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Short story: 3,100 words, humor. A film director puts a new spin on his classic 1944 movie in a controversial interview. The cynical present stomps on the innocence of the past, and old movie buffs may never forgive him.
Many film directors enjoy talking about their movies, but Warren Somersby did not. This was the first interview he granted in forty years.
However, despite his initial reticence, the more he detailed the psycho-sexual nuances of his 1944 film “A Swell Time,” the easier it became for him to discuss this, his most important work. The interviewer’s jaw dropped, not quite to the floor.
Mr. Somersby paused to sip from his water glass. He glanced with some satisfaction over its rim to observe Marsha’s world crashing down upon her in tiny little pieces of flammable celluloid.
Marsha O’Brien, soon, she hoped, to be Marsha O’Brien, Ph.D., was completing her doctoral dissertation on what also happened to be her favorite subject, the very film, “A Swell Time”. Like most American movie buffs, she had fallen in love with it when she was fourteen and saw it for the first time on television, and renewed her vows with each re-run.
Corralling THE Warren Somersby for an interview on his most famous film when he had refused to speak publicly any further on “A Swell Time,” was a coup beyond Marsha’s limited imagination. She bought a new suit at a discount store for the occasion.
Marsha’s hand shook as she turned off the tape recorder. He smiled at her shy act of discretion.
“So…you’re saying…?” Marsha’s voice cracked, and Mr. Somersby smiled again, gently, as one might when trying to soften the surprise a child has received when first unwillingly hearing the facts of life as told by someone who is in rather a hurry.
Mr. Somersby confided that he had never told anyone what he was telling her. Marsha felt less prideful that he had saved it to tell to her than she was shocked and somewhat sickened by just hearing it.
The facts of life were all well and good in their place in the scheme of things, but “A Swell Time” was not the place. Two generations of Americans thus far who had no part in World War II, were enchanted by this black and white, one hour and 43-minute insight into the noble Home Front. They knew the dialogue by heart. They named their children after favorite characters or the actors who played them. Indeed, those actors who all went on to other films would forever be linked in a Valhalla called “A Swell Time” in the hearts and minds of everybody who had seen the movie. Except for a handful of the usual Internet message board cynics, who decried the film as sentimental. All the sentimental people would have willingly risen up and killed them for their lack of sentiment.
Mr. Somersby tilted his head expectantly at the tape recorder, silently reminding her. Marsha, dreading the worst, turned it back on, and braced herself.
Not too long after that, quarterly academic journals, trade magazines, supermarket tabloids and Internet fan sites and classic film blogs shuddered and even gagged at the astounding news. “A Swell Time” was not about pluck and hopefulness, about sacrifice and sharing, about really nice middle class white Americans with very neatly combed hair winning the war with togetherness, and swelling background music, and perfectly lit close-ups. No, indeed.
It was practically pornography.
The family patriarch, a jovial guide to his clan in a double breasted pinstripe suit, was really a metaphor for an insidious American-style fascism, according to Mr. Somerby’s confession after all these years. Young Biff’s and Bud’s science experiments in the basement to win the war by growing enormous vegetables in their victory garden was a front for their sadistic fantasies (see the scene with the trowel and packet of rutabaga seeds). Sweet, brave, homespun daughter Judy was not really upset by the loss of her aviator fiancé, because after all, how could one miss the Freudian implications of her scene on the front porch with the telegram delivery boy? The wonderful old character actress, the late Meg LaDornier, who played the mother, had once said she would give up her right arm for a great part like this to come along again. That her character was really a sexually repressed alcoholic, as Mr. Somersby solemnly affirmed, could only mean that Miss LaDornier was more sophisticated than America knew at the time.
All who had previously no interest in the movie, or indeed any black and white film from the 1940s, bought the DVD and found a double entrendre in every line. Then they bought all the rest of the films of director Warren Somersby and looked for some more naughty bits, including examining frame-by-frame an industrial film he made on the touch typing system early in his career.
“How to Type” (1937) was moved to the Adult section of video stores.
All those who had previously been self-professed fans of “A Swell Time” tossed out the worn VHS cassettes, taking down the now embarrassing movie poster reprints from the family room, and disavowed any interest in the film as one might have once publicly disavowed connection with the Communist party.
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