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            Note

         

         Almost all the poems in this collection take their imaginative cue from the first season of The Twilight Zone (1959–1960), especially those episodes written by Rod Serling. I haven’t indicated the episodes to which the poems are connected, since they sit from them at such various and odd angles, moves and distances: for those familiar with the originals, some will be obvious or easily guessed, while others will seem wholly unrelated. They are, for the most part, experiments in science-fictional or fantastic autobiography and monologue, and take great liberties with both the source material and my own life. I’d plead that their frequent tone of ‘for your too much information’ should not be mistaken for confession. It isn’t, except on those occasions when it is.
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            El sol ilumina la noche, no la convierte en luz

            – Antonio Porchia

         

      

   


   
      

          

         
            
               I shot an arrow into the air,

               It fell to earth, I knew not where;

               For, so swiftly it flew, the sight

               Could not follow it in its flight.

            

            
               I breathed a song into the air,

               It fell to earth, I knew not where;

               For who has sight so keen and strong,

               That it can follow the flight of song?

            

            
               Long, long afterward, in an oak

               I found the song there, still unbroke;

               And the arrow, from beginning to end,

               I found again in the heart of a friend.

            

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               Death

            

            
               
                  His trick – by which I mean the way he’d convince you of his earnestness –

                  was to actualise at some random and unpredictable post, unruffled, immaculate,

                  like he’d been there all along: vaping at the turn of the stairs, taking a leak in the adjacent stall,

                  or turning round from the seat in front in the empty matinee, saying C’mon. We’ve been through this.

                  And again I’d get up and leave, and mutter I’m not ready yet, and he’d say

                  OK bud, see you tonight, knowing we all got worn down by this in the end.

               

               
                  Before they kicked me upstairs, I used to work in sales. I still have a case of free samples

                  and an eye for an easy mark. One day, he was working through some genre clichés

                  to keep himself amused, and I was closing the bathroom cabinet when I saw him at my shoulder.

                  I shrieked, he cracked up laughing; I swung round, and we fell into the usual threadbare exchange.

                  But I caught him running the back of his hand across my pima cotton towels

                  and sneak a sidelong look at my new sonic toothbrush, with more than just a casual interest;

                  I noticed his Prada suit was a size too large, and his floral tea cologne was Tommy Girl

                  though it smelled pretty good on him. It was then I really saw it. His weakness.

                  I said Look, look – I’ll do you a deal. No deals, he says. You know that. Hear me out, I say. It’s legit.

                  Give me another twenty years, and I’ll kit you out. I’ll be your go-to guy. I’m serious. Knockdown rates.

                  He said nothing, but the sweat was forming on his upper lip and brow.

                  So I got out the case and did my old routine, told him I’m practically giving this stuff away;

                  though it was tough to see him so easily played, so easily reduced, so worried and frantic –

                  me pulling out one thing after another, him suddenly wondering if he could afford it all,

                  patting his pockets, wondering if I took plastic, wondering if he had plastic,

                  what plastic even was – his arms full of all the cool new things he wanted,

                  a black fedora, a snakeskin belt, the silk tie with the Mondrian design, but then realising

                  that he was technically neither salaried nor self-employed – a slave to his work, he’d always thought,

                  but really just a slave, hand-to-mouth, hardly ever in the same town two nights in a row,

                  sleeping on couches between gigs, everything he wore lifted from the closets of the dead,

                  everything he ate, whatever the dead had left uneaten on the stove after he’d walked them to the car.

                  All he wanted was a night off, a table at Clio’s so he could work through the card,

                  and then to go home to his own shit – some old jazz on vinyl, a valve amplifier,

                  a good espresso machine and a workout bike, and maybe a wife and kids too, in time,

                  but whenever he thought of them, or rather what they’d talk about round the big TV,

                  the kitchen table as he made his famous chilli, or the school gate after hockey practice –

                  all he could ever think of was him delivering the bad news as usual, the worst.

                  ‘Daddy, what do you mean I must leave with you now?’

               

               
                  Don’t think for a second that Death loves his work. Even though I couldn’t stop –

                  we both knew there was no way he could pay for any of this stuff – I was holding back the tears for him:

                  who wants to see their own death fall to such a two-bit hustle? In the end I gave up. I hugged him. I said

                  It’s OK, it’s OK. I’ll go with you. Just give me five to get some things and say goodbye to folks.

                  And he was fine with that, and so innocently grateful when I really did come back, carrying a near-new pair of brogues,

                  a couple of good shirts and a nice blue jacket that I reckoned would fit him well,

                  and I could see in his eyes that over the years he’d lost more than a few of us this way,

                  to this old play, and each of us had cost him like a life.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               The Way We Were

            

            
               
                  Having made the error of finally agreeing to lunch with L. – what had it been, twenty-three years? –

                  let’s say the horror was mutual. That’s a lie. She was still beautiful. Her shock was ill-disguised, though.

                  Thereafter I stayed home. God, what I’d give to be yesterday’s man again!

                  I miss those long afternoons by the dead phone, with a Martini that never seemed to shrink.

                  I told Jarvis that I should not be disturbed, retreated to my den, hooked the shutters

                  and took up my station on what my wife used to call ‘the loser’s couch’, the one with the built-in surround,

                  before she left with the dogs. I loaded up a bunch of psychogram loops, turned on the wallscreen

                  and settled back. Initially, I confess, mostly with my pants round my knees, watching old drunken one-night stands

                  or those first dates when the two of you, still strangers, went further than you’d ever dare again.

                  Goddamn who was that handsome young buck? Though I worried about ageing even then.

               

               
                  Mostly the loops ran in 16K, and some had enough 3D data to frontform VR so I could watch them with the headset.

                  So much to see that I missed at the time: the couple fighting over money in the corner,

                  the wood-pigeon on the branch outside the bedroom, the flailing elm in the window in the 8-ball.

                  And I could wind back as far as I liked: I recall when I was imaged last year the mnemographer

                  remarked on what must have been the generally rapt quality of my attention,

                  as if I’d known the day would come when I’d be doing nothing else.

               

               
                  Anyone using the phrase ‘making memories’ unironically should be shot in the head

                  unless they only have a year to live, and their kids are very young. Still, I was glad I had.

                  I blew the last cheque from the streaming revenue for Half-Lives on Jarvis’s severance,

                  a year’s worth of IV nutro I could just piss back out, and three new modules for my Mnemosync

                  that would allow me (a) to re-render the loops as first person (our memories are all of someone else)

                  (b) to sub out my kainotype for my palaeotype and (c) to implant active AI into up to five simultaneous agents

                  within any given scene. Armed with all this, I could insert my waking self directly back into those bright vignettes

                  which I could not only play and replay forever, but live within, as in a lucid dream.

               

               
                  I should probably mention at this point that I was always an earlier adopter.

                  The guy too keen to download the beta, or camping on the sidewalk to be first in line

                  for his half-working piece of shiny crap. I guess I love the future. It holds such promise!

                  It just always turns up a bit too early, a bit too good to be true. A failure at the lab to calibrate the self-imaging algo

                  meant that the star of my home movies kept flicking between then-me and now-me,

                  leaving me in a narcoplegic lock until it self-corrected. Because I could now only see myself from the inside out,

                  the effect was initially comic: me, stuck on the park slide, with the parents yelling Get that old wino off there

                  or my liver-spotted hand up in the air, proudly answering a times table quiz for Mrs Garland.

                  Others were just depressing. That day at the lido with Mum and Dad, thirty years older than them both,

                  the two of them trying to locate a facial expression of tender revulsion, and failing, and failing;

                  or that first kiss with L. – at the hedge behind her house, and her – sixteen, like apple blossom,

                  her mouth pliant and cool with cheap white wine – springing back in horror at the whitebeard with the loose teeth

                  and the tongue down her throat. Worse was looking down at our naked bodies, latched like some sick white crab

                  praying she wouldn’t open her eyes before I could waken my hand on the escape key.

               

               
                  Yet I am already looking back on these as the best of times, as for days now

                  I’ve been locked in a two-second glitch-loop, where I am stuck with my mouth on the full breast

                  of my young beautiful mother, who looks down at me and will not stop screaming and screaming.
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