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Night


Night keeps me awake like the sea that makes sailors mind it. Daytime is crowded for the stuff I chase. Consumption, digestion, interaction, the distractions of sunlight, beauty and passing weather take up space.


Day is for watching. Night is for trying.


The cuts of a night are healed by morning. You can fail and recover. There are no witnesses. The ideas that drive absurdity are shut down and silent, along with their drivers. Open your feelings at night and nobody’s there to question them, stain them, stifle their air. Instead the sheets of a soul can be spread to the wind. Things distil to an essence at night. All is clear and fearsome, artifice falls away. And maybe there’s science, maybe dead hours spark dreams, even awake. Or others’ dreams might haunt the air and be breathed.


Or it’s just that we shut up.


In the night you don’t care what gift to give the Schultzes. It doesn’t matter if an appointment moved from three to four. You don’t wonder if you made a bad choice of toaster. With a town’s last bark, with the rising of a moon, I light up. Heavy eyes at eleven, trotting pulse at midnight.


And I run to drink the night.
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To steal from it.
And be nothing.
And be free.


No, Sir – YOU’RE the caretaker. You’ve ALWAYS been the caretaker.
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Immaculate


The man was going to show me something secret. Something astounding. According to him it was the unheard-of cornerstone of all Christianity. It was the Church’s banker across millennia, an unplayed trump card. I was intrigued.


He took me to a kind of reliquary that smelled of must, and from a cabinet of large, square drawers, he pulled out relics in the form of yellowing, tightly rolled bundles. Then he stacked them end on end, and lo – the Virgin Mary emerged from them.


I admit I was taken aback.


I met her, and we strolled together in sunlight and shade. She  
was sweet, and we didn’t so much chat as connect through random  
words that made us smile and look at each other. And the most  
memorable thing: she wasn’t a historical figure at all, she wasn’t  
holy, or pious, or even robed. She was just a girl. Unafraid and quick  
to smile. We understood each other. She walked, and her lower back  
had a fine, lean curve to it, and she was pretty, and quite modern.  
Her feet were dusty in their sandals because she had a playful gait,  
dragging a little, or toeing the ground when she was still. As we  
walked I marvelled that she was the Virgin Mary, the very mother  
of Christ, though from a younger day, of course. Still, what a coup  
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for the Church. I remembered reading Roman literature from a time before Christ, and it was modern, and fun – so I knew she could be modern too. And fun.


What a coup.


No halo, no aura.


I was glad to meet her. She must know I’ll remember her always. I wish I could remember where that reliquary was. But then, disappointment – it could only be a dream. I knew it. I was wearing that green coat I would never wear. Then social discomfort set in. Because in line with custom at the time, the Virgin Mary could only have been thirteen when Jesus was born. And this moment must have been before His birth. For all we know she was twelve. Things grew uncomfortable, although she seemed unconcerned. Perhaps Mary was too familiar a name to call her, I thought. Then I had to kill an impulse to simply call her Virgin. Suddenly she was so alive, so here, and I was on eggshells. I tried to recall her surname but I couldn’t – maybe she didn’t even have one.


Then I hit on Magdalene.


Mary Magdalene, that was it. Relief. And I was about to say ‘Ms Magdalene’ – but I remembered that Mary Magdalene and the Virgin Mary are different girls.


I looked at her.


It must be Mary Magdalene. Could it be?
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I wanted so badly to keep our connection.


As I tried to regroup she smiled and grew coy, as if sensing that history had already intervened, as if sniffing the vast extent to which Latin art would insult her supple form and twinkling eyes, and spoil literature on her account for a thousand years.


It was all too much.


Worse for me, it’d be awkward if we met again and I didn’t know her name. I wracked my brain as she pulled on the black over-clothes and boots that must protect her in the reliquary. Then she sat for a moment on a grave, letting the sun warm her back. I had to take a picture with my phone. What a coup, after all.


Our hands touched in parting, and I wanted to tell her how lovely  
she was. But is lovely too poor a word for the possible mother of God?  
First I couldn’t address her, now I couldn’t compliment her; the date  
was ending badly. It woke me as I recalled that even complimenting  
the Queen on a meal at her place shows disrespect, suggesting as it  
does that she might have served less than the best. If you said to Her  
Majesty, ‘Not bad’, ‘Bit salty’, it would be the same as saying ‘This is  
shit’ in a mid-range hotel. So what could it mean to say ‘You’re lovely’  
to the possible mother of God? A nightmare. The bagatelle of respect:  
total crapshoot due to fluctuating value. I tried to reverse-engineer  
the question, in my first waking moments, and define the material  
difference between the Queen, a mid-range hotel and the possible  
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mother of God. Not easy, because although the words were harsher at the hotel, they’d still have you back for dinner. So there’s a spectrum in operation, with floating thresholds. In the United States the line falls just below Sir and Ma’am, but we don’t go for that. If we hear Sir or Madam it means we’re going to be eighty quid lighter within two minutes, or be told to cease and desist. Our threshold floats just above abuse, in the neighbourhood of cursing under the breath.


The day was starting badly.


I didn’t even get her number.


O sweet Mary, mother of God.
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Breakfast


If Swedenborg says there’s a paradise for Turks and the Dutch, I want one for poets and dogs. Because we’re passionate, and know all the right places to shit.


I went to a restaurant that specialised in breakfast. It was like a frozen night club, these savannahs and ledges of tables with glassware, linen and silver sparkling through darkness. Single roses wept dew from their flutes onto carpet that flowed out under a canopy to the street. Uniformed doormen stood clear in case they were swept away by gravity.


The sugar bowl was silver. The sugar was pink.


It was tranquil when service began, staff wafting rather than bustling, to respect the natures of those who would come to such a place; a milieu apart from the bristling suits you’d expect. The breakfast set were accustomed to deference and darkness, and had time and ambition to kill. Extortionate hangovers were treated here. Captains in evening wear could phone and lie to your dates for the day; for the right consideration they would even go and take care of your business. I never found their limit.


I think the place opened at seven, though I never went so early.  
An important avenue ran outside, three lanes each way, and behind  
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the hush of the day’s first drink you could sometimes hear klaxons and air brakes, which in the city’s concrete pastures are its peacock cries and horses frisking against their bits. Like all big cities far from the sea it’s a living organism that breathes – crisp suck in the morning, warm draught after lunch. Consistent with its rhythm, icy vodka was the way to scare up a taste for breakfast. Bitterly cold vodka, then champagne. The morning’s first oysters with lime. Some tobacco. And to soak up any stain of the previous day and its night, lightly fried toast with blue cheese, onion and capers, served with a shot of beef juice. Then sweet fish and eggs, cheese, breads and muscat, until by the fourth or fifth hour, when crepes and coffee were served, the table looked for the first time like a breakfast table. Just as it should, because meals are not only punctuations but statements to the future, and the dark between supper and breakfast is often best left out of them. This was the stitching together of a day’s hems, sowing the night into a sac under the table; a breakfast that began by finishing supper.







Warm, ironed newspapers only came after this sowing was  
done. By then your senses had the balls to contemplate horror and  
ignorance. Chatter would grow and ripple through the lustrous  
gloom like early birdsong. So with your machinery kissed awake,  
the time came for dogs and poets to order fruit daiquiris – a healthy  
start to the day – and have a cigarette or cigar lit, because your  
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demons would also be waking, and small vices entertain and distract them from harder chaos. Then carry these with a newspaper to a cavernous bathroom where music played. An attendant would step from an armoury of razors, brushes and gels, and place into a cubicle a table with linen, a coaster, and an ashtray with matches.


Here you contemplate life’s bigger questions. Opulence – I say it’s an absence of depression after climax. One that advertises itself, an environment that guarantees it from the first glance.


It should never press a wall to your imagining of more.


Though Alka-Seltzer and a burger can also do the trick.





Muesli
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News


A summary of the News at Ten: shopping centres around the country continue to draw criticism for their handling of the January clearance sales, in which a woman required first aid after being caught in a crush. The stores in question have vowed to make 1993 a safer year for shoppers.


A prominent environmental group has warned that pesticides used to rid homes of common infestations may be having a far more detrimental effect on the environment than was previously thought. A spokesman for the Green Earth Conference has said that incalculable damage could be resulting from commonly used pest-control programmes, and that the eradication of certain pests from areas of land could open the way for more ecological problems down the line. He added that only by preserving the whole ecological spectrum could the future of the environment be guaranteed.


The case of Baby X, in which a three-year-old sustained injuries after falling down badly carpeted stairs, has been adjourned a second time while submissions are heard by the government’s select committee on infant safety in the home.


In more court news, the libel action brought by Lord M. against  
a journalist who referred to him as ‘the new Goebbels’ has entered  
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its third day before Lord Justice Davenport. A decision is expected by Friday, which if successful for Lord M. could lead to substantial damages being awarded.


In a study thought to be the first of its kind in the world, the entire fifth and sixth forms of Galden grammar school in Essex are to take part in an experiment focusing on gender identity and interrelationship. Hull University is to observe girls and boys from both forms wearing identical boiler suits in and out of school. Leading the study, Professor Brendan Price said results may show that many issues leading to friction between the sexes, including discrimination and even assault, can be put down to what he called ‘over-genderfication’ of young people under increasing pressure to adopt stereotypes in fashion, behaviour and attitude.


And finally the weather: showers gradually clearing to the east,  
giving way to a clear and cold night with ground frost in some rural  
areas. Tomorrow will begin with clear spells and some fog over low  
ground, with cloud increasing throughout the day. Overnight a  
minimum of three degrees Celsius, that’s thirty-seven Fahrenheit,  
and an average daytime maximum of seven degrees Celsius, that’s  
forty-four degrees Fahrenheit. The outlook for the week: remaining  
cool and unsettled with below average temperatures in most areas.  
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Time


I know a couple who spent years planning a holiday. Not that it took years to plan, but they decided to have a holiday years later. Time and space went to work, slowing life down to the speed of a community service order – but within this sentence the couple’s free time was taken up by The Holiday, which flourished like an escape plot. We friends were infected as we watched. Their holiday would be a cruise. They chose a ship and a route, carefully budgeted each day, factored hangovers and souvenirs into the plan. They passed long months debating excursions at certain ports, poring over maps, pictures and guides. And as I watched I saw that this planning was really dreaming, that each hour of it was an hour on the cruise. Every so often we’d be called to celebrate a landmark: the arrival of a brochure, or a down-payment receipt; or a letter from the agent might advise a slight change, which brought urgent meetings around the table with wine. The holiday became a living alliance, an ideology, and we were like kids gathering at a ladder we were building to Mars.


Committees eventually formed to manage a series of bon voyage parties. The journey was properly blessed, luggage was double-checked, gifts, cards and farewells were delivered – until finally they embarked on the cruise.
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And when they sailed away, when ruthless existence collided with years of idle dreaming, which after all must be a danger:


They had an excellent time.


Better than expected.


But when they returned home, six hundred Earth years had passed and all their friends were long dead. Ha.
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Quantopia


‘Donald there’s a man at the door.’


‘Hmm?’


‘A kidnapper.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Says he is. Says he’s come for Darren.’


‘He’s not going out till his homework’s done.’


‘That’s the thing: usually he would’ve been out on his bike by now. I’m not sure where we’re supposed to be.’


‘Weird, the man coming to the door. Was Dar meant to be snatched off the street?’


‘I think he thinks so. That’s the thing.’


‘But if he’s snatched off the street then he’s snatched off the street. The man can’t go around complaining if he’s missed him.’


‘He thinks he can. That’s the thing. And he’s not complaining – he wants him now, says can we pack a bag, he’s not got much money. He says can he bring a bus fare as well.’


‘Eh? Bloody cheek, tell him this isn’t the world where you make shit up as you go along. It’s the one where he’s been busted.’


‘He says he can make it up, by definition, because it’s reality  
unfolding. But he promises not to go into the version with six  
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devastating weeks in front of the media, he says he can do the one where Darren’s found shaken but unharmed on Thursday. Says on that basis we should be grateful.’


‘It doesn’t hold. Dar hasn’t been snatched, he’s in his room. What’s happening is that an offender is here with a fantasy. This is the one where an offender with a fantasy comes to the door and gets totally busted.’


‘Well, no, because he says a split already happened, when he didn’t find him to snatch. So he’s already been snatched, and we’re spending the week devastated. He points out we’re getting off lightly if we just let him go.’


‘And why can’t this be one where he’s not snatched? Where he just comes out at dinner to tell us he hates us?’


‘Because the man’s already come for him. See? It’s already branching off. The split resides at his decision.’


‘Bollocks.’


‘And he says could Darren pretend the bus fare’s his. He’s sorry but the whole thing stems from a deeply troubled childhood and it’s important that he feels in charge. . .’


 


While mainstream physics and philosophy keep their bets on matter,  
time and space, quantum mechanics says past, present and future  
are implausible. They’re paradoxical. That events can arise, happen,  
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