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For Bix.

 

“Ideally, I'd like to be the eternal novice, for then only the surprises would be endless.” 

Keith Jarrett


Introduction 

 

This volume of short stories is my 14th collection of chapbooks, bringing it to somewhere around sixty published stories. That’s quite a few, perhaps three or four proper traditional sized collections, or one giant collected edition. Maybe one day.

And, yet, I still feel that these stories are just a beginning of sorts, that there is a whole lot more to say around these themes, and within these peculiar worlds.

And, what themes have been explored up until this point? Definitely, the concept of belonging, and of return. Also, the concepts of all ideas and interpretations being in play. This is not a comfortable situational consideration for many people, those who seek to use the slippery language of postmodernism for their own ends, and those who rail against it. The more I think about it, the more I sense that Derrida and a few others have been sorely misunderstood, and willfully misinterpreted for nefarious aims.

Another concept or theme which springs from this is the trace, and how this aspect forms/deforms our concept of place, both physically and metaphorically, and within the imagination.

Here are the stories for this volume, and when you read them, perhaps some of these themes will resonate.

The Image Fix is ostensibly a science fiction story, set in a South Wales, roughly five minutes into the future, as they say. I like the potential world, and I’d like to go back and flesh it out a little more, write a few more stories within. I’ve often wondered about photographs, and how we might discern a difference between the staged and the candid, and where the line might be, if it truly exists at all.

Apocalypse in Seven Scenes could be said to be seven different mini stories which loosely hold to a central idea, or joke, however the reader might feel about it. I like each individual scene, they’re short and make the point. Even for myself, I’ve never been truly clear on where the story finally lands, and maybe that’s fine.

The Shape of Nature is a darker tale, set in South Wales, and is very much of the landscape, never feeling as though it rises that far out of the earth. I fear I may have unconsciously borrowed the title from a popular film of recent times, though I’ve not seen the film. Never mind, it’s done now, and the title suits the story’s mood and character well enough.

The Kraken Tapes deals with weird, inexplicable events afoot in South wales again, this time, an invisible barrier over a town, but it’s not Stephen King, nor The Village of the Damned! It moves between this big event and also the unfolding personal anguish of our main character.

Finally, Airlines is an odd one all of it’s own. It’s one of my favorites because it has elements of wild abandon which I don’t always feel comfortable with in writing, and it’s also trying to unravel complications and surreal absurdities in the manner we all have to face in life if we ever stop for long enough to truly look around. It was also inspired by the b side to a track called, Lawnchairs by American new wave band, Our Daughter’s Wedding, though the story has really nothing to do with the track at all. It’s just a great piece of music!

Enjoy!

 

Thank you 

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

June 2022


The Image Fix

 

Denny stares at a computer screen full of ancient, scanned images of family members, dead friends, people he has never met, in a strange parade until the faces are nothing, and the memories are unstable, undecided. 

"I don't remember most of this," he says, taking a large swig of a rum and coke. The glass is infused with a neon glow, the lights at an intensity which makes the world fluoresce, though the cafe has pockets of darkness further back where people wear depths of blackness, and the space is deep, so deep he's never been all the way down.

Gunther squints at the screen. "Do you even know all these people?"

"Not a chance. I mean, maybe I met some of them, right? Hard to remember all the people I've ever met in life." 

He points at a particular photo, one in which a woman stands on a hill near a stone pillar, an old car further down the hillside, vivid red, built like a teenage boy's dream. There are others in the photo, but she's the only one looking at the camera. 

"You see this one?" he says.

Gunther squints again, a pair of glasses in his hand. 

"She's my grandmother. No idea who the others are." Denny zooms in, and with some quick editing, he releases the other characters into the digital void, stripping away their history and the scenery that gave the photo context. 

"There," he says, and they both stare at a picture of a woman, the top half of her torso and her head, dark hair in a bob just above her shoulders, pretty enough without detail, his digital edit a copy of a digitized image of a scan of a fading photo, left in a box for decades, untouched and unremembered.

Gunther sits back in his seat, the screen around them blocking out all the other residents of the cafe. He sips at a ferrous blue cocktail, laced with sugar and heavy doses of something that smells like pineapple. "Your grandmother?"

Denny looks at the image, and takes out his phone. "I guess so, sort of doesn't look quite like the same now I've cropped all the rest away. Gonna upload it anyway, nothing else going on today, may as well stir up a little nostalgia."

He transfers the image to his phone and accesses his profile, uploading the photo with just one word in the textbox, Gran.

"You want to get some AktualBurger?"

They head out into the city, the other residents safely encapsulated and insulated from their intrusions, the black spaces at the back murky and dotted with intense faces covered in masks, lit by the dancing fluorescence.

Denny's phone starts pinging even as they exit into the crystal-bright streets of Cardiff. The fact that it is three in the morning making little difference, especially as the cloud rarely dispersed above the semi-artificial sky. But then again, as the joke always went concerning Welsh weather, what was new about that anyway?

 

##

 

"You gonna check that?" asks Gunther. He points at Denny's phone. "Bloody thing hasn't stopped."

They're sitting in an AktualBurger joint, the light bouncing off every surface. There is no escape in this place, anyone and everything is exposed, made brighter by the sparkle. And as the other old joke went, you'd think they'd turn the lights out now that the glaciers had melted and everything that could be burned was either already burned, or was still in the process of burning. But, the lights gave comfort, so they said.

"Why'd you post that anyway?" asks Gunther. 

Denny shrugs. "Connections?"

Gunther swallows another mouthful of the meat that tastes so much better than meat, the meat that in fact tastes as good as any meat you want it to taste like, but, apparently, without all the animal slaughter and emissions and other stuff. "You have connections."

"Not like that. I mean, connections in my life, something beyond all of this."

"The past?"

"Not exactly, but yeah, that's part of it." Denny leans forward, his own burger only half-eaten. "I want to see inside of things."

Before Gunther can answer, a dark shape emerges from the silver streaked rain outside, and falls into their booth. 

Denny and Gunther eye each other as the shape rummages inside a cloth bag and pulls out a phone. "You see this?" The voice is soft, like a whisper strained through an analog telephone, felt as much as heard.

"Hey, Jocelyn," says Denny, and glances at the screen. It's the picture he uploaded. "She’s my grandmother." 

He leans closer, trying to get a good look at the figure within the bulky coat on the seat opposite.

She peaks out at him, her eyes a uniform matte silver. Denny knows she can see better than any of them. She can see things he has no desire to ever see.

"I know." She picks up the phone, the tips of her fingers merging with the malleable surface, as if she could reach inside and touch the circuitry within. But it wasn't the circuitry she connected with, just the data streams, the surfaces beneath the surfaces most people interacted with. Jocelyn sought plateaus, deep plateaus, connections, connections, infinite and insurmountable. 

"Your grandmother has transformed," she says.

"Doubtful," says Gunther.

"She's been dead a long time," adds Denny.

Jocelyn prods the phone. "Here. This is Tokyo."

The screen shows a billboard, an older woman with his grandmother's likeness, slightly morphed, transformed, her face taking on contours that appear more Japanese in look, but somehow still retain the essence of his grandmother. 

"She's been co-opted," says Jocelyn. "And there's much more out there."

Denny pushes the phone back toward her. "Hardly surprising. Happens all the time."

"You could make a claim," says Gunther.

"Unlikely." Jocelyn projects a carousel of images onto the glass that separates their booth from the booth to the side. "She's spreading across the net, replicating, morphing...becoming." She looks at Denny, her silver eyes shimmering as
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