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PRODUCT PLACEMENT

“…the lone and level sands stretch far away…”
P.B. Shelley - Ozymandias
Vent Kruger faced certain death under the lapping ocean waters if his strength gave out. As he swam towards the island the quote kept playing on his mind: “…the lone and level sands stretch far away…”. The quote was from a recent campaign for vacations in the Bermuda Belt. The repeated strap-line distracted him from the blunt ache in his shoulders. The lone and level sands ahead of him, offered a holiday only from death. Such was the rapid change in perspective since the shuttle had screamed through the planet’s atmosphere and come to a distinctly unscheduled stop, in an ocean far below. He hadn’t even managed to retrieve his laptop in case of a signal. He’d tried of course to wrestle one from the shoulder bag of a drowning teenager. Unfortunately this gauche idiot had decided to fill his lungs with water and turn belly up, before Vent could get his own, wet fingers round the battery pack. 

Despite owning thick, hairy arms and possessing what could be mistaken for the square face of some steroid popper, Vent was otherwise a flabby figure under a mop of black hair. His only chance lay in the fat reserves, which hung around his system as undigested red carcass. In his exhaustion, Vent almost welcomed the presence of some spike- laden monster of the deep. He wanted to look it in the eye before he slipped under the waves. One last meeting he could chair in triumph. He would give any such creature his practised hard-ball stare:

“I’ve just dropped sixty five thousand konometers in a burning ship, so I think you’ll find I’m the account executive on this tragedy deal and screw you”.

As he thought this and spent almost a whole second feeling pleased with himself in his new world of severe tidal drift, a piece of unseen vegetation brushed against his underbelly. Vent almost leapt over the next whitecap in fear. This diluted his illusion of nautical courage and Vent swum faster towards those lights he thought he’d seen, beyond the shore ahead.

His arms and shoulders began to shake. The muscles were starting to become rock solid and inflexible. He feared sinking like a stone if he could no longer make the strokes.  A piece of fuselage bobbed past him, eerily still giving off heat even in the ocean, as if to suggest it was off again up into the sky - taking all its passengers on full digital rewind, back into the stratosphere, and home to normality. He was exasperated to be overtaken by this inanimate object. It brought out his competitive side, which admittedly didn’t take much to provoke, and he summoned the strength to lunge past it towards the lights of the island.

He had to swim harder, nearer the shore, to prevent being pulled away by the current. He managed to push towards the shallow breakers, approaching the island almost side-on in the current, and giving it the once over out of one eye. 

The lights kept changing. Not just in colour, but in shape and height.

They would flicker and mutate like the digitally recreated garden in his mother’s penthouse (always had been a crass old lady). Had some naïve island tribe, solar-powered a virtual lawn ‘complete with attractive borders’? An extract of suburbia in the centre of a post-apocalypse ocean? Part of him wanted to calculate the market: potentially good post-destruction numbers, ripe for exploitation. This would have been a good tag line for the Board - ‘ripe for exploitation - it’s a garden stupid‘! 

His wrists and palms suddenly scraped gravel on the next stroke and he found his feet and stood. As his salted limbs raised themselves out of the breakers for one last effort to walk to shore, and the full force of the sun revealed itself once more, he felt surprised that he’d kept his suit on. His throat tried to gasp but was too dry. He sank to his knees in the first, damp sands where waves licked and retreated. 

He became more alert when he saw the footprints. His eyes followed them, up the rise of a dry sandbank. Vent thought he saw them merge into two ridiculously old, brown sneakers, coming towards him. He thought two ragged trousered legs rose out of them. Craning his neck and shielding his gaze from the sun, he eventually squinted into a long, unruly beard and  two wild eyes. In near delirium Vent thought he heard one of his own jingles, just before collapse.

The island swam into full focus when he awoke. The lights were not virtual vegetation. They were ad-holograms. Just like those he might switch on around the boardroom table at the culmination of a designer’s meeting. Figures of varying guises and colours throbbed on and off, determined to shine brighter than the sun, from which they drew their power, permanently plying their trade to a vacant, blue sky. When he had first come to, Vent had thought he was in heaven: a sun-drenched island covered with his own glorious creations. In fact, when he saw the island’s sole occupant, beaming at him from out a pile of ragged, makeshift clothing, he had experienced an instant wave of jealousy. 

“I’m the ad-man around here buddy - in my world its power dress or die and you don’t cut it…” 

But the words had seemed ridiculous here. The hairy skeleton beamed back at him:

“Welcome…”
The greeting seemed elaborate and formal at first and then just plain insane:

“…to the drive of your life…!

Vent looked around, half expecting to see some rescue vehicle churning up the sand. But the phrase referred to nothing - just hung there as succinct and well formed as the sun which hung in the sky. The scrawny island native by his side had dank, black hair, almost dreadlocked and stiffened by countless salt washes. It pointed in all directions as if working as some electronic compass, searching for a way out. One bony hand played continually, with the sand, sieving it through burnt, weathered fingers. The other hand constantly jerked by his side, fingers occasionally pointing for no particular reason - as if the search for food or tools was now a constant, nervous reaction. The guy’s clothes would have looked bad on a supermodel. Except for one, pristine badge, perched irrelevantly on a lapel otherwise so fossilised in dirt, it might turn into some precious gem, any day now. 

Vent saw that the cuff link bore the shuttle company’s logo. He leapt up. He had assumed that everybody in the shuttle had died. But what if the Captain was alive? Pacing somewhere in his drenched and torn azure suit, frantically dialling State Rescue on a two way Sat Nav!?

The island man leapt up with Vent, grinning as if this was all a game. Vent pointed to the nearest ad-gram popping in and out of the sand. 

“Others? Where’s the others”!?

But the strange island native in his old driftwood clothes just leapt up and down and nodded, grinning at the hologram people as if they were all marvellous - a circus of digital friendship for a mind long deranged by loneliness:

“Washing machines last longer with X-filter”!

The ragged idiot-savant (strictly short-changed on the savant account) smiled back. Vent sagged back into a sitting position. This purveyor of merchandise had not seen a shuttle Captain or anybody else. He had clearly learnt to speak with only the holos for company.  So here he was, stuck with the underfed C4 and D5 market running ragged by his side in an episode of ‘Celebrity Death Row Island’ that even Fox-CNN wouldn’t touch with a boom mic. 

His companion suddenly ran towards a Ronald MacDonald holo ad. and pointed at the imaginary Styrofoam beaker held in its hand. The beard then disappeared into some brush and emerged with a dilapidated cargo snap-box. He eagerly opened it and poured from a flask within, some clean rainwater. The beaker which held it looked washed up from the 20th century but Vent took it enthusiastically and gulped down the water, suffering a slight choking reflex, as his parched throat fought for the liquid. He closed his eyes as the water eventually found its way to his stomach and for a moment thanked market forces he was alive. 

When he opened his eyes once more, the king of psycho island was waving a small animal carcass in front of him. It might have been the remains of some scrawny sea-bird driven mad by holo-voices and blazing sunshine. Vent snatched it greedily, and began pushing the dead meat into his face: either it would stop him starving to death or take a good few years off his life and in present company both seemed an advantage. Nevertheless the slightly carbonated thighs of the thing meant that fire was on the menu along with food, water and adverts and this did reassure him to some degree. 

Vent looked from the ocean to his sand-drenched host. Perhaps a token of friendship would encourage the hunter in this friendly beast. Vent hated the thought of touching slippery water-borne fowls and fish. Securing such rarities to entertain the purse-strings of the conglomerates had never bothered him at work, but this was different. This was contact. He shuddered slightly but covered up the gesture with a smile. He put on his best ‘I have no intention of fucking you over until I decide to’  face and complimented the chef in the only way he might understand:

“MaCnificent deals on syntho MaCmeals: so good it could be food”!

Vent had been quite proud of that one when he’d come up with it. He was almost pleased when his own strap line was sung back to him now, though the words seemed almost menacing when they rode the island breeze, fresh from the mouth of all that bearded madness. Vent was even irked that the artistry of his creations was being ruined by the delivery of this uber-vagrant. 

He had been dreaming of his ex, Fiona Lipservice, when he next woke, disoriented. He had forgotten all about Publicity Island in his subconscious state. He smiled and snuggled into the soft sand as he allowed himself to slowly wake under the early morning sun. Strands of her long black hair fell into his face. He turned over and saw a wide, anaemic eye staring back and beneath this, a lopsided, needlessly ecstatic grin. 

“Jesus Fiona, you want to go careful on that industrial coke…”!

But this did not compute with holo-loving, all-action psycho host. Vent stood up and looked down at the grinning figure, insanely happy it seemed with his now irate company. Vent tried to find words he could communicate. 

“Fuck! Jesus! Fuck! You”! 

No response, other than a disappointed, downcast pair of googly eyes. Blackbeard turned away on his scrawny legs and began to walk slowly, further into the island’s interior. Vent followed, now trying to redeem his rant for want of the hunter with the water and the foul fowl. Jesus, this was the worst meeting he’d ever attended.

The sand-level rose about three hundred yards ahead. Just beyond this point a small copse of coarse, thorned trees had grown. At last his guide turned and motioned him to follow. Vent was relieved he was back on the welcome mat, and might still eat in this place, without having to get his hands wet or lift a sharpened stick. A small gulley of sandstone rocks emerged beyond the trees. 

His lone ally would not enter the crevasse without performing a ritual, it seemed. He drew a small totem from his pocket. Crudely carved from one of the gnarled branches, it bore a logo. Vent was taken aback. It was his company logo: BrandNew Solutions. It was odd to see it in such a jarring context. Here in this island paradise-lost and wholly defunct, the logo which most defined him, was carved in thorns. The clash of the familiar and the strange gave him a jolt in his gut; a little like the feeling you have when an elevator descends rapidly from the-top floor CEO’s suite, down to reception where all the little, standard people run about in cheaper suits. 

The totem was held up once to the sun and once to the entrance of the gully before they both continued into the narrow section of rock. The ragged island priest knelt before shining metal. Vent saw the source of the totem‘s symbol. This appeared again in the centre of the shining metal in front of him. It was an ad-pod. Vent knew the guy who’d come up with the idea: fire the thing into the atmosphere and watch it blast out its collective holograms into the nearest orbit above a prime A1 and B1 market. Ads in orbit, permanently interstellar amongst the silver canopy of stars. The industry had been revolutionised: Ronald MacDonald had finally become god. Vent had felt so proud of his designer that he’d sacked the guy and claimed the idea for himself. He had found this gesture of faith so moving, it had brought a tear to his eye. The pod had obviously crash landed and jettisoned its virtual cargo on the ground.

The island’s deranged minister patted the sand next to him. Vent slowly got down to his knees, back still stiff from too much breaststroke the day before. He listened to the soft chanting emitted by his host: an amalgamation of a dozen hologram strap lines cast across the scorched island sand. The hard hitting spiel of a dozen boardrooms nested oddly in the hushed tones of this man. Vent had not really thought of him as a man until now. No more than he’d attributed human form to the virtual figures which peppered the island with fluctuating shades of light. 

Vent decided to join in more fully and feign reverence, to please his mad and lonely meal ticket. He gingerly reached out towards a red, H-shaped switch.

His host leapt up in fear and jumped backwards as if shot. His fists were clenched, ready it seemed, to begin the process of hitting his own head in anxiety. But the guy paused, knelt again in awe and stared at the flashing dials and brightly coloured indicators revealed across pod’s interior. They looked at each other and this felt like an agreement. Vent rolled up a suit sleeve and racked up a slider to maximum light setting. He selected ‘Debbie De-Tox - the hostess with the least’ and fired her up.

She emerged in a six foot shaft of light, fully formed and smiling benignly at the world, 

“..specially created for the over recreated…”
Joy unbounded filled the face of the guy. He began to dance with the figure, alternately holding his totem to the sun behind him then reeling round once more to offer a deranged jig to the shaft of programmed light that was Debbie De-tox. They really hit it off.

Vent looked on. Here he was remembering his own Debbie De-tox account maxed out, Fiona and himself slouching listlessly on the waiting room bench yet again, full of nothing they wanted to be full of and crying inside like babies. Emptied of poison and therefore bereft of life. And here was this guy who knew nothing about excess, save for the excess of euphoria he took from dancing on a lonely island, praying to the light. Vent viewed him with his head tilted to one side in the way that some stray cyber runt might cock a curious metal ear to the sound of music in a nearby cellar bar. He thought of the way he’d been offered the charred remains of sea vermin the night before - the delight shown in the offering, he unconditional desire for friendship, the wonder at a fellow human being; the absolute lack of dissatisfaction. And the guy danced. He danced with the holo-ads; worshipped them more than any living being might and yet he would never need anything they advertised. Vent felt exhausted again. 

Vent walked from the altar of PR, seeking shade where he might lie down and deconstruct his new world until it became a workable campaign of escape. The scrub tree thorns scratched at his shins and his toes filtered sand as he walked. The island’s lone ragged king followed him.  

Vent settled in. He watched his host spear fish and strangle birds with a lopsided googly eyed grin. They communicated well enough. Whenever either was hungry they spoke their need:

“MaCnificent deals on syntho MaCmeals: so good it could be food”!

Thought Vent couldn’t help admitting to himself he felt oddly angry that both of them now owned this language and copyright had no jurisdiction out here. But the communication worked and something would be killed and fire would be lit. It was quite easy to focus the sun’s searing light onto dry scrub, through odds and ends of washed up broken glass, in order to achieve a flame. They even danced under the stars one night with Debbie De-tox; a full moon lending primeval shadows to their virtual night out. Vent seemed to get on better with the guy when he was hidden by darkness. He even slapped Blackbeard on the shoulder when he looked like getting a little lively with the hologram. (He wiped his hand on his suit afterwards). And whenever it was time to retire or hit shade Vent just sang out an Armani Penthouse jingle, ‘til shelter was found or constructed.

He was walking among the holo-ads one morning before the sun was too severe. He was listening for any spiel that might, by sheer coincidence,  convey the idea of building a raft or some such vessel. It was a depressing task. ‘Buy none get none free’ might have been a useful in-store example of negative sales pitches, to get shoppers to shed hard earned credits, but it was hardly likely to instil a sudden understanding of basic nautical physics in his bearded host. 

As he walked between the pop up figures of light, it seemed he’d needed the holograms all his life. At first for success and now as a matter of communication and of life and death itself. Their well illustrated digital features seemed different, here in the realm of sand and ocean. The expression on their faces, rather than being confined to the programmed rhythm of hard sell pitches, almost seemed to pay him attention. He felt curiously at home in the company of these figures, more than he did with the only other person alive on the island. He knelt and ran sand through his fingers. 

A shadow fell over him as he daydreamed. He turned to see Blackbeard with a stricken look on his face. Vent stood and looked out across the ocean but could see nothing to threaten their meagre existence. 

A mask of tragedy crossed Blackbeard’s weathered face. He began to run towards the gully which contained his eccentric altar. Vent arrived in time to see the last dying flicker of light that had been Debbie De-Tox. Blackbeard knelt, head in hands by her tomb: the pod which had created her. He looked expectant for a moment when Vent attempted the switch but fell silent and mournful once more when the shaft of light failed to reappear. 

There was a glitch in the solar panelling which drastically reduced the life span of the remaining holograms. The guy was just going to have to have a bad hair day (if that was possible). The forlorn priest of the ads. slowly held his totem aloft towards the red orb above, before silently walking away. 

Vent walked out from the sandstone rocks and watched from a distance as the ragged beard marched up and down the shore line, as if trying to absorb the loss. Was this the only time the island had witnessed the idea of death? 

Or was it more simple? After all, this was the only time a new creation had been delivered to keep company with the madness of Blackbeard. Perhaps it was merely a sense of excitement that he’d lost? The guy was realising boredom was possible. Perhaps some part of this strange islander would blame Vent for this breaking of paradise. 

Vent looked out across a featureless ocean, feeling, as he stood in the ventriloquy of the other man’s grief, his own sense of loss: his accounts and cocktail bars and that sexy bitch Fiona. There was something else: a small knot of envy building from his gut. He was increasingly angry that the ragged trousered stranger had more connection with his creations than he did.

In contrast to Vent’s still figure against the shore, Blackbeard continued his frenetic, anxious march along the sands, backwards and forwards along the same surf line. Vent heard him mutter occasionally in his awkward, staccato tones:

“..specially created for the over recreated…”
It took psycho-island a couple of days to get back to normal. At the mouth of the little sandstone gully they briefly paused and looked each other up and down. Vent went about his switches. A high density drive sent out its computer whine as light powered on, to reveal a pharmaceutical campaign. A good looking guy in a stethoscope fizzed and crackled in front of them. Vent looked on with pride:

“…Dr Feelgood at your service. Don’t worry: swallow this…”!

The campaign had taken months to pass through varied legal hoops before the infant anti-depressant had hit the market. They‘d tried Mickey Mouse before Mr Feelgood appeared on the storyboard. That‘s why the Board still called the stuff ‘Mickey-crac’ .

His host’s eyes lit up once again, but this time there was also a tension between them. The guy was happy but not ecstatic: he had yielded the god position to Vent. This was no surprise to Vent who would have ran for the office if he could have, but his companion was a little more conflicted: at once in need of the holograms for company and novelty, and at the same time uncomfortable with Vent’s intrusion. Blackbeard soon began to reclaim whatever power he might still hold  by refusing to use his hunting skills until he was sure Vent had fulfilled his duty as creator. He also began sloping off after meals, to have the newest holograms to himself and Vent always felt a pang of jealousy at this, each night as the sun went down. 

Over the following week, Vent appeared to laze around on the sands, watching fish in the shallows. He learnt to wait until they flicked a belly up to the surface, diving at smaller fry or escaping larger predators. At these times, their small, silver bellies flitting in the waves, negated the fish’s usual camouflage. To his right, a tangled batch of vegetation bobbed its temporary green carpet, in the shallow waves. Vent waited to see if larger, wary fish might use it for cover, as they swam. Before long a flash of silver belly rolled on the surface and a larger fish briefly showed itself. Vent made sure he was alone when he threw his wooden dart. The stick waggled upright in the water; tossed by small splashes of foam around a struggling dorsal fin, before a thin film of blood spread its meniscus across the surface. It reminded him of torturing newts on Venus as a kid and he felt young again. Vent felt a primeval scream rising in his throat. He suppressed the triumph quickly before it could be witnessed in the silence of the island’s afternoon. However, it was not the primeval urge of some hunter. No ancestry of warriors played around his flabby veins; only the cut and thrust of boardroom politics. He stared at the flapping form with a mix of disgust and satisfaction. 

Several days later Dr. Feelgood had pulsed his last plug for kiddy med. schemes and his star faded. They watched together as the last rites of light passed through his glinting stethoscope, which hung in the air as a final flash of detail, before powering down completely. A silence grew between them and Blackbeard began to look impatient. He pointed emphatically at the holo-altar. Vent thought of the first time he’d seen those bony feet and impossibly ragged old sneakers approaching. But any childlike enthusiasm in his host had been replaced with hostility as Vent held his position just like the Chair always should during a hostile takeover. Blackbeard made more wild, erratic gestures at the holo pod, demanding to know why it would yield no hologram tonight; no new novelty or companion. 

Vent turned on his heel and walked back towards the shore, taking his time, feeling the morose and angry Blackbeard beside him. When he eventually reached the shore he picked up his makeshift spear, and waited for a band of moonlight to reveal his pray. A good shot. The fish got the sharp end through its centre and Vent turned and with a measured, confident gesture, held up his catch and stared the island hobo down.

Blackbeard took a good, long look before unclenching his fists and leaving his arms limp at his sides. Vent realised he was staring then, at something else, over his shoulder. He turned and saw it. An orange inflatable bobbing slowly towards them in the ripples hitting the shore. It must have been released after the initial crash, floating without direction until now. Blackbeard looked beyond it, out across the huge expanse of blue ocean, as a caged bird might suddenly look at the sky, when the door of its cage was opened for the first time. He took one last look around the island and then marched solemnly past Vent. He felt the contours of the bright, rubber vessel. He experimented with the way it moved according to the pressure of his feet and hands and felt its mysterious reactions to his own weight. Vent stared, the lifeless fish still on the end of his newly mastered weapon, as Blackbeard simply sat in the inflatable and began a slow drift out into the ocean and beyond. 

As Blackbeard floated out to sea, Vent sat cross-legged in the sand. He basked in the varied rhythms of his holograms‘ spiel. Their voices filled the air like digital birdsong. He could have sworn one of them winked back at him. All his achievements and all his memories were his alone to control. And the lone and level sands stretched far away. 


