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REVIEWS OF THE IMAGINATION THIEF


 


See https://www.rohanquine.com/press-media/the-imagination-thief-reviews-media for all links to the following and other reviews.


 


 


“Rohan Quine is one of the most brilliant and original writers around. His The Imagination Thief blended written and spoken word and visuals to create one of the most haunting and complex explorations of the dark corners of the soul you will ever read. Never one to do something simple when something more complex can build up the layers more beautifully […] suffice to say he is the consummate master of sentencecraft. His prose is a warming sea on which to float and luxuriate. But that is only half of the picture. He has a remarkable insight into the human psyche, and he demonstrates it by lacquering layer on layer of subtle observation and nuance. Allow yourself to slip from the slick surface of the water and you will soon find yourself tangled in a very deep and disturbing world, but the dangers that lurk beneath the surface are so enticing, so intoxicating it is impossible to resist their call.” 


“The Imagination Thief is one of those books that has originality stamped across it with a pair of size 12 DMs. An incredibly dark yet full and balanced with shafts of light picaresque through the recesses of the human psyche, it is an uncomfortable, troubling immersive experience that mixes text, audio and video taking us into places we would rather not go. It could be described as a cubist novel, taking each aspect of the torn mind and laying them out on separate planes through the different media.” 


“Rohan is one of the most original voices in the literary world today—and one of the most brilliant.” 


—Dan Holloway, author, poet and Guardian blogger


 


“Another difficult to classify book, but that’s precisely why it works so well. Part literary fiction, part fantasy, it is a surreal experience which makes the most of its equally offbeat location. With a cast of unforgettable characters and a central premise both intriguing and epic […].


[…] In Asbury Park, New Jersey, an abandoned holiday resort, preparations for the strangest and biggest show on earth continue. They encounter an eclectic bunch of characters; lovers, enemies, slaves and masters, all of whom provide Jaymi with a wealth of material. But information is power, and more than one person wants access.


The swooping eloquence of this book had me hypnotised. Quine leaps into pools of imagery, delighting in what words can do. The fact that the reader is lured into joining this kaleidoscopic, elemental ballet marks this out as something fresh and unusual. In addition to the language, two other elements make their mark. The seaside ghost town with echoes of the past and the absorbing, varied and rich cast of characters.


It’s a story with a concept, place and people you’ll find hard to leave.”


—JJ Marsh, author, in Bookmuse


 


“An intriguing book that addresses many big issues (love, sex, death, power, the nature and reliability of human memory, history, culture, human potential, the constraints of 21st century society, and more) […].


[…] described with a larger-than-life intensity that put me strangely in mind of Coleridge’s Kubla Khan—and occasionally its drug-induced origins too!


It’s not an easy or comfortable read, particularly when closely examining mental and physical cruelty and violence between some of the characters. I read with a constant sense of foreboding. However even the most shocking passages are underpinned by the compassion, pity and tenderness of the narrator for all but the most brutal characters. There’s also some very welcome, very British understated humour to offset some of the horror. The brevity of the ‘mini-chapters’ was well-judged—I felt I needed to come up for air after some of the short episodes, and to assimilate the latest action before moving on.


The immediacy of the story is more keenly felt because it is written in the present tense—always more demanding on the reader, I find, and even more so in this case because although most is in the first person, there are also many second-person narratives, where Jaymi is reading the minds of other characters and addressing them: ‘You move closer…’ That the author is able to keep the reader not only engaged but tantalised by this difficult mode of storytelling indicates the power of his prose.


Though it’s very much a modern book, with the constraints of modern life as one of its themes, there are touches of the classic about it too, reminding this reader of Johnson’s Rasselas […].


As I turned the pages, I found myself puzzling how on earth this intense tale would end. Without spoiling the plot, I can say I found the conclusion surprising, redemptive and satisfying.


[…] So, here we have not so much an imagination thief, but, to the reader, an imagination expander. Great stuff.”


—Debbie Young, author and Amazon UK Top 1,000 Reviewer


 


“Novelist Rohan Quine not only has several books out. He also has a career in alternative modeling and film to look back on. Naturally, he has gone on to make a series of silent short films to go with an audio track of the author reading from his work. It’s flooded with city lights, drugs and darkness. One foot in the New York Nineties, and one foot in today’s London, it’s both hypnotic and gut-churning.”


—Polly Trope, author and literary editor of indieberlin


 


“To love some of these characters would be to doom yourself, you are simply asked to observe them; to see them as deeply, as thoroughly as you see yourself, such is the all-encompassing clarity of Quine’s descriptive abilities.


[…] Rather than a violation, Jaymi’s reading of this motley crew of players is performed with a tenderness and an unending respect for the spectacle of another’s soul in its entirety laid bare to us. There is magic in the twisted minds as well as in the sublime.


[…] the decadently rich language of this novel makes it pure chocolate, wine and sex—you will need a cigarette as you turn the last page. This book reads like a musical. The words are liquid and melodic: always entrancing and encaptivating and rising to chorus-line lung-busting crescendos every time Jaymi unleashes his powers and the imaginations of his superbly diverse cast shine out of the page in an explosion of Sound and Vision. Given that he accomplishes this purveyance of the innermost soul with black words on a white page, what is indeed impressive is the sheer level of colour, smell, texture and heat that can be felt during these moments when we are invited to couple our minds with theirs.


As I have stated, this is a piece where the English language is flexed and stretched until it’s sweating on the floor in its yoga pants, and yet there are plenty of examples throughout to demonstrate Quine’s skill in summing up the state of a character in a few simple words.


[…] there are other characters too, such as Evelyn and Rik, who are able to find light and love in their lives in the same way that Shigem and Kim have, and the warmth and tenderness of these characters serves to further illustrate that in contrast Angel is unable to escape the darkness […].


[…] Despite Jaymi’s authority as our narrator, the English language is the true star of this trans-corporeal, trans-reality, trans-possibility, trans-mindf*$k, all-transcending diva of a debut.”


—Jen McFaul


 


“a dynamic that renders [narrator Jaymi] thrillingly amoral and makes this ambitious and unusual novel wholly unpredictable. […] he finds he can explore not only the real memories of his new friends but their fantasies as well. These sequences are incredibly powerful, richly poetic and unique. Rohan Quine is a very insightful writer, with an understanding and empathy that anchor these hyper-eroticised, often surreal flights in a comprehensible reality. There is, if anything, an embarrassment of riches here but that’s a minor consideration. As a reader, you wonder what Jaymi would make of you, whether he would find you as interesting as the terrifying but beguiling gangster Lucan or his demented lover, Angel. Angel, out of his mind on drugs, female hormones and desire that seems to claw out of the page at you, is the exact opposite of the coolly aloof Jaymi […]. The freewheeling structure allows the author to dip in and out of different narratives and styles, worlds and fantasies. It also enables him to explore multiple genres, often within the same sequence. […] Despite the original structure, however, events do build to a tragic climax whose only predictability is that it is fittingly strange. I often like to mention other similar books as a ‘way in’ for review readers but there is nothing else like this novel and that is my best recommendation.”


—Andrew Wallace, author


 


“It feels like something that will win major awards… I look forward to gritting my teeth and applauding loudly at next year’s Booker.”


—Meg Davis, literary agent, Ki Agency


 


“Rohan is a dazzling writer […] 21st century Beat Generation dreamweaver!”


—Peter Godwin, musician 


 


“I finished The Imagination Thief late last night, and found it … many things, I suppose, but I know they add up to ‘deeply overwhelming’. It took my own imagination prisoner for a long while, and I cannot think of a better accolade for a true novel. I can’t recall the details of any earlier version (which is why I’ve been able to read this as from zero), nor can I find an earlier copy anywhere, but I don’t remember that the older version ended the same as this—has it changed? Because now, I read the last few pages—the van trip back to NY—as completely new to me, and I thought you have wonderfully created a quite unforgettably convincingly-constructed exit for the reader from this (again, overwhelming) experience.”


—Dr Michael Halls 


 


“quite brilliantly written. I have now read it twice and think it is full of amazing descriptions—especially those detailing the backgrounds of the various characters as divined by Jaymi in his magic insights. I am not on the whole a fan of magic realism, if one is to call it that, but your prose is so lyrical and beautiful that I felt quite seduced by it. The same applies to your dialogue which is richly colloquial. I am sure that the writing alone will arouse the admiration of the discriminating reading public.”


—Jeremy Trafford, author


 


“fiery work. How rollickingly it proceeds down to its last bloodily beautiful drop.”


—Willie Coakley, poet


 


“This book packs many powerful items of weaponry behind the smooth flow of its surface, few of which are suitable for unsupervised children and many of which are downright dangerous even for adults. Whether exulting in the human imagination’s most ecstatic heights, scraping its terrifying cellars, lightly conjuring its gentlest loneliness or rattling out its most raucous joys, The Imagination Thief’s language is fiercely vivid and polished, always fluid and precise, and very often explosively rich and rhythmic. Despite including lots of very natural and colloquial dialogue, the novel as a whole demands your focus; but it repays that focus ten-fold, with a ferocious and sensual dose of imaginative intensity and inventiveness that would be quite sufficient to fill at least two or three more normal/responsible/house-trained novels. Genuinely unlike anything else you’ll have read, The Imagination Thief will take you places you have never been, it will slap you around with a dark and mirthful love that you’re not expecting, and it will leave you richer.”


—Cradeaux Alexander, actor, director and artist
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The Imagination Thief’s location, Asbury Park: upscale oceanfront resort, partial ghost town, national treasure


Click here to see this video online: https://www.rohanquine.com/the-imagination-thief/the-imagination-thiefs-location-asbury-park


This story’s secondary location is New York City. But its primary one is the small town of Asbury Park, N.J., nearby on the Atlantic shore. For decades this was a popular and beloved resort. Among its many attractions, the wide-grinning face of Tillie, painted large on the wall of Palace Amusements long ago, was a prominent symbol of a place that tended to inspire the warmest of seaside memories in its visitors.


In the late twentieth century, however, it hit bad times. So much so that the eastern part of it, including the oceanfront with its long and once-bustling Boardwalk, became largely deserted—in some areas almost a ghost town. Although a few of the live music venues there continued their long and vibrant history throughout this time, nearly all the grand hotels now stood boarded up in grand ruin; some blocks of the street-grid lay desolate after their buildings had been razed; and one huge and very central newer structure ground to a halt in a state of abandoned half-completion that was destined to continue unchanged for more than another sixteen years until its eventual demolition on the morning of 29 April 2006.


The complex reasons for this decline may be read about in print and online—as well as accounts of the happier days that preceded it. The relevance of Asbury Park to The Imagination Thief is that the book was conceived and begun while I was staying there for two separate periods of one week each, in 2000 and 2001, visiting from New York. I took the first of those trips on a whim in order to start writing a story, because it was nearby and had inexpensive accommodation and was a lot quieter than the Lower East Side of Manhattan where I was living. Beforehand I had no reason to expect I would develop any particular feeling for the place once I was staying there, but this is what occurred—to the extent that I decided to use it as the book’s setting. The handful of New York City scenes and characters that constitute the first twelve mini-chapters had been written a few years earlier, without then getting round to finding a home for themselves, but now I realised that these would make a good springboard for the book’s main Asbury Park section that follows them; so the opening came ready-made, but from mini-chapter thirteen onwards a new tale was to be written.


What I started scribbling there, in a cavernous room numbered 629 on the north-west corner of Ocean and Sunset, happened to get put aside then for a few years after those two one-week visits, while I got distracted by various other shenanigans. Then it was resumed and put aside a couple more times, what with further delightful distractions, until it decided to get finished in its own sweet time now, like a drunken super-model staggering to the end of the catwalk with cocktail in hand. (And now there are a couple more novels well in the pipeline, the first of which is a related follow-up or semi-sequel to this one but with a setting that’s shifted to London.) The street-plan, buildings, businesses and other locations described in The Imagination Thief therefore add up to an exact snapshot of the brief time when I chanced to be in town, because all these details were taken from precisely accurate geographical notes that I jotted down on an online map print-out while I wandered around. The only two invented locations in the book are the bar named Downstairs and the secret television recording-studio hidden inside the real-life ruins of the Metropolitan Hotel (now demolished). Since then, I’ve read that many structural elements have changed, but I’ve not had the pleasure of going back there, so I haven’t seen them.


I was aware at the time, of course, that the town wasn’t looking its best. Yet the spirit of the place transcended this and I found myself joining the ranks of those whose affections for it remained intact despite its ragged edges. Inevitably my affections partook of this very aspect of it, but they were neither ironic nor sentimental—they were just there. Since Asbury Park is an authentic cultural icon and therefore inspires many people to feel protective of it as a widely-shared symbol and plot of socio-historical ground, I was also aware that there was a certain cheekiness in my finding it so natural to use it as a setting, when I hadn’t lived there and hadn’t known its better days. From my descriptions of it, however, my affection for it is obvious, I believe; and in any case, something tells me the place will survive my cheek just fine, thank you.


I was aware too, gazing up at the resonantly silent Tillie on the Palace Amusements wall, late one night at the desolate far end of Cookman Avenue with the Atlantic Ocean booming on my left, that perhaps there was also an element of strangeness in pairing Asbury Park with the rest of The Imagination Thief. But life is full of strange juxtapositions and the strange beauty of all our internal imaginations—and that’s where many of our richest possibilities are really on offer.




I was too far to hear his words; but Alexander looked, and for the first time I saw his eyes. Them I remember like yesterday; my own mind less clearly; a kind of shock, a sense that one should have been more prepared.


—Mary Renault, The Persian Boy.


Once more he stopped to survey the scene. And suddenly, as if prompted by a memory, by an impulse, he turned at the waist, one hand on his hip, with an enchanting twist of the body, and looked back over his shoulder at the beach. There the watcher sat, as he had sat once before when those twilight-grey eyes, looking back at him then from that other threshold, had for the first time met his… But to him it was as if the pale and lovely soul-summoner out there were smiling to him, beckoning to him; as if he loosed his hand from his hip and pointed outwards, hovering ahead and onwards, into an immensity rich with unutterable expectation. And as so often, he set out to follow him.


—Thomas Mann, Death in Venice.


One should let one’s fingernails grow for a fortnight.


—Lautréamont, Maldoror.


 




 


PART I  Ghost town arrival: spotlight with Alaia


1      A funny turn at the office


2      The hunt for what my eyes can do


3      So now I’m on a mission


4      Sneak peek into a mogul’s mind


5      How to slap a mogul around


6      My absent default personality


7      Telling Alaia what’s hard to believe


8      The statue of black sugar


9      Alaia gets excited


10    Angles of glamour


11    Lunch with a shark


12    Relentless wakefulness in the belfry


13    The silver van to the ghost town


14    The smashed violin


15    Evelyn’s tour of the ghost town


16    Ready for our close-up


17    Sound & Vision


PART II  Sunday late: afterglow with Alaia


18    The warm dome of smile


19    Flames, Lucan, Kev


20    Paranoia by the wire-netting fence


21    Angel’s wings in the dive-bar


22    No enchantment without ordeal


23    A declaration of war against Lucan


24    On the sky, that face


25    The figure in the crowd in the mirror


26    Shigem and I on the dance-floor


27    A devoted fan of Alaia and me


28    Wet green eyes of Pippa in the take-away


29    Flight from Arverne


30    The small black toothbrush


PART III  Monday: Alaia learns my subterfuge


31    We’ll all adore you


32    Evelyn picks imaginations to thieve


33    Theft one, and how to be ignored


34    Big Bang: song of death


35    Cheap champagne at Evelyn’s


36    Kim’s dead suburbia


37    Flash of weasel eyes through the keyhole


38    Kim’s amber days


39    Your painted face alive and smiling


40    Alaia gives me a grilling


41    It’s only a shell


42    The last music Kim heard before Shigem


43    Malaysian chilli peppers


44    The five times I hypnotised someone


45    A declaration of war against Kev


46    Another furtive escape


47    Pippa goes to greet a gentleman caller


48    Does Lucan hate Shigem?


49    Theft two, and nattering about bikinis


50    Unnerving things in Pippa’s bedroom


PART IV  Tuesday: Alaia acts too hastily


51    Evelyn’s fling with Flames


52    Morning picnic with vodka and burning tyres


53    The meaning of a spotlight


54    Big Bang: return of the giant ship


55    A sighting of the weasel


56    Lucan’s and Angel’s sumptuous fight


57    How Kim met Shigem


58    How Shigem met Kim


59    Theft three, and Alaia lands Angel in the shit


60    Rik’s and Evelyn’s genius at hang-outs


PART V  Wednesday: I learn Alaia’s subterfuge


61    Alaia bites the bullet and calls Lucan


62    Pleasure to be you


63    I puzzle out Alaia’s subterfuge


64    Big Bang: run to the sun


65    Home in a nowhere town


66    Rain on corrugated iron


67    Overheard through the corn-chips


68    Movements through the wall


PART VI  Thursday: second spotlight with alaia


69    Alaia fakes for two audiences at once


70    Coldness on the beach


71    Alaia swirls in decreasing circles


72    The weasel at the window


73    A naked Angel on the front path


74    Golden on the beach for the last time


75    Attitude on the phone


76    The pussy-cats lost in translation


77    Snatching the divine on the corner of the street


78    Theft four, and Alaia extricates herself


79    High voltage for Angel


80    Who could ask for more?


81    A farcical audition for Rik


82    The Supreme Ruler and her space-cat


83    Low-budget snarls in the nightclub


PART VII  Friday: Alaia receding


84    Angel tries to use me


85    Lucan spreads poison in the morning


86    Stared at on an empty beach


87    Fixing the weasel hunt


88    An interrupted drama and a dubious portent


89    Hunting the weasel


90    Pippa on the brink of no return


91    My lies about the Mint Man


92    Alaia slithers out of Lucan’s grip


93    Angel’s Baby Doll


94    Theft five, with suicide and soup-of-the-day


PART VIII  Saturday: Alaia in hiding


95    Spanish baboons and tiny creatures


96    An inferior decapitation gesture


97    Lucan and Angel on the big screen


98    Porch-geese and Vietnam


99    Pippa a zombie through internal damage


100  Evelyn’s dance, with minimal effect


101  Desire as disease in Angel Deon


102  Shigem’s unimprovable situation


103  Theft six, with ambiguous bowing and curtseying


PART IX  Sunday: the angel on the carcass-building


104  Violence in the air


105  The trolls in the warehouse


106  A gunfight and a snippety exchange


107  Flicker of murder in Angel


108  I’ll never see your eyes again


109  A screech of tyres


110  What it’s like to die by gunshot


111  What it’s like to die by shriek


112  Stealing evidence from the crime scene


113  How to bungle an assault


114  Alaia and I are kidnapped


115  Shrieking eyes in the ghost town


PART X  Ghost town departure: revelation of Alaia


116  Revelation in the breakfast room


117  That narrow door


118  The feet beneath the sheet


119  Savagery, mystery, death and confinement


120  A ring, two spires and a wedding gift




PART I


Ghost town arrival: spotlight with Alaia


 


Click here for this Part I’s film “Alaia 34”: https://vimeo.com/36055871
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1 A funny turn at the office


Click here to watch the video-book version of this mini-chapter 1: https://www.vimeo.com/30280956


 


“Are you ready for this?” calls Raven to me from the corridor outside my office. “Don’t forget we’re pressing the button tomorrow!”


I sink back in my chair, my feet resting on my cluttered desktop. “Oh, I’ll remember, thank you.”


“OK, then. Goodnight.” The main door hisses and clicks shut after her, muffling her steps across the stone floor of the outside lobby, where a lift-bell rings. To my left, the sun sinks over the Hudson River, turning its water into twinkly pink vertical strips between the towers of Battery Park City.


It’s been a labour-intensive week, finishing a 300-page prospectus issuing nearly a billion dollars of notes for a blue-chip banking client. And now that it’s all done, at noon tomorrow we press the button, as Raven said—meaning transmit it electronically to the cold light and scrutiny of the Securities and Exchange Commission. At which point, it had better be right. I think everything is right; but pressing this particular button is my responsibility, and if there is still some screw-up lurking somewhere in the document, then this particular promising little financial law career of mine could quickly head down the toilet. Sometimes I think that might be more interesting for me … but this isn’t the moment to test that out.


It’s eight-thirty. I’m the only one left on this floor of the building. Zoë will be here soon, to clean the rooms. It’s funny, she so much reminds me of my ex-girlfriend, to look at. I’ve been tempted to tell her this, just for fun, but it’s probably a good thing I haven’t. I yawn. All right: I shall wake myself up with one more coffee, look through my SEC checklist for the last time, and then bust this joint.


As I wander down the corridor towards the kitchen, I am surprised to feel the gnawing of an entirely new disgust at these familiar surroundings, with all those trappings to be found in any big office: the endless heaps of paperwork, all so important yet always adding up to the same old shuffle of money among a small bunch of hidden, faceless, super-rich individuals; the weary photos of horrible babies on desks; the limp, cosy newspaper cartoons pinned to the beige partitions around the secretaries’ desks; the cluelessly unpleasant items of clothing draped on chair-backs; the corporate photos of old white idiots with bad facial-hair choices, frightened eyes, stiff smiles and lazy imaginations. What bland beings they are!


—No, hold on, what am I saying here? Bland beings? That can’t be right.


OK then, well why can’t it be right? I’m sure the blandness I just perceived wasn’t merely an illusion; so where and what exactly was it? I reach the kitchen, where several trays of ornate sandwiches, ordered to excess for some earlier meeting, lie around uneaten and ready to be binned by Zoë. Altering my drinks plan on a whim, I press the “CreamiChoc” button on the drinks machine. “Bland beings” isn’t right, I see, because what’s bland is not the beings themselves but the uses to which they are put, the dreary shapes and flavours into which so many of them have been squashed by career and survival. I taste my CreamiChoc, give it a nod of surprised approval and decide, on reflection, to add a little sweetener. Most people here seem as if there is nothing in their daily lives of any real enchantment, of any imaginative aliveness, of any of the bright inventive magic that some of them must have had something of once, long ago. They seem as if all that remains is what batters and constrains them into lazy habits. One or two may be doing a good job of concealing some kind of imaginative enchantment behind a veneer of drabness, but most of them are surely not such fine actors. I’ve talked about this deadening process a few times with my good friend Alaia, and she is less forgiving of its victims than I am: rather than blaming the situation they are caught in, she’s more inclined to blame them for getting caught in it.


I empty an unfamiliar yellow packet of chemical sweetener into my drink and stir it gravely with a pink plastic swizzle-stick. Well, let’s be honest, then: what a huge design flaw that is. What a flaw that the wild and beautiful voltages of so many millions of imaginations everywhere should atrophy from the greyness of external events and so be extinguished. That’s a gigantic, fundamental, planet-wide fuck-up—no question.


What a stupid and disgusting waste!


Shaking my head in incomprehension, I mooch back up the corridor, sipping my CreamiChoc. I’ve never tried this drink option before, but it’s very tasty, I have to say. I shall add it to my office kitchen repertoire, for sure: a close third, just behind EspressoChoc and Normal Coffee.


As I re-enter my office, I feel light-headed. Deciding some fresh air will do me good, I float across the floor and through the window-door to my balcony, where I lean on the rail and find myself dropped into the grand feast of a midsummer sunset spread across a panorama of towers and water. Poisoned sky, dripping orange through the twinkle of the river, presses down hot and thick upon the West Side Highway traffic surging far below.


Strange, but that stab of contempt I just felt in the corridor feels as if it’s made my eyesight clearer, revealing the truth of this idyllic balcony scene we have here. This is me, Jaymi Peek, peeking out of two little eye-slit windows cut into the end of a thin trunk of flesh perched on this giddy ledge above a concrete highway. Each of these windows gives a little wet reflection of the sun across the river, till I feel myself swaying and shut them both—but the sun spikes the eyelid-blinds and tints them vermilion, like eye-shadow. I lay the back of a hand against my cheek, then a palm against my head above the ear. Behind me in the office, where the walls run with moisture, a sluggish ceiling-fan turns. Inside the building’s outer wall a pipe gurgles, as if to break free and flex and coil around me hissing. Below me a siren wails up and down, continuous and smooth as a sine wave, curving where the straight-edged skyscrapers shine.


I rub my eyes. What on earth was in that CreamiChoc? Or that unfamiliar yellow packet of sweetener?


The last boiling drop of red sun sinks away, beside a far-off water-tower standing out sharp against the blood-glow along the horizon. Miles of air make the lights palpitate amid the grid of sad dock streets across the Hudson River. Up the sides of the city there’s a whisper and a flicker—and do rats bare their yellow teeth on fire-escapes and sniff? So New York. A flick of lashes stirs inside the sticky dusk. I peer, to try to make out the eyes I thought I saw hanging there staring from behind the air…


Down across the Highway, among the towers’ geometric shouts into space, children play on fenced-in patches of grass, their voices through the traffic like the tiny bleats of sheep. I picture bomb-blasts climbing inside the skyscrapers, ripping through their roofs and out among the clouds, air whisking in folds from the blades of helicopters with the flash of shattered glass. A squint at great events, through two soft windows slit across the end of a thin flesh-trunk upon a balcony.


As normal clarity curls tight and peels away, I see the perimeters of myself as a whole entity, with the understanding that a driver attains of a car he masters, a jockey attains of a horse that he rides as one with, or a person attains with a long-time partner—a mastery of the possibilities of this particular pairing. This arrival at a mapping of my self’s edges gives me a clearer sense of how this vehicle interacts with what’s around it, and how it could interact. I feel serene, clear, resilient, strong; my sight newly empowered, calm, compassionate, canny, observant, as if beginning again. I’m aware of the wide totality of the scene before me, aware of its larger reality, the elements of infinity and eternity within it. I feel a high like a substance-derived high, but clearer and deeper. I look about me and I smile. So there’s all this around us and in us, in this beautiful empty cosmos, alone as we are in such a strange and fascinating predicament. I laugh aloud. What exhilaration! What riches of terror, beauty, horror and mirth.


As a use for all this, that extinguishment I was observing in the office behind me is like a mutilation of some kind. I was right to despise what perpetrates that … and in effect, although inanimate, it despises me. I seek voltage and revenge, and I’m newly empowered (though I’m not yet sure quite how). OK, it’s a battle. Time for action. Watch me now…
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2 The hunt for what my eyes can do


Click here to watch the video-book version of this mini-chapter 2: https://www.vimeo.com/30283529


 


“Excuse me, d’you want your office cleaned, or shall I do it tomorrow?”


I give a start. Zoë is peering at me with concern from the balcony door, holding my waste-paper bin in a rubber-gloved hand. “Oh no! —Yes, I mean. Go ahead, thanks. I’m just leaving.” I attempt a reassuring smile, walk past her into my office, grab my bag and sway out into the corridor.


“Are you OK?” she calls.


“Yes, fine, thanks.” I reach the lobby, where an empty lift is waiting. Inside I press the button with the star beside it. That much I still know.


Still know? Why did I think that? In something of a trance I descend the steps outside, onto Liberty Street. Minicabs wait at the kerb, with scribbled four-digit numbers on sign-boards standing in their windows. I look at my building’s façade of one-way-mirrored panels and walk towards one of these panels at pavement level.


As my reflection approaches me, in its black suit, white shirt and charcoal-grey tie, I look at my pale face and I am fascinated to sense something in my brown eyes that I’ve never sensed before. What the hell is it? It doesn’t feel wrong, but it does feel new. I can sense it, even see it, right there in my eyes. Some brand-new power—some great new capacitance.


What the fuck has happened to me?


Pushing my gaze deeper into my own reflected eyes, I slip quickly into a vision just as vivid as the one that the rubber-gloved Zoë interrupted, but a hell of a lot quicker, lasting only a second or two. Within its flash, aeons feel nested in complex compression, as if I am seeing a collapsed version of the whole duration of human civilisation. Despite this, it manages to be essentially a still image, from near the Dunhuang watchtowers where the ancient road from China forks in two, so as to run either side of the desert’s lethal thirst: one route along its north edge and one along its south where the dead tongues of Asia flow. Within this fork, expanses of salt rim a land-locked lake that appears and disappears every year according to whether the Tarim River flows or chokes; and I watch the lake swell and shrink in sequence, every year collapsed into a second, like the beating of a heart of salt. The lake is Lop Nor, and above it burns a hidden purple flame wider than a hill. I feel its quiet roar and crackle shoot around the earth’s curve in every direction—sweet-smelling, silent, majestic and serene. I shall live and die and yet this flame will burn still, like a burning bell. Nations will fight from age to age and yet this flame will burn. Men will run through plains and will climb through city skies, but this flame will remain like a burning purple bell, floating huge above Lop Nor, dripping its elixir on the pale brown salt-pans, smooth and translucent as it carves out the desert bowl forever. When this speeded-up heart of salt arrives in the present age, I see that Lop Nor is now poisoned after decades of nuclear test bombs exploded around its rims … but high above the poison burns the hidden purple flame, still.


I wrench my gaze away from my reflected eyes, and Liberty Street returns with a thump of reality. I walk away from the mirrored building and around the corner in a daze. And up through a crevice in the concrete horizon pokes the summit of the GE Building, central in the Rockefeller Center, way uptown. The GE Building—that reminds me of someone. “Marc Albright,” I hear myself murmuring aloud. Marc Albright: the most powerful man I know about in detail, as it happens. The only person I know about in detail who’s on my level right now…


Time to walk uptown. I shall think, once I reach him in his office.
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3 So now I’m on a mission


Click here to watch the video-book version of this mini-chapter 3: https://www.vimeo.com/30284276


 


As I thread through the people thronging Washington Square, the white Triumphal Arch looms. Approaching it, I drink with a rush the vista framed by its high stone: Fifth Avenue, running up the centre of the city, dead straight, like a spine. I steer around the Arch and up the vista, which fans to take me, reconverges after me and elongates ahead. Walls and windows tower either side—angles yawning downward to slide me up between them. If I glance left or right, a street unfolds to take my glance. Dangerously ascendant, I can hear the zeroes singing for me. Horns blare, engines pound and tyres grind sharp into black tar: visuals and music for my march towards a building whose approach I can feel.


A helicopter’s clatter like a jagged scratch on velvet cuts the sky; I feel my clothes against my body and a drip of sweat trickle down the centre of my back.


The GE Building soars up ahead, and then around me as I push through its doors. Everyone inside is like a clockwork toy from a museum cabinet, gesticulating jerkily behind the dusty glass that seals them off from the obvious thunder’s roar of what is coming, what has pulled me—what the destined meeting is whose thudding spreads already through the walls and through the city’s groan, to grimy wire-fence city-limits and beyond.


How come all these people hear so little?


OK then. Stepping lightly on the sheen of stone, in rhythm with the thud, never hurrying, I pad through the lobby, under cameras, to a bank of lifts.


An open lift-door comes in frame. I enter, push the “close doors” button, hear a ting through the thud, and press the very highest button. The panelled wooden doors close. The lift moves and gathers speed, hissing up the shaft of the tower, like a piston. The heartbeat on the soundtrack grows in volume. Scarlet numbers flash: ten … twenty … thirty … forty … fifty … sixty … to a few unnumbered floors at the top. The lift glides smoothly to a halt. The doors open, I step out, the thudding ends.


I’m in a long, quiet, upper lobby, much more exclusive than the one downstairs. I am calm. I’ve come to try my abilities out, that’s all. Well, why not? Wouldn’t anybody else want to do so, in my shoes?


A receptionist sits at the far end of this lobby, with an alert half-smile. I pad softly over the stretch of thick crimson carpet, towards her.


Seeing the words “General Network” prominent on the wall, I remember whom I sensed downtown, whose name I murmured then, and whom I’ve come to see.


I reach the half-smile. “Hi!” I twinkle sweetly, “I’ve come to see Marc Albright.”


Marc Albright. You don’t just drop in on him out of the blue and expect his receptionist to buzz you in to him—assuming she wishes to keep her job, that is. What she won’t have expected, however, and what she’s just about to find out, is that on this occasion she’ll have no choice…


Last week in a magazine I read a detailed profile of him that I shared with Alaia, including many photos from over the years, and I found myself fascinated to imagine what it feels like to run as ubiquitous a media empire as the General Network, and to exert such power over so many people, through what they see and hear. And knowing all this, I find that I can direct my senses to identify, locate and enter his presence here… Yes. I know which of these walls he’s sitting behind—that one at the end of the corridor there, behind the yucca. Furthermore, it seems that my knowledge of who he is and what he looks like allows me to see the office he’s gazing around. He’s staying late at work, as usual. And I can tune in to his thoughts at this moment. In fact, before this receptionist makes her futile protest, I shall pick this up on the other side of the wall behind the yucca, right there—
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4 Sneak peek into a mogul’s mind


Click here to watch the video-book version of this mini-chapter 4: https://www.vimeo.com/30284982


 


Change of viewpoint. A black phone purrs in a south-east corner office, high inside the GE Building. An arm in a white shirt lifts the receiver, and a man’s voice speaks with quiet authority: “Yes?… A visitor? We’ve scheduled no one… Jaymi who?… Jaymi Peek… You ‘think I should see him’?… OK, OK, I’ll play along! Make him wait a few, then send him in.”


Yes, you’re puzzled, Marc, but you’ve decided it must be a close family member who’s persuaded your receptionist to act mysteriously. All right, you’re happy to have a quick break. Your arm puts the phone back and joins its companion arm, folded on a lap facing out through the glassy night, four miles south through a crisp electric sky to the red lights winking on the towers downtown.


To most individuals, that silent red winking might look hesitant, softened and delayed by the distance, you reflect. To you, though, its nature is clear. It’s the pulse of the power structure, hunched like a spider at the centre of its web, here in New York City—omnipotent, relentless, unassailable. And who knows that web and works that power structure as you do? Only a handful of other tycoons, hidden like you behind the noise of politicians and the flicker of the media, in office suites in New York, Washington, London, Tokyo, Hong Kong… And the lights wink on, and off, and on, and off, above the restless night.


Brick by brick, shaft by shaft and pane by pane you built the tower of your empire: gradual, ineluctable and ruthlessly careful. And now, with its glinting keys a-twirl on your finger, you stand behind its highest pane and watch with a long-matured pleasure, as the masts on its roof fling away around the globe a world of signals that you authorise. How many d’you recall of the million bits of paper you have scanned like lightning in the course of your career, or the myriad phone-calls and meetings? Six days a week for three decades you have woken in Westchester at five beside your sleeping wife, exercised, showered, donned a faultless business suit and tie, eaten, processed paperwork inside your morning limo to Manhattan, worked demonically till night, been driven home, spent some time with your wife and gone to sleep, planning next day’s schedule. (You brought, to your very first date with her, a résumé—remember?) You’ve lashed and slashed and slave-driven everyone at work, most of all yourself, for years and years without relent, to remain in the international corporate stratosphere. A hundred and twenty offices, in ten countries now. How addictive it has been! And how you’ve loved it, or could never have sustained such an effort.


No, you weren’t too hard for me to pinpoint from the street downtown—a very big fish, on which to test my fishing line.


[image: ]




[image: ]


5 How to slap a mogul around


Click here to watch the video-book version of this mini-chapter 5: https://www.vimeo.com/30285618


 


Your door clicks, you swivel in your chair, to greet … whom? Your son? Brother? Wife, down from Westchester, in town on a whim? But no: you start in your chair, to see a figure enter, dressed in a black suit, softly close the door and turn its gaze on you. It’s thin, pretty, watchful, with big brown eyes that hold your gaze in silence as it pulses like a cat through the stretch of space between you. “Forgive me for intruding,” the figure speaks and glides to a halt the other side of your desk. “My name is Jaymi. You’re busy, I’m aware, but I shan’t be long.”


—And before Marc Albright can reflect, we are sitting face to face, either side of his desk. His corporate suit is topped by a head that is solid, wide; the face flattish, white, in its sixties, with clear grey eyes of bird-like brightness. I imagine that his perky half-smile would change little, whether it heralded a business handshake, a brutal put-down or an anecdote at a dinner table after his plate had been cleared by unnoticed hands. He shakes his head. “Who are you?” he barks.


I haven’t planned this, but as I hoped, I know exactly what to say: “Marc, look harder. You’ll remember.”


He looks harder indeed, and just like music, I make us both focus on a scene from his internal landscape. The scene is startling and vivid, and for him clearly “primal” in some deep way. I watch him while he thinks of it; and while he stares at me, the eyes of that figure stare him down—the eyes from the ballroom party, just as they stared him down across that crowded ball without a warning, cutting straight through the heads of a hundred other guests when he turned to fill his champagne glass—eyes he’d not expected but had known before, from somewhere. Singled out and pinned where he stood, glass in hand, he knew that he was powerless against this figure, though no one else seemed to be aware of it at all. Never since that evening in the ballroom has its blazing golden gaze left his memory. The figure seemed above the crowd, its eyes strangely one: Marc felt as if he stared at a great gold Cyclops three metres high, sprouting horns like a Baphomet’s, its claws hanging down resting easy on the grey heads carpeting the ballroom, its heavy eye transfixing him—


“Stop!” he cries.


“Yes, Marc,” I murmur. “I can fuck with your head—so listen hard. But I’m not here just for that. I’m here for enchantment, and for business. Your ballroom remains yours and mine alone to know about. But everyone has primal scenes and private screams and radioactive mines, like yours. Their own magic ballrooms, wonderful and terrible, which everyday life tends to cancel and destroy.” His eyes make me think of a hunted baby eagle, as I turn up the pressure. “When I turn on the gaze I aimed at you just now, those who look at me will not look away until I let them, as I’m lighting up their scenes in burning bloodlight like they’ve never seen before.” I pause, to let this statement sink in—into me as well as into him, since I’m learning with amazement while I speak. I lean in towards him and raise the voltage still higher, until he’s pinned onto his seat. “And the hundreds of millions who don’t dare look at their own scenes will be forced to look—d’you hear me, Marc? Self-knowledge breeds thinking and compassion, every time, across the world. That’s evolution, that’s enlightenment of mankind, facing into cold dark space as we are. You and I are pushing out and upward at the forefront of a species we must teach, for time is short. And listen closely now”—and his fingers grip his desk, as I walk with the angels here—“you can make them look at me and learn what they need to learn from inside themselves. You’re among the few who can ensure that they look at me, for you run the biggest broadcast network in the world, don’t you, Marc? Let’s work together, therefore, and drag our species upward just a little. Let’s realise that aim, because together you and I possess the means for it. You know this is your duty. I can see that you do.” I lower my voice again, to a level tone of business. “So listen to me now, Marc: following publicity in every market globally, you’ll present a prime-time broadcast of that gaze of mine—just a close-up—with worldwide exposure. Everyone will view it very differently, I promise you, but everyone will view it … and you’ll reap unheard-of profits, as you’re also recognising right now. Yes, you’re correct, the nuts and bolts will be a challenge, but the big picture is that you know very well we do have the power to achieve this, don’t we? Do you understand?” My gaze grips him mercilessly, one more second, then I let him go.


Knowing to give him a quick break, I glance down at the varnished wooden angles at a corner of his desk. In so doing, I register that there is a distinction between how I looked into him from the corridor and how I looked into him just now: from the corridor my looking was unseen by him, whereas just now of course he was all too aware of being forcefully hypnotised and dragged around on a journey I controlled… Hmm. I wonder whether I could have done just the first type of tune-in, the unseen passive kind, if I’d been sitting here interacting with him? Or would our interaction have meant that he became aware of my doing so? Hmm. I must test that out on Alaia. When I next meet her, I’ll look into her and see whether she becomes aware my doing so. That’s a great term for the unseen kind of looking, by the way, a “tune-in”—that’s exactly what it felt like in the corridor. Why did I not stop to work all this out, before I set off from Liberty Street? I’m lucky to have been able to work it out on the hoof… Now Marc interrupts my train of thought, however, shaking his head and frowning: “But how exactly would this work?”


“Let me clarify the mechanics, Marc. I have two kinds of special sight, which feel different, both to me and to you. I have an active hypnotic one, which I just used on you, so you know the effect of that. It takes control and drags you on a trip around the depths of yourself, scaring up any of that old radioactive magic you have inside you. Right? And then I have a passive secret sight, which people don’t know I’m using, although it shows me what’s inside them just as clearly as the other sight does. I also used this passive sight on you, from the corridor, because I already knew enough about you to do so—and I saw you looking at those red winking lights and thinking how there’s only a handful of men in the world who really know how to work those power structures, such as your humble self etc. etc. and blah blah blah. Right?”


He flinches.


“Right,” I say. “OK, let’s say a live TV camera is set up and pointing at me, and I’m looking right back at it, staring into its lens instead of into someone’s eyes. I shan’t see anything because a camera has nothing to see inside it, none of that old radioactive magic for me to scare up… But the TV-viewers will see exactly what they’d have seen if I’d been standing right in front of them. And they’ll be affected just the same.” He makes to speak but I forestall interruption, starting again now to accelerate the force and speed of my speech, so that by the time I am finished, he is once more pinned to his chair. “Now, a live broadcast of me using my secret passive gaze would be kind of boring, wouldn’t it: the only thing our audience would see would be just my face in close-up. But if I’m aiming the active hypnotic gaze at the camera, live … well, then we’re talking ‘must-see TV’. You see where I’m heading, Marc? When I level that gaze at the camera, the one I gave you a sample of, then I’ll hypnotise the viewers into unlocking so much imaginative magic in themselves that they’ll be addicted to watching the General Network forever! Are we having fun yet?”


He considers this question.


“During the broadcast,” I continue, “I shan’t know what I’m unlocking in them. The only way I could know would be afterwards to take a passive look at someone’s memory of the broadcast and see what I’d scared up in that particular person. Information only travels one way through the camera and the TV screen. But that just leads me to the clincher, Marc: alongside the basic hypnotic effect, I’ll be projecting my own red-hot imaginative stuff. It’ll mix with every viewer’s own imagination in a unique way, but they’ll all receive the same original stuff of mine, and they’ll all recognise that stuff by itself as a big part of the unique live experience they had. And you’ll have captured my stuff by itself, from when we broadcast it, so you can then sell it to all those viewers in various formats and re-issues with all kinds of bonus features and fun add-ons, and they’ll all buy it! D’YOU UNDERSTAND ME, MARC?”


I see his bird-eyes have understood very well. “Yes,” he nods, wiping his forehead. His attention tears itself away and into the distance, where I leave it for a moment to machinate undisturbed, like a percolating coffee pot.


I’m happy to have a moment’s respite. I’m flying blind here, and what I’m doing is not easy: I challenge anyone else to slap a mogul around like this. Then, without warning, I observe another inspiration assemble itself in my mind and climb to its feet like a self-erecting tripod. Forget walking with the angels now, we’ve moved on from that. This has the feeling of a shark swimming right through me; those tripod legs have streamlined into fins… Downtown tonight, I saw how right Alaia is, never to deviate from despising what she despises. I vowed voltage and revenge—and here I am finding them in Midtown. I think my memory of her contempt helped nudge me here. Well then, let’s cut her into the action! Why not? I break sharply into Marc’s silent cogitations: “And for even greater profitability, I’ve even got a red-hot original soundtrack to offer, which I’ll tell you all about in a moment, if you’re good. No lyrics, I can assure you.”


He nods with interest, and something about his distance of manner suggests that the avenues of possibility I’ve sent his imagination scurrying down are wide enough to accommodate Alaia too. Excellent. We’ll be coming back to her, then—oh, we’ll be coming back to her.


“Yes…” he says. “I suppose this proposal of yours is within the realms of possibility.” He gives a thin smile, feeling his way forward, not meeting my eye. “In fact, I find that I wish it, because your demonstration spoke for itself and your proposal makes sense. I only wish I’d been in more control of my discovery. You’ve been unfair, but you’ve succeeded.” He breathes hard and looks around, wrapped up in his thoughts. “This is extraordinary, and new, and quite unexpected … but sometimes such a thing happens, and this is evidently one of those times.” He swivels his chair back towards the downtown towers. Those red aircraft warning lights wink on, unending.


The analytical lucidity of his last speech, under the circumstances, is impressive. “It’s a pleasure to deal with you,” I state.


He swivels his chair round towards me with apprehension, but I have shielded the active hypnotic gaze and am instead wearing an expression as if to say Yes, I’ve shielded it, and from now on I undertake that you’ll remain on the same side of it as me, rather than be its target, so that we can both direct it at other people instead. I see his acute perception pick this message up. His apprehension subsides and that perky half-smile begins to return: “So this is just business,” he thinks.


To jolt him once more (he must not get cocky), I reply to this aloud: “Yes, it’s business. Big business, I believe.” His smile fades. Now he needs “clubbable”, I think. I rise from my seat, spread my hands easily, wander round the desk and pat him on the shoulder. “From now on I’ll give you some privacy. How about we wander over to those rather comfortable-looking armchairs and sketch out a few general terms? Do I see a bottle of whisky over there? I must say I’d love a drink, if you’re offering.”


He jumps to his feet and strides across the office. “Me too,” he booms and rubs his hands together.


Two hours later, having agreed some basic practicalities, both signed a very general letter of intent and set up further meetings, Marc and I leave his office, step out onto the pavement on Rockefeller Plaza and part with a handshake.


So now I’ve pressed the button.
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6 My absent default personality


Click here to watch the video-book version of this mini-chapter 6: https://www.vimeo.com/30288011


 


I turn the corner and wander down the block to the Sixth Avenue subway, processing what exactly has happened tonight. It seems, in short, that something extraordinary occurred at my workplace, which gave me a new and wondrous power of sight into the imagination of another person, either in the form of a clairvoyant tune-in or a hypnotic scouring, and that I was then cheeky enough to come here straightaway and use this ability to compel the commissioning of a television programme. Did I really just do that? Yes, I did. It’s hardly just any old television programme, either: it’s an enormous television event, focusing on me. Children, don’t try this at home. And not only that; it seems I involved my friend Alaia in the project, following no consultation with her whatsoever. Perhaps I’d better phone her now.


“Hey,” she says, and at the sound of her sleek familiar voice I feel a touch of sanity.


“I’ve got some serious news,” I say. “Can I come round and tell you?”


“OK, sure. Where are you?”


“Midtown. I’ll be half an hour.”


So it’s fixed. Descending the subway stairs, I apprehend that I’m frightened—really scared—of what else may happen, any moment, of a comparably great and unexpected nature. The instant of sanity in Alaia’s voice just now was too brief. I dare not think about madness, though the topic lurks somewhere in the wings of my mind; how could it not? I grip metal handrails and analyse the geometric qualities of ceramic tiles and light-fittings; I drink in the symbols on subway maps, focus on the typefaces and orthographies of printed words, and dwell on the satisfying numerical construction of Manhattan’s street grid. Anything abstract or mineral, anything plain and hard and non-human, I fixate on, as a clean, clear, unambiguous anchor for my sanity.


By and by, this incipient panic starts to dissipate. I begin to risk less hard, more ambiguous objects. I flick my gaze from one fellow passenger to another. So far, so good; people don’t seem to find me any stranger than they usually do. So my powers aren’t visible. Thank goodness. It would truly alienate me if they were. I suppose I could have concluded this from my walking earlier to the GE Building, but I was catching no eyes then and in any case that walk now seems like a long-past dream. I catch a couple of people’s eyes now, as if not intending it, for just long enough to tell they are not registering anything too odd. And I note that I am not seeing into people. I can feel that I could see into them, if I directed myself to—but I’ve had enough of that for one day. Except for Alaia: maybe I’ll just have a quick look into her, when I reach her place.


However, something is wrong. It feels as if something subtle has gone missing in me. What is that? I step off the F train at Second Avenue station, find a subway official and ask if he knows of any imminent train delays, just to hear myself interacting … and it sounds like somebody else is asking. Or rather, I feel as if I don’t know in what personality to ask. I mean, in what default personality; for there doesn’t seem to be one of those in me any more. I could ask him in dozens of ways. But what would be my own way? How did I use to interact when I could just be my own spontaneous self, a few hours ago? How did I choose to respond to things and perceive things, when I did so “naturally”?


It wouldn’t have occurred to me that one could lose such a thing as the memory of one’s personality. I shouldn’t have known what such a thing might feel like. But now I know. And I think I need to fix this, before I lose track forever of something that was preciously mine.
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7 Telling Alaia what’s hard to believe


Click here to watch the video-book version of this mini-chapter 7: https://www.vimeo.com/30288612


 


These concerns seem to recede, as I settle into a chair on the flat roof of Alaia’s apartment on the south-east corner of Houston Street and Norfolk Street, holding up a Southern Comfort Manhattan with a cherry. She emerges from the stairway door and comes up the shallow gradient towards me on her high heels, tapping a fingernail against one of the free-standing drainpipes that rise in a line down the length of the asphalt roof, each pipe terminating above head-height. I clink my glass against her Black Russian (her cocktails are well-known) and decide to try out the little test I planned in Marc’s office—just an instant’s tune-in, to see if she becomes aware of it. So while we small-talk, as she settles down, I shoot a sudden clean glance into her. The thoughts I happen to catch—concerning whether the chair is steady, whether we’re too close to the parapet, whether her hair is right, at what angle the present lighting will fall upon her face for my benefit, and whether she should have chosen a twist of lemon rather than the cherry for my Southern Comfort Manhattan—are an authentic mess of Alaia-flavoured practicality in motion. And perceiving she has no knowledge that I’m in there with her, I cut short the tune-in. So that question’s settled.


Alaia Danielle is a singer, or a vocal performer, with a growing underground following. I first met her a couple of years ago at a party in Chinatown: not in an apartment or a club, but in a raw warehouse-type space, convened over the course of a day or two by semi-spontaneous phone-calls and texts. It was evident that this had once been a whorehouse, from the eight or ten mattress-sized cubicles with numbered doors, in which beer and various drugs were being consumed. She had just arrived alone, climbed six flights up a narrow stairwell from the rainy sweaty street, passed through the approving band of Italian guys working as security at the door and bought a beer, and was now standing in the crowded corridor between doors 1 and 2, smoking and sizing up the crowd. Her long straightened hair was pulled back, as it still is, from a smooth black face that I’ve always thought of as “aerodynamic”, and was held in a small band at the back, from which it fell to her shoulders; and as it still is, her expression was sleek and sharp, with something in the poise of the eyes that promised not to suffer jerks gladly. The two of us started talking, got on well, laughed quite a bit, talked about her boyfriend (now ex-boyfriend) who wasn’t with her that night because they were going through some hassles, and got very pleasantly drunk. Since then we’ve stayed in touch, and by degrees over the last few months she’s become one of my best friends.


“OK, here’s the story,” I say. “Do you remember that list in the magazine, of the ten top media moguls?”


“Yes.” She lights a Virginia Superslim. “I called them perpetrators.”


“Yes. D’you remember the great Marc Albright, CEO of the General Network?”


She nods.


“I just met him.”


“How?”


“I’ll tell you. But not only did I meet him. We spoke at length too.”


“You’re joking.”


“No I’m not. And not only did he and I speak at length.” I lean towards her. “I persuaded him to give you and me a two-and-a-half-hour prime-time slot on a mainstream GN channel, in a month or two, for an international broadcast of us in concert.”


She serves a full beat of silence, exhales a puff of smoke, and says with probing humour in her eyes, “You lie.”


I reach into my shoulder-bag, extract a page and hold it out. She grabs and inspects it, and I watch her take in the discreet letterhead, our names, the words “Letter of intent”, and doubtless other subtler indicators of legitimacy that I haven’t yet thought to locate. Then she starts to read.


“‘Concert’?” she asks at last. “But you don’t sing or play an instrument. Or have you taken up your childhood violin again?” She glares at me, then back at the paper.


I take her drink out of her hand, place it down on the roof and put my own beside it, rim touching rim. “Alaia—look at me.”


She looks, and I slide my outer gaze aside, baring the sensors and projectors of the inner one. Her dark eyes flash with defiance for an instant, of course; then they grow serene and widen, as I take control.
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8 The statue of black sugar


Click here to watch the video-book version of this mini-chapter 8: https://www.vimeo.com/30289324


 


Inside her I see thoughts, memories and feelings, as with Marc. But because she is already a dear friend and he was not, looking into her is both odder and more natural than looking into him. How beautiful she is! What a cool, analytical nature I’m seeing, yet with such passion behind the cool. And what warmth I feel towards that black star-shaped point of insecurity at the centre of her.


But I’m in here to demonstrate my abilities to her, not just to nose around. I’m here to lead her and me on a compulsory Alaia-based equivalent of Marc’s random ballroom scene. Let’s say two memories and a fantasy … so first I select a shard of memory from your teens, Alaia, there in the bar where you prance on the podium, your hair electric blue. My viewpoint hangs in the air above your audience, invisible to you. You move like a lithe brown spider or a fierce slinky alien, flipping left to right, a cool dragon-child—and I’m sad I didn’t know you then.


Secondly, there you are just two weeks ago. A much quieter picture; but what a fly young woman with your cool eyes and long sleek hair, wearing headphones, coiled up downstairs in front of those gauzy white curtains, which are here swaying in a slight breeze. As you scribble in your journal, I hear your voice sounding in your head: “The woman at the window … that’s me. Out there, four storeys down and one block over, people pass down the wet black of Essex Street, in cars, on journeys of their own, every one hidden in the dark between a white light and a red light. The thought that I’ll never know who they are, or what it’s like for them when they’re alone, would once have sounded a clap of wonder, sorrow and excitement in me. Now, I have a calmer sense that our separate existences, tucked in between white and red car-lights, are simply how things are. Maybe I’m just discovering new beauties in isolation. If only life were easier.” You lay down your journal and stare into the distance, thus setting off your sleek profile against the gauzy white curtains just so, without quite knowing this…


Then thirdly comes a fantasy of yours, evoking how you will be at a time very far in the future, when you’ll have become a statue in an empty forest clearing somewhere—a statue fashioned out of smooth sugar coloured pure black, and wearing mirrored sunglasses. Your slender carved hands hold a scarlet rose, with a grip that looks limp but is unbreakable. Violence at demonic voltage, hard as a light-bulb, is coiled in this statue. From underneath the black flames of hair at your neck hangs an icicle of blood. But now I’m startled to recognise my very own disembodied viewpoint come hovering into the clearing, within this established fantasy of yours, and home in upon your statue in order to check on my own reflection in your mirrored glasses! I wasn’t expecting to bump into myself here. Your statue fantasy-self smiles and emanates, as if on heat, a smell of musk. You can’t coil around the hovering Jaymi viewpoint, because it is just a viewpoint and you are just sugar; yet it seems that you want to. Suddenly your lips move, whispering the strangest fire-and-brimstone language, and it’s almost as if this fantasy self-image of yours is making a kind of love with me as it speaks: “A black comet streaks along the dust lanes of the Milky Way,” your statue-self says. “Sunquakes boom through space, like the songs of whales through oceans. The great Basilisk cuts planets on its plate, where the blue of flaming methane licks. When life awoke in dark matter, neither the galactic hiss nor the endless background flux of waves stopped to mark its waking; nor did the liquid electric effluxion and resonance of airwaves three stars above us split the night in any great surprise. Giant discs have risen near the ocean horizon; towns have fallen into dust and been enfolded into mountains; and Violence, Religion, Injustice and Death, like the tides of the seas, have inundated the shadowfields: yet still we are not noticed by the Bloodstar, that sphere of pulsing scarlet fluid hanging at the centre-point of all black space… Well, so be it.” You fall quiet and still again. In mixed joy and sadness, the Jaymi viewpoint slithers from the clearing’s light and slips away in forest, as your statue gaze follows it, ambiguous and hungry.
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9 Alaia gets excited


Click here to watch the video-book version of this mini-chapter 9: https://www.vimeo.com/30290237


 


I hide my inner gaze again and touch back down with her, here upon this rooftop on the Lower East Side. I retrieve Marc’s letter from her grip, where it’s been clenched throughout our journey, lay it down and take her hands in mine. She lets me do this, but stares at me as if I have two heads.


“The situation is simple,” I say, not quite convinced of the truth of this. “I shan’t intrude into you again like that. I’ll respect your privacy from now on. But I had to do that once, so you understand what I’m talking about and believe me when I say this broadcast of ours will be for real. I don’t know how, but I seem to have learned this kind of hypnotic gaze that takes whomever I’m looking at on a forcible journey through themselves, as I just did with you. I did the same to Marc Albright too, earlier tonight. I chose him because of his power, but I’m pretty sure it would have worked on anyone.” She stares at the contract, unfocused. “Or else I can do a ‘tune-in’, as I call it: if I’m with someone, or if I’m not with them but I know them, then I can see into them without their knowing. I can’t see everything, but I can see quite a bit of their mind and imagination and fantasies.”


She sits there, staring at the same clump of downtown skyscrapers Marc stared at earlier—though from closer here, from a different direction and with yellow-grey mist now wrapped about them. “Jaymi, how the fuck did this happen?”


“This will be hard to believe, I know, but it’s true, as I’ve just demonstrated. It all began with a CreamiChoc at work, though I don’t know if that’s what caused it.”


“It began with a what?”


“A CreamiChoc. It’s a kind of vending-machine drink. Sort of like a mixture of…” and I proceed to tell the tale of all the steps that have led me to this point tonight. She lets me finish. Then she grills me about those steps, from every single angle. I can hardly blame her; I should probably have done the same to her. Then from disbelief she passes slowly to belief, from seriousness to laughter, and finally from wide-eyed wonder to greedy-eyed scheming. Just as I might have expected!


Then she grills me about what exactly we’ll be doing during the broadcast. I explain that I shan’t be tuning in passively to anyone, but hypnotically projecting an active gaze that’ll work differently in every watcher, depending on their particular mind. I say the broadcast will consist of just a close-up of my face in real time, speaking no words but staring at the lens, to a soundtrack of her live and unaccompanied voice (I hope) running free with the kind of beautiful swoops and wails with which I’ve heard her mesmerise small audiences in various downtown venues—a startling and unearthly sound that has started to gain her a well-deserved cult following. “Marc’s intention is to simulate a stadium performance—you onstage, and then above you a big screen with me projected on it live. But since not even he could sell out a real stadium for an unidentified act, he’s going to record us on a sound-stage and then insert cut-aways of a digitally created stadium audience.”


“Right… Jaymi, how long do we have?”


“All I know so far is that in a few weeks’ time, on a Sunday afternoon, we’ll be driven down to the sound-stage in Asbury Park, and on the same night it’ll be broadcast live.”


She stares at the towers, where the red lights wink through the yellow mist. “I’m dreaming!” she cries out, shaking her head. But she believes it, at last, I can see; she believes it. She jumps up, I follow her, and then we’re dancing around the flat rooftop, laughing and jubilant, threading our way in and out of the line of vertical drainpipes, swinging ourselves around one or other of these. Even in her jubilance, however, her mind is working, as I see when she swings herself around one pipe with the lights of the night reflecting sharp off her silver stud-earring. The pipe is next to me, so her face is suddenly right in mine and our gazes latch onto each other from very close up in a split-second’s freeze-frame that hits us both, with her eyes asking Where are you taking me, Jaymi?
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