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  Introduction


  This collection brings together four of my previously published SF and fantasy stories. Each tale pokes a probing finger into a favourite leisure-time activity. So, if you've ever stared in bemusement at a piece of conceptual art, or been the butt of a stand-up comic's joke, or crowd-surfed during a rock concert, or maybe even spent a little too much time watching sport on television, these stories should appeal to you.


  Let the show begin.


  


  


  Slices of Life


  I woke up this morning with a head full of doggerel. The poem bore the stamp of youthful enthusiasm, if not of quality. A quick search through my diaries revealed that I wrote it on my sixteenth birthday. You would doubtless recognise the source of my inspiration, Leroy, if I recited that piece to you now.


  There once was an artist who pickled a cow,


  Then sliced it in half with a chainsaw.


  He encased it in glass,


  Did the same to its calf,


  Yet was mocked for creating an eyesore!


  In truth, I was never much of a poet, as you reminded me whenever you read my scribblings. Even so, those clumsy lines evoke the delight I felt on hearing that Mother and Child Divided had won the 1995 Turner Prize. The furore whipped up by the tabloids was sheer inspiration to a wild-child who delighted in raising hell in her GCSE arts class. Back then, Damien Hirst was to die for. Sound-tracked by Damon Albarn, of course.


  Two years before Britart's finest hour, the State of Texas executed a murderer by lethal injection. Showing laudable, if ironic, concern for the future, Joseph Paul Jernigan donated his body to science. A magnetic resonance imager scanned Jernigan's cadaver, slicing him into pixel-planes thin as salami. The so-called Virtual Human was uploaded onto the Web. Some people thought the images macabre, others called them art. By papering the walls of your studio with them, you placed yourself squarely in the "art" faction.


  Giddy with ambition and blitzed on acid, we brought our influences to bear on one outrageous project after another, melding digital media and roadkill into surreal installations that became a cause célèbre on the fringes of the British arts scene. But after four years of partying and three years of marriage, our relationship ended in acrimony. Once matters were in the hands of our lawyers, we never spoke again. With good reason I might add, for I had every reason to hate you, didn't I Leroy?


  Until a week ago, I thought that the passage of time had blunted my anger, but I felt its familiar sting when I recognised your handwriting on that old-fashioned manila envelope. I was on the point of turning down your invitation when my Homebot relayed the news of your death.


  As I walk down the long ramp that leads into the vast chamber of grey-painted brickwork and black-steel girders that houses the Tate Modern gallery, it occurs to me that I, Tanya Roberts, may be nothing more than an early work to be dusted off and put on display in the exhibition of your life. I feel sure that you are manipulating me, just as you did a quarter of a century ago.


  Manipulated or not, I cannot help but be impressed by this, your ultimate creation. The hologram of a nude, middle-aged man towers over me, so tall that his scalp seems to graze the skylight. Your ruggedly handsome face is tilted downwards and your eyes are closed, as if the drone that suffuses the Turbine Hall has lulled you to sleep.


  The cultural commentators have heralded this piece as your definitive bid for artistic immortality. To a world-famous artist afflicted with a terminal disease, the temptation to create some kind of grand summation of one's life's work must have seemed irresistible. But the title of the piece, You and Me in Disunity, is pregnant with implication. Perhaps that is why you invited me to attend a private viewing, before the cognoscenti descend en masse.


  My mind conjures up a vision of the Turbine Hall swarming with the smug-looking, dressed-to-impress darlings of the Establishment, gossiping and name-dropping and guzzling champagne. I dismiss the image with a shake of my head, glad to have left that world behind.


  Determined to obtain the best possible view of your hologram, I climb the stairs to the second level, then make my way to the barrier at the end of the platform. My head is at the same height as your feet, which float in mid-air ten metres from me. Only at this close range can I confirm my suspicion that your body has been sliced into sections, as if filleted by an invisible cleaver.


  Hyperslice installations are nothing new to me, but the sight of a slice detaching itself from your thigh is enough to make me shudder. The slice spins on its axis as it spirals towards me, images flickering over its exterior like a magic lantern. I glimpse a gang of youths pushing a sports car along a rain-soaked street. A bottle of vodka passes from hand to hand, then pinwheels into the chocolate-orange sky. One of the voices is achingly familiar.


  The slice lifts away before it reaches me, following a trajectory that will return it to your body. Presumably the incident it records dates from your late teens, a few years before we met. The thought that I might experience some of your subsequent memories makes me tremble.


  In spite of my fears, I feel compelled to interact with the hologram, just like any member of my generation. I speak a few of the usual commands to no discernible effect. Sign language and arm waving also fails to stimulate a response. It seems that even in death you must retain complete control.


  Amused rather than angry, I watch as a second slice peels away from your body, this time from the groin. As the slice settles over me, insubstantial as a soap bubble, I'm reminded of that moment of profound emptiness one experiences when an orchestra is about to strike up. Then, as if on cue, your sensory impressions engulf me.


  The woman who has caught your eye at the Students Union disco is almost unrecognisable to me. Her voice is too strident, her eyes too wild. And as for her hair! If I remember rightly, that crimson dye-job was an attempt to emulate the singer of my then-favourite indie band.


  Fuelled by cheap vodka, we dance for hours to the latest Britpop tunes and end up in bed. Next morning, the black-and-white photographs that adorn your bedroom walls catalyse the woozy afterglow of our one-night stand into a full-blown relationship. Pablo Picasso, Andy Warhol and Damien Hirst seem to be vying for artistic supremacy amidst a mosaic of press cuttings that celebrates the icons of Formaldehyde Art.


  In truth, I was seduced by your influences.


  Contrary to expectation, our relationship thrived. The sex was amazing, messier than a Jackson Pollock. A year passed before we began throwing crockery at each other. An argument about contraception provoked that first fight. I sport a tiny scar just below the bridge of my nose as a memento.


  The barrage of teacups has just begun when, without warning, the slice pulls away. Twitchy with anticipation, I wait for the next slice to free itself from your body. At first the background hum provides the necessary balm, like aural cotton wool, but soon the sound of whispering usurps it. The effect seems calculated to irritate me.


  Another slice begins its descent, leaving a gap in your belly. Hopefully, this one will not pick up the story where the previous one left off...


  I needn't have worried. For me, this was the highpoint of our entire relationship. You must have felt the same way too, judging by the warmth that permeates your memories. Perhaps that is why, this time, she really looks like me, sounds like me.


  Four years after our first dance, we are honeymooning on the Atlantic coast of Morocco. Having bartered away the afternoon in the souks of Essaouira, now we are racing each other along a crescent of sand beneath glittering stars. Your deliberate trip sends me tumbling into the surf. Our goose-bumped limbs entwine, sublime as seahorses. The tang of brine mixes with the smell of sex. Your fingernails rake my back, sharp as razor shells...


  The memory ends too soon.


  At the time, I wanted that moment to last forever. I think you did too. Was this the memory you fixated on when the neural flush consigned your mind to oblivion and your memories to posterity? There is no way to be sure, but I wouldn't be surprised.


  I glance up at your body, still haunted by the question. The next slice is easing out of your ribcage even as its predecessor binds back into your belly.


  Once again, your memory of me clashes with my remembered self-image. Aren't pregnant women supposed to glow? Not me, apparently. As I offer up my belly to the ritual of the mid-term ultrasound scan, you see a woman who looks dowdy, undesirable, burnt-out.


  Offended by your attitude, I make a concerted effort to ignore your impressions of the scene and concentrate on my own memories instead.


  I remember squirming as the instrument head smeared gel across my belly. You squeezed my hand as if to remind me that I would not be allowed to skip this particular check-up. Ultrasound does not harm the foetus, the consultant had asserted in a tone that seemed to chastise the defiance I had shown nine weeks earlier.


  At first all I could make out on the TV monitor were pulsing waves of dark and light grey. Then the image sharpened, revealing our child-to-be. She looked like a wax model that had softened in the sun.


  As I turned my head away, I realised the consultant was frowning.


  "Is she healthy? Is she normal? Is she...?"


  Three days later, after a demoralising series of tests, we were called back into the consultant's office. He mentioned a virus that caused foetal malformations; the details passed me by. Finally, he suggested I have an abortion. I felt no remorse at the time, only relief. The foetus was microcephalic. Not viable.


  The same was true of our marriage, as it turned out, though it would be another six months before I learnt that the hard way. But you knew already, didn't you?


  You should try again, said the consultant, his gaze bisecting the two of us.


  Needless to say, we did not try again.


  The slice lifts away, leaving me to my tears. As I gaze up at your body, I notice that its successor contains a piece of your heart. The slice envelops me before I have a chance to steel myself for the trauma to come.


  Two days before the opening of your first solo exhibition, you reveal its centrepiece to me. Within seconds our fists are dancing like alpha particles in the heart of the sun. Now that sex cannot bind us together, fission rather than fusion is the only possible outcome.


  The critics hail Mother and Child — Blighted as your breakthrough work. That the public unveiling comes so soon after our break-up only adds to its poignancy in their eyes. They applaud the unflinching way you weaved our personal life into a hyperslice constructed from that first ultrasound scan. My virtual womb contains an archive of scribbled notes, intimate emails and playful camcorder clips: a subjective record of four-and-a-half months of anxiety and anticipation. Pointedly, you leave an empty space inside the head of the foetus.


  But while you were basking in the adulation of your peers, I was dissecting your computer's hard disk with an electric carving knife. I realised it was a futile gesture even as I pasted the slivers onto the walls of what was once our studio, for you were always meticulous in backing up your work onto remote servers. Even so, I felt much better for making that gesture, childish though it was.


  Following our break-up, you produced a series of hyperslices that attracted universal critical acclaim, whereas I retreated into obscurity. I frittered away a couple of years in a rented studio in Brixton, fashioning barbed wire and horsehair into expressions of my anger. Finally, I summoned up the courage to exhibit a few pieces in one of the more
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