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        ‌The Undying Myth of the Nuclear Family

        If we know something well, we use an expression derived from the word ‘family’ – we say we’re ‘familiar’ with it. This usage presumes we know our own family, and the family that everyone talks about as being the basic unit of human society and the moral rock upon which any civilisation’s foundations are laid. We know the family because it is an idea that permeates pop culture – in plays, poems, songs, novels, TV programmes and movies. Family implies love, compassion, security, cordiality – that’s what you’re traditionally supposed to get at home from two God-fearing parents, one male Dad, one female Mom, and any siblings you might be lumbered with.

        Enter Roseanne, enter Married With Children, enter The Simpsons. Here are TV programmes that seem to break the mould, aim to become the opposite of the normal family sitcom, the anti-family sitcom. We laugh at these shows because the humour comes from the viewer knowing what the family should be like and how, say, having Bart as a brother or Al Bundy as a dad is way different. Humour after all, is a socially acceptable method of saying what can’t be said seriously because of taboo.

        So does this give these shows licence to do anything, to put to death the myth of the functional nuclear family? The answer is no. The reason why is this – these shows actually reinforce the idea of a normal family unit by portraying its opposite. Roseanne doesn’t deal with domestic violence, or the fact that you’re more likely to be killed by a member of your own family (the dad Dan) than by a stranger. The Simpsons doesn’t tackle issues like child abuse by portraying Homer as the family’s live-in patriarchal rapist. Married with Children doesn’t have an episode satirising sibling incest with Bud and Kelly getting it on.

        Why? Because what happens in the family on TV or in the real world is not allowed to interfere with the basic idea of normality, this behaviour model that is the myth of the nuclear family. We admit it – the dysfunctional family exists, in fact we likely came from one, but at the same time, we deny that very fact every time we think ‘I wish I’d had a better family.’

        If we know something well we say we’re familiar with it. We use an expression which seems at ﬁrst and second glance to link the words ‘family’ and ‘liar’ closely together.

        Jimmy Thresher ©MMI Sidney Herald, and syndicated to the Sunday Times, London.
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        ‌Episode 1

        I have a problem. No one else can help. Except maybe the likes of Hannibal, Face, BA, Murdock, and hooray for Hollywood feminism, Triple A. Yep, I want to hire The A-Team. Call me Howling Mad – that’s one better than barking – if this here problem of mine doesn’t raise its bull-ugly head in the middle of Tuesday night, 24 April. There I am, in my Hollywood bed, experiencing a wakeful dream about selling a script to Spielberg himself. I’m pitching the learned-by-rote résumé I say to everyone out here, even the people in my dreams. ‘My go-project is The A-Team, Mr Spielberg. The door to this was The Six Million Dollar Man movie – even though they got some A-hole to rewrite me and retitled it The Bionic Dude. The key to that door was my spec script Zombie Moon – it’s all about how Zylon, an experimental space-age gas, makes the international crew of astronauts on Moon Base Alpha die and come back as undead brain-eaters.’

        Yep, I’m doing the business all right, telling Spielberg that script-wise I want to adapt something original, from deﬁnitive DreamWorks like Kafka’s The Castle or The Trial or even Amerika, if he wants to, you know, and he is nodding, he’s deﬁnitely nodding, when the damn phone, the landline, BLEEP-BLEEP, BLEEP-BLEEPS.

        Eyes shut and groaning at the loss of the opportunity to sell myself properly, I roll off my back, onto my right side, and lunge at the handset by my pit. I grapple with it, BLEEP-BLEEP, BLEEP … and fumble it up to my ear. ‘Yep?’

        ‘Kirk?’

        ‘What?’

        ‘It’s me, your mom.’

        ‘Oh,’ I groan.

        ‘Sorry to call you so late.’

        I open my eyes. The dim red digits of my alarm clock are right in front of me. They’re the only things I can see in the darkness; I’d long since declared war on all outside light sources that could spoil my precious productive dream-sleep. ‘It’s three a.m. here,’ I say.

        ‘Well it’s only twelve here and I have some bad news.’

        I should emphasise that three a.m. bad news from Mom is not the same as three a.m. bad news from anyone else. Cruel fact: Mom and Dad have been waging a war of affairs on each other for twenty-ﬁve years. Mom fancies anyone who looks like my ﬁrst stage namesake, Kirk Douglas. Dad isn’t that fussy – even BV (Before Viagra) anything in or out of a bikini would do. This should explain why I tell her to ‘Hold on’ as I put the handset down on my pillow, sit up straight and slapstick myself across the right cheek, then the left. ‘OK, I’m ready for it. Dad’s frigging around on you again?’

        ‘It’s Denise.’

        A problem with my younger sister would, of course, have been my next guess. ‘What’s she done now?’ I ask.

        ‘She’s disappeared, Kirk.’

        ‘Yep, you don’t say?’

        ‘She left a note this time.’ That’s a new one. ‘A note?’

        Mom starts to weep. Being an amateur drama queen, an ex-Pinewood Studios extra, she’s had a lot of practice at weeping to create guilt. Dad, in Dick Van Dyke mode, the eternal happy chappy, always says that given an onion Mom could cry for his old family home, Ireland, and everybody with half a brain knows that’s a river of tears even if they don’t know where the place might be on our As The World Turns globe spinning through space.

        ‘What did it say, Mom?’

        But Mom is sobbing her heart out.

        ‘Tell me.’

        More sobs from Mom. ‘It said she is going off dialysis to try something new called Death Therapy.’

        ‘Death Therapy?’

        ‘It said she mightn’t be back. And she loved us.’

        ‘When exactly did she leave?’ I ask her, and I ask because Denise has bunked off the dialysis programme loads before to try alternative healings like natural herbalistic remedies, shaman drumming therapy, New Age psychic surgeons. All these times she’d come back reeling in less than a week.

        ‘It’s dated today, I mean yesterday – Monday the twenty-third.’

        ‘Have you called her girlfriends, and ordinary friends?’

        ‘I don’t know any of them apart from Len. I thought you might be able to talk to him.’

        Len was my buddy at ﬁlm school. ‘I haven’t been in touch recently.’

        ‘Kirk son …’

        I read her next line so I rattle off, ‘She’ll turn up. This Death Therapy’s just another one of her … things, you know?’

        Mom says it anyway: ‘Kirk son, this time would you come back and help us ﬁnd her?’ She said this time because last time, when jet-setter Denise had collapsed on her Next Look Models Inc. talent scouting in London, I didn’t go home to see her being brought back in bits.

        ‘Sure, Mom,’ I answer her straight, ‘when I’m negotiating the biggest deal of my life tomorrow. No problem.’

        ‘This is a family emergency.’

        ‘Since when did Denise ever—’

        ‘Do it for me, will you?’

        I pause (beat) for special effect, not thought – Hollywood hamartia. ‘I tell you what,’ I say, ‘if she hasn’t turned up by the weekend—’

        ‘The head nurse at the dialysis centre says she’s got a maximum of two weeks.’

        ‘Two weeks to what?’

        ‘To live. If she doesn’t dialyse.’

        Mom has to go making it life or death, a time-locked tragedy in the making. She sounds like a producer, and all I can do is sigh at that. ‘Look Mom, this isn’t on. I mean what can I do about this, realistically?’

        ‘Help.’

        ‘Just like that?’

        ‘Just like that!’ Mom says, and puts the phone down.

        I SLAM my handset down too. ‘Who needs this?’ I yell, and ﬂing myself back down into my pit. What is Mom playing at – laying soap operatic guilt trips on me age thirty-one? And what the hell is Denise playing at putting me in this double bind? I can’t even begin to understand. The only thing I know for certain is that my Big Deal is just too important to mess up. I mean I’d worked all my life – the bit called a ‘career’ in the Industry – to get to this point. So, I lie there with my eyes open. The darkness around me seems complete, barring the alarm clock. I BLANK out everything else. I’ve a special talent for BLANKING things – a Rush family trait.

      

    

  
    
      
        ‌Episode 2

        I get up next morning, alarmed at 5.45, as usual. I haven’t slept much so I have a throbbing in my temples and the usual rib-constricting, breath-restricting backache. I lie there for a moment, letting the pains give me the necessary motivation to get up and onto my physiotherapist-approved green gym mat to do my every-day-in-life routine of Pilates exercises. It takes twenty bloody minutes to fulﬁl the mission parameters and do all the stretches and crunches. I really resent every minute and yet I know that, without doing it, I’d fall apart. My spine is weak, you see. Somewhere along the time line of my life the dorsal arch on Lumbar 4 snapped off, and this led to spinal instability. I could have helped myself if I’d known about and obeyed the screenwriter’s golden rule ‘Always protect your spine,’ but I didn’t like doing physical stuff as a kid, because:

        
          	It hurt.

          	I was weedy compared to other kids.

          	It took me away from watching TV.

        

        So that’s why I didn’t develop the extra musculature required to stop the spiral of decline. Scoliosis. Kyphosis. Scheuerman’s disease. Thorassic outlet syndrome. It wasn’t till I was twenty-three, when I had a year-long attack of chronic back and acute shoulder pain, that I was diagnosed with all these conditions. I suppose that was the turning point for me. I was forced to truly inhabit my body in a way I’d always avoided. Instead of wallowing in self-pity, I decided to get physical like the people around me in Miami; I wanted my body to be more than the way I felt then, thin and bitter and twisted. After my exercises I put on my black Speedo shorts and go down to the pool. I usually meet the only other dawn-riser in Sherman Oaks’ Sherman Sunrise Craftsman-rip-off-style apartment complex. Sure enough, today is no exception. There’s Sindy, the spit of Cindy Crawford in her green wow-G-string bikini, practising her diving. She’s been on CBS’s The Bold and the Beautiful for a year. Give her half a chance and, wide-eyed, in that 1000-yard stare people get here, she’d educate you on how her supporting caricature, Helen Troy, is gradually being fed more storyline. So unless they kill her off in a ratings war, or this year’s threatened Screen Actors’ Guild strike bites, she’ll be able to afford the extortionate $1600 per month rent here a while longer.

        As I walked down the polished-maple steps to the poolside, I watch her bouncing on that diving board, leaping gracefully, streamlining her implant-curvy Baywatch body as much as she can, entering the water and going down deep, coming back up towards me, breaking the surface.

        ‘Hi,’ I boldly say to her as I set my towel down on the wooden sunlounger.

        ‘Hi,’ she beautifully says to me from the blue of the pool.

        ‘Nice day,’ I say. It was eternally a nice day in LA, bar the odd Chandleresque fog-out or Ellroyesque smog-out, but still, originally hailing from four-seasons-in-one-day England I can’t help making small talk about the weather. It’s in the genes, those selﬁsh genes.

        ‘Yeah, sun’s up,’ she replies, and pulls her Wonder Woman, doll-like body up the pool ladder out of the water.

        One kiss, what I would have done for one screen kiss, one Hollywood Connection. ‘How’s things?’ I FLIP off my ﬂip-ﬂops.

        ‘Fine. You?’

        There’s a Split Second when I think about Denise, and the meeting at 2.00 p.m., then BLANK. ‘Can’t complain.’

        ‘Still writing away?’ She sashays back towards the diving board.

        ‘Yep. Still acting away?’

        ‘Uh-huh,’ I hear her say, He Said, She Said.

        ‘Good,’ I say, and get into the pool nice and easy.

        The swimming is not something I ever enjoy – am I The Man From Atlantis, nope! But I religiously stick to my strict regime of forty lengths every morning except Sunday, staying in the water like I’ve gills long after way-out-of-my league Sindy has gone and the extras – uglier, pudgier swimmers – arrive. I’m still trying to rebuild myself like your man Colonel Steve Austin had to, only with no help from the OSO (Ofﬁce of Strategic Operations).

        Work starts with a Big Orange big orange, some bagels, a cup of Irish tea and a Celebrex pill. I sit down on my chiropractic chair, eat my healthy and painkilling feast in my ergonomically perfect, teak-lined study while reading over what I’d written on the computer the previous day, or the day before that if I was dry of words, or the week before if I had a meeting coming up. And I have a big meeting coming up, so I’m technically dry, Mojave Desert dry. Death Valley dry, even. Yep, that there screen is a total goddam white-out BLANK. There’s literally nothing for me to edit, so I do the only thing I can do: make sure I have my nostalgic yet novel pitch down to a T by speaking it into my trusty silver Dictaphone again and again. (Pitches have to be done verbally because in principle anything a screenwriter puts in writing has to be paid for by the producer: Writers’ Guild of America rules OK).

        I hate selling, but I’m hoping this script won’t be such a hard sell as the last; the meeting has, after all, been called by none other than Biff McMurray, the ‘hot-shottest’ studio exec (with his own production company) in the Industry right now. I’ve heard from my agent, Death-cigarette-smoking Harvey Guck, that Biff has personally made it his mission in life to make this movie. That’s why Biff has teamed up with Universal – because they made The A-Team for NBC and still hold the rights to the concept and most of the characters – and that’s also why he’s tied in with the comic book and computer game concern Mad Bull Inc. which has snagged some of the rights.

        Harvey has assured me that if I come up with a ‘pure A-Team’ storyline Biff will ‘drop his pants and take it like a man’. I’m not sure at all about that analogy, but the three-against-six-million-dollar fee I have in mind for the job is a lot of money. If I’ve to give Biff a good bofﬁng, I may just do it. Maybe, if it comes down to prostitution with a capital P. This is Hollywood after all.

        But then again, maybe not?

      

    

  
    
      
        ‌Episode 3

        I leave The Bachelor pad early, at 1.00 p.m., not because I’m scared of being late, but because like every Angeleno I consider walking evil and am addicted to driving.

        On the way down to my own personal space in the Sherman Sunrise underground car park, I put my bags down on a step and slide on my yellow-tinted Armani driving shades.

        I CLICK my wristwatch com-link on too: you see I have special reason to be an automobile addict – down there in the darkness a likeness of the Knight Industries Two Thousand is waiting for me. A classic black ‘82 Pontiac Trans-Am, worth $35K. KITTSCH was what I’d bought with the main part of the $125-against-$250K earnings from The Bionic Dude script. It’s really great to burn about Hollywood pretending to be Michael Knight championing the innocent and powerless against criminals who operate above the law.

        ‘KITTSCH ol’ buddy,’ I say as I get into my car, ‘Take me to Universal City.’

        The indestructible car answers back in that queer sneer, ‘Yes, Kirk. And good afternoon to you too.’

        KITTSCH takes off with a SCREECH of tyres, for show, as usual.

        I swipe my security card on the gate control and exit.

        I choose to get off the boulevards, drive up Laurel Canyon onto Mulholland Drive – taking a gas-guzzling way to the lot, the kind of exit-the-Valley scenic route I use a fair bit. What does gas matter when a gallon of 98 octane is $1.89?

        After a fair few miles of calming palms, eucalyptus trees, pines and glimpses of up-and-coming porn stars’ mansions (The Big Valley, more speciﬁcally Van Nuys, is the porn capital of the world, see Porn, A Family Business), I ﬁnally head for the Ventura Freeway. Linking up to the seemingly obligatory lunchtime-anytime trafﬁc jam, I keep my eyes peeled for criminals operating above the law, secure in the pretence that KITTSCH is being backed up by old Devon Miles, Dr Bonnie Barstow and politically correct series four addition black mechanic TC3, all travelling in the FLAG MU (The Foundation for Law and Government Mobile Unit).

        ‘Let’s get there in one piece,’ I say to KITTSCH, who is speed-weaving through the cars and killer la-la-land smog and doesn’t answer.

        Yellow haze. The Hollywood Freeway is nothing but cars and yellow haze, although that may just be the ultra-trendy tint of my Armanis?

        To cross over into Universal Studios Lot I’ve to get past the security guards and the gate arms. All this takes me back to the not-dissimilar journey I had to make every night for the year I worked in À Votre Santé´ bistro on the garish City Walk, a veggie place that had ‘Carate’, a 3-D carrot pumping iron, as its chain logo. I was on $7.00 an hour plus occasional tips; boy did I goddam hate it. But Harvey was right, being there, right place right time – a wired studio exec blabbing away about the concept under my nose got The Apprentice a crack at the $6 million script. Field intelligence. That was my Turbo-Boost.

        Speaking of which, it would have been so good, so dramatic, so hubristic, for me to press that button and for KITTSCH to Turbo-Boost over the gate arm. But real life isn’t like that; I have to stop as a guard ﬂags me down, and wait like everyone else.

        KITTSCH slides my window down.

        ‘Good afternoon, sir,’ says the mean-looking guard politely, more politely than they did up the hill when I was a waiter-wannabe-writer. ‘May I have your name?’

        ‘Kirk Rush. I have a two o’clock with Biff McMurray.’

        The guard looks meanly at his clipboard. ‘OK, sir,’ he says. ‘Here’s a guest pass. Drive on.’

        I take the paper pass.

        KITTSCH drives through, up into the multi-storey, up to LEVEL 3, and SKID-parks, precisely.

        I get out of the car.

        ‘Good luck, Kirk,’ KITTSCH says. ‘You’ll need it.’

        ‘Thanks for the conﬁdence, Turbo-Boost KITTSCH,’ I say and, taking the stairs, leave the multi-storey.

        Once out in the eternally nice daylight, I navigate my way through the labyrinth of crap-brown, massive, warehouse-like sound stages, avoiding the VIP and not-VIP tourist trams, walking through the higgledy-piggledy suburbs of the city nobody really lives in to where, thanks to Harvey’s precise instructions and my own crypto-amnesiac memory, I ﬁnd the Happy Crappy Revival-style bungalow, tucked away in a small tropical garden, where I’m supposed to be.

        I’m ﬁfteen minutes early. Instead of going right in I stand out on the porch watching and waiting for a tram to go by.

        Sure enough, one does. I lean against the wall, casually looking lean and mean. I do not wave. Only the Average Joe waves, waiter-wannabes. I stay still. Star-striking still. Joe Millionaire still.

        The tourists must think I’m somebody important in the Industry an American Idol because they snap their digital photos, take their home movies. That’s good. I feel like somebody important in the Industry, somebody real.

        That is before I meet the Angelina not-Jolie secretary indoors, who abruptly reminds me I’m just another nobody-writer in a town full of nobody-writers.

      

    

  
    
      
        ‌Episode 4

        Biff McMurray looks like a gay, Thirty-something Robert Redford in an immaculate blue Versace suit. We meet at the door to his way-plush, light and airy ofﬁce, and we shake hands ﬁrmly, like real men are supposed to. ‘Good to meet you, Kirk. Loved your Bionic script. Shame they can’t get it green-lit, that bionic dick scene is a gut-buster.’

        ‘Thanks, Biff.’

        ‘Harvey tells me you’re nearly as big an A-Team nut as me.’

        ‘Yep. I am that disturbed.’

        Biff laughs. ‘Take a seat.’

        So I do. I sit down on the ‘write’ side of his enormous ash and glass desk. The leather visitors’ chair is nicely padded around the lumbar region.

        Biff goes round to his side, the ‘wrong’ side, but instead of sitting down he rolls his beige leather exec’s chair out from behind the desk and right up to just in front of me. Then he sits down. ‘What do you have for me?’

        ‘A pretty jazzy idea, Biff,’ I say, feeling a little more pressured by his proximity than relaxed.

        ‘The A-Team meets The A-Team.’

        ‘We’re not talking clones here are we?’

        ‘No. We’re just not going to bastardise it with anything else.’

        ‘Keeping it real!’ Biff CLAPS his hands. ‘I like it already. So, hit me with the jazz, my man.’

        So I hit him: ‘In 1991 a Delta Force unit is sentenced by a military court for a Gulf War crime they did not commit … but witnessed. Colonel Decker and his unit were the guilty parties in the massacre of a small party of Marsh Arabs. The A-Team tried to stop the killings but tragically couldn’t, and Decker framed them before they could testify against him.’

        ‘Uh-huh?’

        ‘Hannibal, Face, BA and Murdock – who is convinced he has Gulf War Syndrome – promptly escape from a maximum-security stockade to the Los Angeles underground. And today, mid-1995, still hunted by the incompetent Lieutenant Colonel Lynch, they survive as soldiers of fortune and wait to meet Decker again. Their chance arrives when Ayesha, an Albanian refugee to the US, has a problem which no one else can help her with.’

        ‘Which is?’ Biff asks.

        ‘Her family is just one of many in Kosovo who have been taken prisoner by a terrorist army of bad-guy Serbians who are into trafﬁcking human organs for proﬁt.’

        Biff is squinting. ‘Organs?’

        ‘Kidneys. Livers. Hearts. Limbs. These people kill the donors – those with universal type O blood and tissue – if the price is right in the West.’

        ‘Ouch. And Decker?’

        ‘Decker is one of the terrorist mercenaries who guards the camp, so the Team get to go on a mission to redeem themselves.’

        ‘Where would we set this?’

        ‘LA, and wherever in the US looks like Serbia, and Iraq.’

        Biff nods. ‘Keeping it cheap and nasty like the series?’

        ‘Why not? The important thing is the audience get to enjoy The A-Team kick ass as the world policeman Uncle Sam should, ﬁghting for truth, justice and the American way – without killing anyone.’

        Biff is nodding. He’s deﬁnitely nodding, when the damn phone BLEEP-BLEEPETY-BLEEPS the start of ‘Lies (Through the 80s)’ by Manfred Mann.

        ‘Sorry, I’ve been waiting all morning for this call,’ he says and takes the call. ‘Hi, Sam. I won’t dress this up – the answer is no.’

        No? I don’t want to hear that word. Any more than the protesting director Sam does.

        ‘I’m not going to argue. I’m in a meeting. Come in on budget. Next Thursday I want The Fantastic Four ready for cutting.’

        More protesting from Sam means more Nos when yes is what I want to hear. Yes. Yep. Yeehaw. Biff will love it, really! He’ll drop his pants and buy it for how much? How much? How goddam much – think six million, positive!

        ‘Bye,’ Biff says, and puts the phone down.

        Maybe right off the back of that no to Sam – when it can only be the legendary zombie master Sam Raimi – isn’t the best moment, but I have to ask. ‘What do you think of the show so far, Biff?’

        Biff comes round the desk to me. ‘Heard enough. The A-Team meets The A-Team.’ He holds out his hand. ‘I love it when a plan …. you know the rest.’

        In shock, I shake his hand and stand up; shaking away in other places too, like I’m suffering from my own personal San Andreas quake.

        ‘One condition, Kirk,’ Biff says. ‘Just make Face bisexual and the bad guys die, all right?’

        Face bisexual? Bad guys die? That’s two conditions and goes against the spirit of the show. It’s a kids’ show, a big kids’ show, my kind of show, but I say, ‘Uh, OK.’

        ‘I’ll phone Harvey and we’ll talk.’

      

    

  


End of sample
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