, with no trace of hostility. ‘He’s in the projection booth for Screen Seven and …’

‘No,’ Roger cut in assertively. ‘He’s in the projection booth. There’s only one. It’s very modern. All the screens are controlled from there.’

This was undoubtedly true. As we noted earlier, it has long been common practice for a single overworked projectionist to operate any number of screens in a modern multiplex, leaving them unable to attend to the deficiencies of an individual performance. The solution to this problem, according to those who run such establishments, is not to employ more projectionists but rather to install equipment that has no need of the projectionist’s art. Equipment like those aforementioned digital projectors which need only to be switched on, allowing the whole movie to be perfectly projected from beginning to end without clunky reel changes or old-fashioned analogue snarl-ups, just like it does when you put a DVD on at home and simply sit back and enjoy the picture.

Have you ever done that? Slapped a DVD on and then just sat back and enjoyed the picture?

I haven’t.

Why not?

Because the opportunity for error with digital information is just too great.

First up, you have to make sure that the picture is playing in the right screen ratio. Oh, I know this infuriates people, and I’m constantly being told just how annoying it is that I cannot be in the same room as anyone watching TV in the wrong ratio without reaching for the remote and correcting the grievous error forthwith. But why the hell shouldn’t I, when those errors are so easy to fix? It’s not like the picture doesn’t look wrong, for crying out loud. And every modern television handset has a ratio-adjustment button that will happily snap between screen sizes until you arrive at the right one … which you will know you have reached because it’s the one that looks right. It really doesn’t matter what you’re watching, whether it’s a handsomely remastered copy of John Ford’s The Searchers or the early evening broadcast of Look North West. It makes no difference; if the people on the screen look dumpy and squat, or squished and thin, then change the flipping ratio until they look right (unless you’re watching Sex and the City, in which case that’s how they’re meant to look).

And it’s not over once you’ve got the ratio sorted. As anyone who has ever watched a DVD will know, getting the disc to start playing is just the beginning of the fun. Since digital technology is a binary yes/no (or on/off) affair, it is entirely possible for a machine attempting to convert a string of noughts and ones into moving pictures to give up the ghost unannounced at any time, causing the picture to freeze and the player to helpfully inform you that it has encountered a ‘disc error’ or, less helpfully, to attempt to assure you that there simply is ‘no disc’ on which errors might occur. So you trudge over to the machine, take out the allegedly non-existent disc, wipe it on your T-shirt (having perhaps breathed on it first), and then put it back into the player to see if it likes it any better this time. Sometimes it does, and it will start playing from where you left off (hooray!). Other times, it will insist on going back to the start menu and make you endure those infuriatingly patronising anti-piracy messages through which it is impossible to fast forward. Most often, it will simply repeat its evidence-defying claim that there is ‘no disc’, leaving you to: a) start the whole process all over again; or b) shout, swear, kick the DVD player, try again, fail again, and finally end up watching Look North West instead. In the wrong ratio.

Do you have a picture of this ‘home is where the hate is’ horror in your mind? OK, now transfer that to a cinema auditorium, where the problem is magnified by the fact that everyone there has just paid ten quid for the thrill of being there, and now the bloody film’s either in the wrong ratio (due to being projected through the wrong lens) or misaligned or stuck or whatever, and you can’t get anywhere near the projector to kick it. I once interviewed a projectionist from a major West End cinema who told me that he refused to run a digital print of a movie unless he had a secondary 35mm back-up projector running simultaneously, but 30 seconds behind. That way, if the digital brick blipped (which they are wont to do) he could simply open up the second projector and show the rest of the film from reliable old celluloid. The great advantage of film is that it is splendidly mechanical, and if anything goes wrong it can usually be fixed with razor blades and sticking plaster in a matter of moments. The same is true of gramophone records; if the record gets stuck, you can always just move the needle on to the next groove and away you go. Not so with CDs, which when they fail run the risk of simply not playing at all. I know this to be true having worked at Radio 1 during the great advent of CDs and D-carts (digital cartridges) and experiencing first-hand the horror of TDF (Total Digital Failure), which you simply never had to face with old-fashioned analogue. Hell, if worse came to the worst, you could actually haul a segment of tape through a reel-to-reel machine manually and it would continue to play. OK, so the sound would wobble and warp all over the place, but at least it didn’t just stop and leave you with nothing but silence.

Or darkness.

Or a frozen picture, which is what you get when a digitally projected film fails.

And when that happens, not only is there nothing the projectionist can do about it (unless they’ve got a 35mm print laced and ready to go), but most of the time there’s no projectionist there not to be able to do anything about it in the first place. They’re too busy being unable to do anything about a whole other bunch of screens.

Which brings us back to Screen Seven and Zac Efron’s hair. Or (as I mentioned previously) the lack of it. Having ascertained from Roger that the picture was (as I suspected) not being closely monitored by a keen-eyed projectionist after all, the next step seemed simple enough – get Roger to get the projectionist to move their arse up the projection corridor and correctly adjust the image in Screen Seven forthwith, a process which would take approximately 30 seconds tops. How hard could it be?

Very hard, apparently.

Firstly, Roger refused to believe that there was anything wrong with the image in Screen Seven.

‘No one’s complained,’ he stated firmly.

‘Um, I’m complaining,’ I replied, still unsure whether he was taking the piss.

‘Well, no one else is complaining,’ clarified Roger, theatrically casting his eye around the lobby as if searching for an angry mob with flaming torches demanding to see more of the top of Zac Efron’s head. There were indeed none – I was alone in my complaint. But I failed to see how the fact that everyone else was prepared to put up with shoddy projection meant that I had to do the same myself. I was beginning to feel worryingly militant about this issue.

‘Look,’ I said, still struggling to maintain a veneer of politeness. ‘The image is spilling over the top of the screen. It’s as clear as day. Come and see for yourself.’

Roger thought about this for a moment, and then looked intently at his watch, clearly attempting to give the impression of a man who was far too busy doing his job to worry about keeping the customers happy. Then he apparently remembered that keeping the customers happy was his job, slapped on a plastic smile, looked me in the eye and said,

‘OK, I’ll check it out.’

‘Great. Thanks. Thanks for that. Thanks very much.’ I was pathetically relieved to have achieved such an assurance of cooperation, particularly since things had looked like they were about to turn uncomfortable. With a spring in my stride, I almost skipped my way back to Screen Seven, happy despite having now missed nearly 15 minutes of the movie. No matter, I’d seen it before, and I knew what happened. It was a shame I’d missed the car crash, because that sequence was actually done really well. But it was worth it to know that Roger was going to come and take a look at the picture, notice the fact that the top of the frame was doing battle distractingly with the top of the screen, realise I had been right all along, and then go get the projectionist to fix the problem with the merest tweak of a knob or changing of a lens. OK, so right now the image was all wrong and kept messing with the top of Zac’s hair. But any moment now it would all be sorted out.

Any moment now.

Any moment.

Really soon.

Just another few moments, to give Roger the time to get up to the projection booth, track down the projectionist, drag them away from whichever other screen was currently occupying them, point out the problem, and get them to fix it …

Any moment now.

Coming soon.

To this theatre.

A correctly projected image.

Any moment now.

Any moment.

Any …

OH, FOR FUCK’S SAKE!

I sprang out of my chair, down the aisle and out into the corridor, almost breaking into a run as I headed toward the lobby. As I rounded the corner I saw Roger, idly chatting away with a gaggle of his similarly underemployed cohorts, none of whom seemed particularly interested in cinema in general, and the running of this cinema in particular. As I thundered toward him, Roger turned with the merest hint of a smirk on his face, apparently unflustered by my evident sense of outrage.

‘What the hell’s going on?’ I demanded. ‘I thought you were going to come and check the picture in Screen Seven.’

‘Yeah,’ replied Roger, unfazed and more than a little uninterested. ‘I did. It’s fine.’

He smiled at me, as if to suggest that I should stop worrying my silly little head about such things and get back to my seat. I was doing no such thing.

‘It’s not fine,’ I said firmly. ‘It’s cutting off the top of Zac Efron’s hair. He’s missing a whole foot from his head.’

‘He’s what?’

‘The top foot of the picture is missing.’

‘The top few inches of the picture is missing,’ Roger corrected, patronisingly. ‘It’s fine.’

This statement floored me. Roger was conceding that a part of the picture – the exact amount of which was admittedly a matter for debate – was indeed ‘missing’, as I had been saying for the past 20 minutes. But apparently in his mind this was ‘fine’. Never mind that I had paid to see the whole picture, rather than some diminished proportion of the same. I wondered whether Roger would have found it equally ‘fine’ if an equivalent proportion of the cost of my ticket was similarly missing; if, for example, I had handed over £13.00 rather than £14.60 for one-and-a-half seats, on the grounds that all but the top few inches of the purchase price were present and correct, and so that was ‘fine’.

‘But you can’t see all of the picture!’ I protested. ‘How can that be fine?’

‘I’ve checked,’ said Roger, as if this somehow explained his position. Which it didn’t.

‘What do you mean, you’ve checked? You’ve just agreed with me that the top of the picture is missing. I think it’s a foot, you think it’s a few inches – what the heck, let’s split the difference and call it a “nadge”. Whatever. The point is we both agree that some part of the picture is notable by its absence so just tell the projectionist to rack it down a bit and …’

‘He can’t “rack it down a bit” while the film is playing,’ declared Roger with an air of dismissive superiority.

This sounded like utter bollocks. I decided it was time to move things up a gear, and do something I have honestly never done before: pull D-list celebrity rank.

‘Listen,’ I said, quietly enough to make Roger have to lean forward in order to hear what I was saying. ‘I am a film critic. I have been a film critic for twenty-five years. I know the film playing in Screen Seven isn’t meant to look like that because I saw it properly projected at a press screening in London four days ago, where I particularly enjoyed seeing all of Zac Efron’s head, including his hair. I don’t know whether you’re projecting from celluloid or digital but I do know that his hair should feature prominently in either format, which it isn’t doing in Screen Seven. I know that it is possible to correct an image on screen while the film is playing because highly qualified projectionists have been doing just that for over a hundred years. I also know that I have paid a huge amount of money to watch this film, and having done so I expect you to have the courtesy to take my complaints about the quality of the picture seriously enough to actually go and do something about it …’

Roger looked at me. I looked at Roger.

Everyone else looked at Roger and Me.

We stood there, deadlocked.

Finally, Roger went for his gun.

‘The picture’s fine,’ he said.

And with that, he turned on his heel and strode off into the foyer.

On the journey home, I asked my daughter if she’d enjoyed the film.

‘Oh yeah,’ she said. ‘It was great. I really like Zac Efron.’

‘Did you like his hair?’ I asked, in a leading kind of way.

‘Umm, sure. But I meant more that I really like him as an actor. He’s got a really good “dramatic range”. You know, he can do happy, and sad; romantic, and tough; grown-up, but childlike. He’s really good.’

‘But what about his hair?’ I insisted. ‘Could you see it alright?’

‘What do you mean? His hair was fine. Why? Didn’t you like it?’

‘Yes. I liked it a lot, but I just couldn’t see it because the picture was racked too high.’

‘What?’

‘The picture was misaligned. It kept cutting off the top of his head. And his hair. Didn’t you notice?’

‘Oh yeah, but so what? You could see his face OK.’

‘Yes, but you couldn’t see his hair.’

My daughter looked at me as if I was mad.

‘But, Dad, he wasn’t acting with his hair, he was acting with his face.’

She thought for a moment, and then frowned.

‘Is that where you went in the middle of the film? Were you having another argument with the cinema manager?’

‘What? No. Well, not the manager. The assistant manager. Or maybe the about-to-be-the-assistant manager. Roger somebody or other. And it wasn’t an argument …’

‘Daaad,’ said my daughter, rolling her eyes in exasperation. ‘You’re always getting into arguments.’

‘I am not.’

‘Yes, you are.’

‘No, I’m not!’

‘Yes, you are; look, you’re doing it now!’

‘I’m not!’

‘You are. Why couldn’t you just sit and watch the film? Like everybody else …?’

I had no answer to this. Or rather, I had an answer that was so long it would take forever to explain.

I decided to change the subject.

‘OK, so you liked it?’ I said, cheerfully. ‘You had a good time at the cinema? It was fun, right?’

My daughter nodded.

‘What did you like best about it?’

Georgia paused, looked at me with her best deadpan expression, and then said:

‘Popcorn.’




End of sample
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