Include Me Out
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I was in the kitchen separating the CDs and DVDs into their constituent parts. 'All of this can be recycled,' I said, loudly enough that Sally could hear me from the next room, 'once I've separated out the paper, polystyrene, paint, lacquer and the aluminium or gold or whatever.' 


I couldn't hear what she was saying in reply.


It wasn't a political act. Not a protest against 'the star system' or anything like that. It wasn't ideological or anti-capitalist. Nor anti-narrativist. I didn't have a manifesto. It was more kind of, 'include me out.'


There was a brutal immediacy to it though. 


The jewel cases are my favourite. Nice and simple. You can mash them up with any mortar and pestle-type of arrangement. I like to start things off with a fairly heavy-duty stone affair that we were given as a wedding present. There's no skill involved, no special, I don't know, hand-swing technique. No sighing the maker's sigh. I'll put the jewel case in there, cover the whole thing with a tea towel, then bash it. Gently at first, finding the correct amount of force. Letting the contents settle slightly so that the rigid pieces of plastic find any number of random contacts against the curvature of the mortar's interior and the other pieces of plastic that are in there. The movement and pressure of the pestle creating what I suppose would be a species of shear stress; a more complex and distributed version of what happens when you break a stick over your knee. 


When I've gone as far as I can with mortar number one, I tip the pieces out into a smaller one, repeat the process and so on. 


Sally was speaking in the next room, but I still couldn't hear what she was saying.


If money were no object and I'd had a more hi-tech set-up, or if there were compliance and quality-certification or licensing issues, I'd probably have wanted to chuck the bits through a laser filter at the end, to remove any contaminants. That would have left me with a really high quality crystal polystyrene pellet – and don't tell me that couldn't be used to make a whole range of products: jars, insulating foam, windshield units for toy cars, whatever. Even without such a filter I was getting a pretty good result, but a certain amount of foreign particulate matter did creep in. Dust maybe, or perhaps the substance of the mortars themselves, loosened by some inevitable abrasion between plastic and stone, wood or ceramic. Scale that up and I could see that this wouldn't be a pure enough product for commercial applications. 


Ditto the polycarbonate bodies of the discs themselves. 


But here they were on my, our kitchen table: Star Wars IV, Vertigo, The Last Tycoon, Blade Runner, My Best Friend's Wedding, The Cabinet of Dr Caligari. I wasn't doing them in any particular order. These were just as they came. Nearest first. The order they were in on the shelf. Did they have anything in common other than the fact that we had chosen them? That we'd stood there in the shop on a series of Saturday afternoons when we were feeling flush, or when one or other of us wanted to buy a present for the other one? That we'd paid for them and brought them home? Was there any other unifying strand running through this seemingly arbitrary selection?


Maybe not. 


The fact that we'd sat and watched them all? 


Well, that. Yes. 


I pictured the two of us sitting side by side on the sofa on a weekend evening with a bottle of wine. Did I say Vertigo? Not that titles mattered much now. These discs were on their way to being stripped of their transcendent freight, disconnected from their own ghosts and reduced to, what? Something more than soulless husks? Raw materials, perhaps? To make what? Ingredients to be mixed and shaped how, exactly? 


The handful of paper sleeves and covers that awaited shredding were as meaningless to me now as takeaway flyers on someone else's doormat. Once I had done enough I would soak them for a day or so, then boil them to a paste. Spread this out to dry on a clean cloth over the bath to make a thick wad of soft card, pending further decisions. 


A ceramic mixing bowl full of gritty and irregularly shaped crystal polystyrene chunks, the best of which were the density of fine gravel. 


A bucket full of black, clear and translucent variations on the DVD case that had been rough-cut into rigid polypropylene tagliatelle ready to be wilted in boiling water and pressed while still warm into tangled rubbery cakes, like oversized dried egg noodles. 



The discs themselves were more complicated, comprising a 1.2mm thick wafer of polycarbonate, a reflective layer, a lacquer layer to prevent oxidation and then a layer of paint: the label or artwork. First I tried scraping off one layer at a time. Not good. A few clumsy attempts with a variety of improvised tools later, it occurred to me that I could simply use a domestic rotary sander to grind off 'the label side' of the disc with a fine abrasive. I'd have to tap the sander wheel carefully onto a sheet of paper to get the dust out, then lift the paper and gently start to roll it to create a kind of spout. Tip it into a glass jug or something. I'd probably need to wear a mask. The dust could then be dissolved in ethanol and exposed to a series of reagents in order to separate the metals from the dyes and paints blah blah. The polycarbonate core could itself probably be given a final clean with ethanol to remove any lingering particles of paint, metal, whatever, allowed to dry and then broken up in the same way as the jewel cases.


I could hear the squeak of a chair as she stood up in the next room; footsteps in the hall. 'Couldn't we just watch them one more time?' Her voice getting closer. 'Watch them one by one? Couldn't we do that at least.' 


Then, there she was, standing there with a Star Wars: The Phantom Menace in one hand. She looked like she'd seen a ghost. 'Put them away until we want to watch them again? Aren't there any that you actually want to watch again?'


There she was interrupting my circular logic and what was I doing at this point? I was looking at her, holding a pestle and saying, 'Sweetie.'


'It'd be different if you could do anything with this stuff.' Sally picked up a big chunk of chopped-up DVD case and waved it about half-heartedly: 'I mean...'  Looking at the piece of polypropylene in her hand she turned it around: 'It does look a bit like a horse.'



She was right. Something about the way the secateur cut had negotiated the moulded corner.


'Sweetie,' I said again.


'Don't “sweetie” me. Look at you! Turning our kitchen into a place where you just act out out this fantasy of work to avoid reality, it seems like. And you expect me to shut my eyes, or look the other way while all the fun drains out of our relationship.'


She looked really feminine; une vraie femme.


I couldn't say that I fully endorsed what Sally was accusing me of. 'Granted,' I said, 'that it's not exactly full unconstrained enjoyment or permanent self-enhancing productivity...'  


The process was radical enough to generate ghosts of its own, but I didn't tell her about that. I'd have needed the help of interpreters. 


A memory of a lorry laden with fragrant pine branches. A piece of smooth stone. A symbolic suicide. 


Confessions written in chalk or soapstone pencil. The taste of tamarind at Shabazar near Tarkeswar. Types of pasta named after national holidays and dates in the revolutionary calendar. 


Broadcasting in the rain. Large bundles of twigs. Two people looking through a photo album that's spread across both their knees.


Ephemeral associations and inaccessible fragments. 


 A man in a gorilla suit copulating with a woman in a robot outfit. 

 
High-bandwidth nonsenses of this kind. 


Monstrosities too. Bombed factories. More real than reality itself. 


Fleeting images too rich and vast to be taken in in their entirety. Ideas the simplest of which I knew would be impossible to approximate with even fifty, a hundred-times more crystal polystyrene granules or paper shreddings. 


What was I thinking? 


The enormity of the task. 


Shooting myself in the foot.


Again.


'I think I need your help,' I said. 'Maybe let's watch a film first, then carry on with...?' I tried to remember what else was on the shelf.


'I never liked this anyway,' Sally said, opening the DVD case in her hand and flexing the cover back so she could slide out the sleeve artwork. She put on a funny voice: 'How did Darth Vader become Darth Vader?'


'Stalker? I could watch that again,' I said. 'Nothing but Tarkovsky, way I'm feeling.'


Sally put The Phantom Menace down on the table and thought for a second, then disappeared off to the other room. I could hear the sound of DVDs being moved, the soft rattle of discs rocking gently on their clip-mountings. Footsteps coming back down the hall. A little more brightly this time, I thought.


'Here,' she said. 'Stalker I've left where it is.' She started flicking through them and read out the first few titles as if they were questions: 'The Woman in the Window? The Strange Affair of Uncle Harry? Life is Beautiful?' Then: 'Satyricon. The Usual Suspects. Ransom. The Shawshank Redemption. Blue...'


'Jarman?'


'Mm-hmm.' 


I shrugged. 'Please continue!'


'Ben Hur. The Others. Sophie's Choice. Beloved.'


She put the pile down and straightened it. We looked at each other for a second, searching each others faces. 


I shrugged again, raising my eyebrows as if to say, 'What?' 


As if to say, 'I rest my case!'


Sally smiled quickly then glanced out of the kitchen window, frowning. I took the bait and turned to look in the same direction, but as I did so she pushed past me in a kind of play slow-motion, her left hand pressing me back, keeping me in the kitchen while her body angled towards the door. I ducked, holding my body low, then followed her, reaching out like a footballer in an action replay, as if I was trying to get an arm in front of her to hold her back. 


We 'ran' back towards the sitting room like that. Like characters in a sit-com who are pretending to have a race, pretending they're in an action movie. Our movements were slow and heavy and our arms were outstretched, like Picasso's Women Running on the Beach. 

--
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