The Missionary Position

The Characters

(WELL SOME OF THEM ANYWAY...)

LORD IFFY BOATRACE

Flat-chested, transvestite below the knee, interbred, upper class and crooked.

BUTLER

Barrel-chested, housemaid's knee, likes white bread, working class and crooked. Biggest ambition: to be like Robert Maxwell, only not get found out.

SENATOR STANDING JOHNS

Would like to be like Colonel Oliver North, only not get found out.

REVEREND JIMMY REPTILE

Would like to be as holy as Jimmy Swaggart, only not get found out.

CASPER WALBO

Would quite like to manage Bon Jovi or Motley Crüe.

TSUNAMI HOOCHIEKOOCHI

Wouldn't mind changing his name in translation from the Japanese. Would prefer to be called Jim.

MR HAND OF FATE

Wishes he could be an atheist and get rid of his father-in-law.

HAROLD HILL

Wishes he knew who he was.

MINNIE HILL

Wishes he could make up his mind.

Various other characters, animals, fresh fruits and God forms, porno stars, rodents, mammaries and mammalia, chauffeurs, conductors, policemen and tourists... all seem perfectly happy with their lot, which is just as well because the story is about to unfold...
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Chapter 1

Midnight at the court of King Harold of England, 1066. The party was full swing. Outside in the chill night air could be heard the sound of toothless women shrieking under the weight of dozens of woad-covers lummoxes. Spotty bottoms covered in cratered gangrenous saddle sores bounced up and down like acned marshmallows. The earthen floor was strained with blood, beer and vomit as passions rose and fell and domestic disputes were settled. Often permanently.

Through the forest outside galloped a rider. He clutched the mane of his steed fiercely, for he had never been on a horse before and he thought it wise to hold on to something.

He could smell the smoke from the King's chimney as he burst through the undergrowth and into the clearing. Being unable to stop the horse thought it best to fall off.

He lay winded and bruised for a few moments, listening to the hoofbeats disappear into the distance. He got painfully to his feet.

In the darkness a ham-like fist closed around his skinny throat. Griswald the Grimy was in no mood for compromise. "Where do you think you're going?"

The messenger struggled to no avail. His feet cycled uselessly in mid-air. "I must deliver a message to the king."

"Your're the fourth one tonight. This is a private party. Now hop it before I get really mad."

"But I have ridden all night with news of the gravest urgency."

"Of course you 'ave. They all 'ave. Point is, I still can't let you in even if you was the King of Spain, and I don't ever know where Spain is! I couldn't even let you in if you was 'arold's mum. Not dressed like that."

"That's ridiculous"

"I don't make the rules. It's quite simple. No sheepskin pants, no saddle, no entry. Go and get yourself a sensible pair of
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trousers and a decent saddle and I might change my mind. Otherwise it could get VERY NASTY."

He dropped the messenger to the floor, walked back to the long barn and slammed the door.

The fist rays of sunshine split the forest mist. The messenger returned, weary and covered in blood. He had borrowed a saddle from a nearby encampment. The trousers he had borrowed from a nearly sheep.

He banged on the dooor. Griswald the Grimy opened it.

"you angain. You could at least have taken the hooves off before you put your feet in."

The messenger had indeed thrust his feet through the haunches of the hapless sheep. The hooves hung around his kneecaps.

" Oh well, I suppose you'll do. Come in. Everyone's still at it."

A great fire blazed in the centre of the barn. Trees split to half and rolled into the flames earlier were now reduced to glowing embers. Still the party raged.

The tiny messenger squeezed trough dozens of clashing buttocks and thighs to get his first glimpse of King Harold, seated really on his throne chewing on a piece of dead cow whilst receiving a blow-job.

Harold turned to his bodyguard, Roland the Nimbletongued.

"Cor, fuck me, Ron, this is a bit of all right."

"ROLAND, YOUR HIGHNESS. THE NAME IS ROLAND," screamed Roland above the screaming and groaning of elephantine copulation.

"Hold on, old son, I've got a bagful coming 'ere..." Harold's eyes glazed over, his loins shuddered, he lay back on his wooden throne.

"Now what did you say, Ron?"

"Never mind," Roland replied despairingly.

The messenger found his way blocked be two saddle-bearing brutes. He tapped one of them on the nipple, which was as far as he could reach. "Excuse me. I have to speak to the king... wow!" He dived out of the way as the two warriors hefted the squealing heifer-sized woman out of the kingly loins and back into the mêlée.
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"That's what you call a blow-job, Queen, eh?" Harold roared at his own joke.

He turned and thumped Roland, who diplomatically changed his mind and thought it was rather funny as well.

"I bring important news, Your Highness." The shrill voice of the pipsqueak messenger wavered above the din. "The Normans have invaded."

"Is somebody talking to me, Ron?"

"I am, sir... the Normans have invaded."

Harold looked down at the bloodied, emaciated messenger. "'Ow the fuck did you get in 'ere dressed like that? 'Ere, Ron, I thought we 'ave people on the door to keep out plebs like this."

"THE NORMANS HAVE INVADED."

"Hold up, son, I'm not mutton, you know - SHUT UP!" The room fell silent.

"Mutton?" The messenger looked down at his own scrofulous frame and his feet protruding from the sheep's arse.

"Not you, you stupid prat. Mutt 'n' Jeff ... DEAF. Right whatcha want?  It better be good or else I'll sling you on the fire. What are you, a beggar?"

"I am no beggar. I am the last survivor of the village of Dimwit. I have come to warn you of the Norman invasion."

"Invasion? Whatever for? There's nothing worth nicking ecept ugly women and priests."

A chorus of approval murmured from beneath a hundred festering beards.

"No, sir. You don't understand. The Normans came and laid waste to the village. They raped and pillaged. They hacked off the feet of the men and left them to die - "

"Sounds like a good laugh to me. We should 'ave invited them to the party." The terraces roared with laughter.

" - they burnt the churches, levelled the school... they dug up the common pitch - "

"Hold up a minute, son." The room fell silent. Men mumbled into their bears. Women sniffed their armpits self-consciously. "They done what? They dug up the pitch?" Harolt slumped into his throne again, nervously fingering a huge knuckleduster on his left hand. "What a diabolical liberty," he hissed. He leant forward. "What's your name, old son?"

"Norman"
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Howls of laughter rent the air. Harold raised his hand. The laughter ceased.

"Unfortunate name to have in the circumstances, don't you think? Still never mind, me old china, tell me... what did they do with the village bladder?"

The silence was absolute. Norman swallowed nervously. "They b-burnt it on the end of a ten-foot pole."

This time Harold swallowed hard. His eyes bulged with anger. He spoke in a hoarse low whisper. "I see." He stood up and slowly donned a black, beer-stained, bearskin cape. He raised his head to address the room formally. "Lads," he began. "Lads, we've 'ad our fair share of adversaries, but we've always played hard and fair. Frankly, I've 'ad enough. This desecration of the pitch on our native soil is bad enough, but burning the bladder on a ten-foot fucking pole... well... as you can see I'm speechless. Lads, the Froggies 'ave clearly transgressed the unwritten law. So you know what I'm going to do?" Harold picked up a thick wooden cudgel embedded with steel spikes. "I'm going to find the bleeding Frogs, stretch his bollocks out and mash them...WITH THIS."

He slammed the weapon around into the back of the throne which splintered into matchwood. The momentum carried its devastating arc around until it finally nailed itself into the forehead of Roland the Nimble-tongued.

With a pitiful cry he slumped to the floor. The three-foot cudgel stuck out of his face.

"Shit. That's the fourth one this week," Harold mumbled. "Hands up 'oo fancies the job as royal bodyguard when we nobble the Frogs?"

A respectful silence gripped the court. It was broken only by the dying whimpers of Roland.

"Wot, everybody bottled out all of a sudden?"

Norman took one pace forward. "I will, sir."

Sighs of relief hissed from a hundred bottoms. Harold's face split into a broad grin. "Right then. Saturday afternoon. Hastings. Kick off at two-thrity. Come with me, Norman; I'll explain wot you 'ave to do. Knoworrimean?"
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HASTINGS 2.00p.m. 1066

The Britons advanced up to the crest of the hill overlooking the Norman positions. Harold stood atop his war chariot grinning confidently. "Good day for it, eh, Norman? Betcha glad you came now, eh?"

Norman stared fixedly ahead. He was tied securely to the front of the king's chariot, bolt upright. Upon his head sat the biggest and brightest crown that Harold could find for him. Norman's clothes were of the finest silks, reds and blues from the king's wardrobe.

"Nice of you to lend me all of your brightest clothes," remarked Norman.

"Oh yeah, well, think nothing of it. Think of it as repaying a debt of gratitude, my son... always look after your own knoworrimean..."

Down in the valley the two sides joined battle, Britons and Normans joyously hacking pieces off each other.

"W-what are they?" Norman stammered, nervously watching a new phalanx of French troops assembling in the valley below.

"Archers," Harold hissed. "The little bastards can't be bothered to fight like men, hand to hand, so they have these little wankers to knock people off at a distance."

Norman began to feel the responsibility of royal bodyguard weighing on his shoulders. "H-h-how accurate are they?" he enquired.

"Some of them could shoot a gnat's cock off a hundred yards," Harold replied, enthusiastically ducking behind the woodwork of the chariot.

"I see," Norman gulped.

Half-way up a tree some hundred yards distant Henri Le Consommé drew back his bow string and took careful aim at Norman's chest.

He took the gold crown as the point of aim and dropped slightly to the bright silk raiments. Henri felt the string nuzzle into his cheek as he inhaled steadily. At the top of his inhalation, in that moment of stillness between breathing in and breathing out - the gap between life and death - Henri let fly the arrow.
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"Bugger it," he swore, along with other garlic-laden expletives, following the whoosh of exhaled breath. Henri knew that he'd missed before the arrow got anywhere near its intended mark.
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Chapter 2

"Oh, do stop going on about your family tree and your wretched ancestors."

"I never mentioned it, Minnie."

"Well, you're reading about it, then."

"But I'm not talking about it, am I?"

"Oh, you're impossible... aaaaatishoo"

Harold Hill produced a paper hanky like lightning. He was half-way through a box of Kleenex aready and it was only nine-thirty in the morning.

"Here you are, Minnie," he offered. "Would you like another squirt of nasal stuff?"

"No. What are you trying to do - kill me? Haven't you read the instructions on the packet? There's a warning on the back. It's not good for my heart to have too much of it and they never give you enough information, anyway." Minnie paused. "Doctors always keep everything from you and they shouldn't."

Harold put his nose back in his history book.

Minnie and Harold Hill had been married for twenty-five years. For every single day of that twenty-five years Minnie Hill had been afflicted with the most appalling and life-threatening cold. Harold, on the other hand, had never had a day's illness in his life.

The train they were on rattled through Croydon on a cold November morning.

Minnie wriggled her nose in irritation. "What time is it, Harold?"

Harold sighed and looked up from his book once more. "Nine thirty-six, dear."

We're lat, Harold. But, then, we're always late whenever you're around."

"It's hardly my fault that there's a signal fault on the line. Everybody's late this morning."
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Minnie scowled and curled up her top lip to reveal a plastic gummy smile. She dislocated her row of false teeth and clicked them back into place.

"Why couldn't we drive like everybody else? I can't see them holding our plane up just because "everybody's late" as you put it."

"Well, it's a good job you left six hours early then, isn't it?" Harold smirked.

"Six hours... oh, yes, SIX HOURS. And where's the toilet on this train? It hasn't got one, has it? What if I had a weak bladder or something? What if I was in a wheelchair? Stuck on this train... this is the first and last time you get me on one of these infernal contraptions."

"Steady on, Minnie. We've only been on here thirty-five minutes since King's Cross."

"King's Cross... KING'S CROSS? And pray what was w

rong with Victoria? There's an express from Victoria. I bet thet's not late."

"This one was more convenient," replied Harold irritably.

"Well, it might be convenient for you... but what about these doors? Opening and closing at every station letting in the freezing cold..."

"That's what doors are supposed to do."

"What, chill me to the vitals?"

"No. Open and close."

"I shall be chilled like one of those over-ready birds. I should have stayed home in bed."

"Well, then, you'd never get the plane to Los Angeles at all, would you?" Harold snapped.

The train slowed and crawled into Three Bridges Station, jerking to a halt as the brakes grabbed hold.

"Oh, God, my neck," moaned Minnie.

"We're nearly there," Harold muttered. "We're only going to be fifteen minutes late. We'll only have to wait FIVE hours in the airport now."

"Better safe than sorry, especially with you around - oh, my lord!" Minnie clapped her hand to her mouth in astonishment. She broke off in mid-sentence.

Harold's feelings of blessed relief were tempered with a sense of dread. She NEVER shut up in mid-flow unless something
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catastrophic was about to happen. He looked up.

Lord Iffy Boatrace stood in the open doorway, casting a disdainful leer at the accommodation provided. He fiddled with his monocle as his Butler struggled to restrain the doors from closing. Behind them was piled a small mountain of luggage, surmounted by a six-foot-long case containing a stuffed relative. Sitting cross-legged on the platform alongside was a plastic garbage bag with a pair of legs sticking out of the bottom. A rope was tied securely around its middle. A coal sack had been thrust over its head and another rope around its throat tethered it to the Butler's ankle.

“I suppose this will have to do, Butler.” Lord Iffy stepped into the carriage with an imperious wave. He looked at the sticker on the window and wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Second-class accommodation,” he read aloud. “Disgraceful.” - He turned round. “Well, Butler, bring in the baggage, we haven't got all day, you know.” He caught sight of Minnie and Harold. His eyebrow rose thoughtfully. He doffed his deerstalker hat to them. “A blessing and a benediction on the bally pair of you. Haw haw.” He leant over and picked up Minnie's hand. “Enchante, Madame.” Iffy bared his prominent canines and pressed his lips to the back of her fingers.

Outside the guard blew his whistle. “GET A BLOODY MOVE ON. THIS TRAIN'S LATE -'ERE, YOU CAN'T PUT THAT IN PASSENGER ACCOMMODATION.”

Butler was stuck half-way through the doors with the mortal remains of the twenty-third Laird of Findidnann ensconced in his glass case. “SON OFF,” grunted Butler. He yanked on the rope attached to his belt and the sackcloth and bin liners staggered into the coach and fell in a heap on the floor. He strained once more to move the coffin.

“Yes, do get a move on, Butler,” Iffy snapped.

“One regrets to have to inform Your Lordship that your deceased relative is jammed between the doors...”

Minnie sat up indignantly. “Harold, get up this instant and help the poor man,” Minnie ordered. Harold looked at Lord Iffy. “It's his bloody corpse, isn't it? Why can't he do it himself?”

“THIS INSTANT, HAROLD!” Minnie's voice rose to a piercing treble shriek as Harold wearily put his book down and
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picked himself up. Minnie beamed her set of anaemic gums at Iffy.

“I'm so sorry about my husband. He's always so embarrassingly late at doing everything.”

“Fear not, my dear.” Iffy whipped off his deerstalker and threw open his tweed cape. “Always better to be five minutes late in this life than five minutes early in the next, eh what?” He promptly sat down in Harold's seat. He unwrapped his cravat to reveal a dog collar and silver crucifix around his throat.

“Oh my goodness, I'm so sorry . . . a reverend . . .” cried Minnie.

“Absolutely no problem, old girl, haw haw. A common mistake these days. We modern reverends ... well, you really can't tell us apart from normal people. Usually I'm mistaken for the dashing explorer type, you know, Himalayas, source of the Nile sort of thing. But, of course, despite one's previous achievements, there's still room for God.”

With a great crash the twenty-third Laird of Findidnann was finally heaved through the doors, and the train bumped off towards Gatwick Airport.

Butler sat sweating alongside his sack-covered companion. Harold remained standing, glaring at Lord Iffy, who clasped his bony hands together and clicked his long nails against one another.

“Allow me to formally introduce myself. I am Lord Iffy Boatrace, Vicar of Findidnann, explorer, medical historian and private detective. At your service.”

Minnie giggled. “Ooh, pleased to meet you, sir. Minnie Hill, Church of England - not that I've been for a while - but I don't think that matters - it's all in the heart, isn't it?”

Iffy looked puzzled. “What is?” 

“Why religion, of course.”

“Good Lord. Yes. Religion. Oh bloody hell, yes. Too right, old girl - begins at home ... same as charity.”

Minnie looked oddly at him for a second. Then she thought better than to question a man of the cloth too intently. She grinned her disconcerting mouth at him again.

“Isn't the weather cold?”

“It's winter,” Iffy replied. 

“We're going away, Harold and I. To America. For a holiday.
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We’re going to Gatwick to catch a plane to Los Angeles.”

“Are you really?” Iffy’s eyes lit up and he ran a white furry tongue his lips.”What an odd coincidence. That’s where we’re going.”
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Chapter 3

The heavy wood panelling of the office was as expensive as it was tasteless. How many trees had died to create the effect of national splendour?

The only light in the room came from the blue-tinged flickering of the television set, the only sound from the rantings of the maniac on the screen. The show was the regular cable slot for the Reverend Jimmy Reptile - the most watched TV evangelist of the century. Switching him on was tantamount to throwing your wallet into the East River and flushing your common sense down the loo. A trumpet fanfare came from the set hailing his entrance on the small screen, although, in fact, this particular screen covered half the available wall space.

The Jimmy Reptile logo flashed on the screen in close-up - a predatory looking aardvark with white crosses for teeth. It grinned a Disney-style grin, revealing one gold crucifix shaped tooth that glinted mischievously more than the rest. The curtains at the back of the stage drew back and the camera panned across the sea of expectant faces. The audience in the outdoor amphitheatre rose to their feet in waves, ripple after ripple rising from their chairs to raise their hands in applause.

The compere gave his signal and the massed choirs on stage started singing a barbershop version of the "Hallelujah Chorus'. Above the din of clapping and screaming and singing, the compere leant over the microphone on the lectern centre stage, raising his arms above his head like an Australian sheep salesman.

"LADEES AND GENTLEMEN ... IN CHRIST ... LET SINNERS BEWARE ... HERE IS THE HOLY HIT MAN HIMSELF ... THE REVEREND JIMMEEEEEEE REPTILE.”

The choir hit a crescendo. The auditorium suddenly blacked out. Twelve powerful spotlights hit the staircase at the back of the stage with their concentrated beams. Just as it seemed that 
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the choir could sustain the note no longer, veins bulging in the side of their necks, a trim, blue-suited figure stepped out onto the top of the stairs.

He raised his hand to the sky. The choir abruptly ceased. 

"God bless you all,” he uttered quietly, with a hint of sincerity. The crowd went apeshit. Women tore off their tops and men threw their wallets at the stage. Elderly couples, tears streaming down their faces, hugged each other as Jimmy Reptile slowly descended, his arm still raised heavenward. The band struck up a Wagnerian version of the American National Anthem. 

He stood at the lectern waiting for it to finish. The camera close-up caught the moistness of his tear ducts perfectly, in fact he still had the bottle in his top pocket. The band finished.

His arm was still vertically upward, palm facing the crowd. The noise of screaming and clapping that followed the anthem abated. Slowly, amid much sniffing and drying of eyes, one arm, then another ... still another was raised to the heavens in mimicry of the figure standing on the stage.

The arena was still. Every arm raised palm towards the leader. Every pair of eyes, even the odd glass one, fixed him with an unwavering gaze. His voice spoke quietly at first, backed up by the power of four truckloads of PA equipment.

"God is love. God is power. God has given to us the greatest nation on earth - the United States of America. God is not a communist.” He paused and followed his arm skyward with his gaze. "But God ... but God is a forgiving God, aren't you God?” His voice rose now to an appalling crescendo.

"Speak to us, God, speak with each and every one of us . . .” His upraised hand slammed down on the lectern top, reverberating like a thunderclap around the arena. The stunned crowd of fifty thousand gave a gasp of astonishment.

"HE HAS SPOKEN IN HIS WORD.” Reptile grabbed the open Bible from the stand with his right hand. He grabbed the microphone with his left hand and strode quickly to the front edge of the stage. He dropped on to one knee and rested the open book on it. His voice softened again to a conspiratorial whisper.

"God says to you give freely. He says that you shall receive a blessing, and that blessing is eternal life in Jesus! OH GOD, WE PRAY YOU - “ He leapt up from his knee and slammed the 
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Bible shut as he bounded across the stage to the far left edge. He waved the Bible angrily at the audience.

" - we pray you to give freely that you may be absolved of your sins. We pray that you may give to us to urge repentance on those evil sinners whom God loves but who know it not.”

The Reverend Jimmy Reptile dropped his chin on his chest. Sweat glistened on his forehead, picked out by the twelve follow spot beams and transmitted prime time into millions of homes throughout America. He punched his fist in the air. He kicked his foot to one side. His knee began to shake. He threw the microphone into his other hand and tossed the Bible offstage to a roadie waiting in the wings. His top lip curled twitchingly heavenward.

The strains of Elvis Presley's "Love me Tender” struck up from the orchestra pit. The choir swooned along as the light show lit the stage in an insipid blue wash. The music continued as the twelve spotlights broke off from the stage and illuminated clumps of the audience, fifty people at a time.

Jimmy Reptile's voice droned over the music with a hypnotic urgency.

"Now, as our collecting missionaries go forth amongst you, may you fill their lives with joy and contributions for the Lord. Make your pledge - however small - however large. The Lord is not a mean man.”

As he spoke, the exit doors all around the stadium opened and a procession of collecting operatives entered. The men and women were uniformly possessed of peroxide-white teeth, blue eyes and Californian blond-bleached hair. All wore the same blazer with the smiling aardvark Jimmy Reptile logo on the breast pocket. All wore the standard Reptile issue, navy-blue flannel trousers or skirt and white shoes.

"As they move among you is there not one of you that can refuse - let him who is without sin cast the first nickel - TONIGHT - brothers and sisters in Jesus, you are all forgiven. I absolve you all. GIVE, GIVE, GIVE in the name of our Lord!”

The unemployed car workers gave their savings. The old and infirm, frightened of hell and some of them still convinced that the devil was a black man, shook out their pockets. Middle American salesmen and middle managers, terrified that they might one day wake up in the real world from an American 
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dream, donated by car phone and credit card. Deep in the deep South, fat supermarket barons dug down in their conservative coffers, shedding a few extra tax dollars to maintain the social order and trying to put paid to the theory of evolution once and for all.

Back in the tastelessly panelled room, the Reptile logo displayed itself one last time on the TV, the crucifix teeth glinting as the aardvark winked during the credits.

The figure watching the show stretched out his hand to the remote control unit and hit two buttons. The TV switched off, and the lights slowly faded up. The curtains parted with a smooth electronic whine as the motor drive revealed the last vestiges of daylight clinging around the Washington DC skyline.

US Senator Standing Johns let out a deep sigh of satisfaction. "Gee,” he thought, "I guess not too many people get to watch the President's favourite TV show on the President's TV in the Oval Office.”

He smiled to himself.

Life had been good in most ways to Standing Johns. Only the little weakness he had for - he bit his lip hard. The weakness was upon him again. His affliction had returned. As ever he determined to fight it with all his body and soul - the debilitating moral plague that had possessed him all his adult life.

He grabbed the chair for support and staggered over to the Presidential desk. He opened the top drawer. Sweat soaked through his shirt to stain the armpits of his suit. He mopped his fevered brow with his sleeve. Moaning softly he fumbled with his belt and undid his trousers. Snarling through clenched teeth he seated himself over the open drawer. His fingers trembled as they looped over the elastic of his underpants but, with a cry of anguish, he realized it was too late.

His abdomen shuddered as Johns bit into the wooden mantelpiece in agony and shame. He sobbed and dribbled over the ornate wooden carvings, blowing his nose on the huge American Flag that hung behind the desk. His contractions subsided. With horror he looked down at the teeth marks above the fireplace.

Once more he had succumbed. The offending brown stool 
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lay like an unwelcome cigar across the cedar-coloured wood of the top drawer.

Senator Standing Johns had shit himself.

16

Chapter 4

Just south of San Francisco on the west coast of California lies the small town of San Jose. Perhaps small would be the wrong description these days - something more along the lines of "The Once Small Town of San Jose' would be more appropriate.

The quaint town with its art deco centre and Hispanic architecture had been swollen by the microchip revolution. Semi-conductors replaced the "Gold in them thar hills” as an _ unlikely assortment of big city and Berkeley folk moved in. Locals looked on in bemusement as Porsches and turbocharged Japanese dream machines competed for who could cram the greatest number of 150 mile an hour sports cars in the most squalid amount of road space.

The ghost of many an old wagon train driver must have spat his tobacco in the gutter and reflected that traffic probably moved faster in the gold rush days than the five o'clock gridlock in modern San Jose.

Life in the fast lane, when there wasn't a traffic jam, extracted its price, and not just for the town and its traffic system. The children of the sixties were now the executive scientists of Silicon Valley, and they were restless.

Raised according to Benjamin Spock, and self-educated with unfeasible notions of changing the world around by smoking joints and rolling around in the tall grass, they found it increasingly hard to cope with success.

Charlie Bogdanakowskevich was just one such victim. His parents were from Europe, but Charlie was a proud American, born and bred. His struggle to pay his way through college, and his brilliant master's degree in electronics had occurred at the watershed in technology that was to dominate the latter half of the twentieth century. Charlie was in on the ground floor in the development of the microchip.

In his student days Charlie had campaigned on every 
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political cause from “Ban the Bomb” to “Stop the War”. He had met the “Plaster Casters” and smoked a joint with them at Monterey, although his own organ was adjudged of insufficient status to merit their attentions.

Rock and roll was his primary cultural influence, apart from surfing and recreational drugs, and he finally married his college sweetheart whilst taking a trip through a church on acid. When John Lennon was shot he stopped his Porsche on the freeway and shaved his head in mourning, smearing engine oil over his cheeks like Red Indian warpaint. When the police arrested him for obstructing traffic he went on hunger strike for three hours until his wife bailed him out and persuaded him to visit McDonald's.

But today, at six o'clock on a Friday night, Charlie Bogdanakowskevich sat sobbing on a straw tatami mat in downtown San Jose. In between work and the four-hour commute to travel three miles in his $200,000 Porsche, Charlie had taken up Buddhism. He was impressed by claims that it would calm his mind and still the inner storms that cloud reality and the ability to live in the moment.

He fully expected his sleep patterns to improve and his stress level to decrease. A friend of a friend had speculated that practising Zen meditation every morning could increase the size and potency of his penis.

The very next day Charlie enrolled in a course.

So, at 6 p.m., Charlie sat before the impressive-looking Japanese Sensei, who stared sanguinely at him, cross-legged and shaven-headed. His name in translation meant, “Mine's a large one, please, no ice”. He wore a simple brown robe tied at the waist by a white cord. Down each sleeve in two-inch-high scroll letters was embroidered the word “Nirvana”.

Mine's a large one, please, no ice placed a forgiving hand on Charlie's sobbing brow and pulled him gently down until his forehead rested on the Sensei's lap. The tears flowed ever more profusely, with Charlie choking on almost every breath.

“What's on your mind, Charlie?” Mine's a large one, please, no ice asked quietly.

“So much pain in the world ... so much suffering ... guilt,” sobbed Charlie Bogdanakowskevich.

“With a name like that, no wonder,” thought the monk. 
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“Pain and suffering are all around us all the time, my friend.” He patted Charlie on the back of the neck.'It is guilt that is the real enemy, and we are the source of all our own guilt. What do you have to feel guilty about?'

Charlie sniffed and snuffled. “I feel guilty about not being a good husband any more ... going out with the guys and getting drunk ... driving the car through the garage wall ... the mother-in-law was there. .. waaaagh.”

Sensei stroked his head again. He spoke gently. “Yes, Charlie, but in the scheme of things a mother-in-law only rates as high as a newt or a garden toad ... you didn't kill her, did you?”

“No ... just her legs ... a bit crushed, that's all.”

“And she was covered by insurance-“

“I suppose so.”

“Sure.” Mine's a large one grinned. “So you see how easy it is to lose all that guilt. But I want to hear what's really troubling you. I mean like, er ... what's troubling you at work these days? That's the root of almost all the problems that I have to deal with around here. What are you working on at the moment that's got you so stressed out?”

Charlie nuzzled safely in the lap of Sensei's robe and closed his eyes comfortably. “Oh, Government stuff ... you know ... planes and stuff.”

“What you're doing wouldn't hurt anybody now, would it?” Mine's a large one probed the back of Charlie's neck with his finger, pressing between the third and fourth cervical spine vertebrae. He felt him relax even more.

Charlie yawned and smacked his lips together. He sighed. “Actually, it's the nuclear detonation Failsafe system for Air Force One, y'know the Presidential 747.”

Mine's a large one stopped his massage for a moment. “Goodness me, Charlie, that sounds like a lot of responsibility - and a lot of guilt. Imagine what would happen if the President ever used that nuclear facility or something went wrong and it went off by mistake. Why, he'd kill millions of innocent people.” Mine's a large one, please, no ice leant over and whispered into Charlie's ear. “And it would all be your fault.”

Charlie looked up in horror. “Oh God, I know ... don't you think I don't have nightmares about it? I haven't been able to get an erection in months ... my feet have come out in a rash 
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and I have body odour for the first time in my life and nothing can stop it ... oh, help me please.”

The Sensei cradled his head once more. "But don't worry, Charlie, we can fix it for you”.

"You can?” Charlie looked at the monk through red-rimmed, tearful eyes.

"Sure we can,” beamed the wise Japanese. "All you need is onions.”
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Chapter 5

People were strewn everywhere, imitating the dead. Arms limp, faces lifeless. Empty water bottles littered the floor around bodies crawling to find rest or shelter from the incessant wailing of human torment. The never-ending line for yesterday's leftover food stretched away in the distance as hungry children clung to their mothers' knees, their eyes black with disbelief.

Entire families, faces blanched and lined with exhaustion, huddled together for mutual support. They guarded their position in the lines jealously, keeping their eyes on their worldly belongings, tied up with string in unsafe looking polythene carrier bags and cheap plastic holdalls.

Gatwick Airport. Twelve noon, and the French Air Traffic Controllers were on strike yet again.

Across the flailing sea of humanity strode Lord Iffy Boatrace. He was appalled at the thought of close proximity to those less fortunate than himself. He picked his way with growing disgust through the cross-legged children and squashed salmon and cucumber sandwiches. He turned and looked impatiently back toward the exit from the railway station.

"This way, Butler, and hurry up about it,” Iffy shouted. Butler struggled in the distance to manoeuvre his ticket, his baggage cart and Iffy's dead relative. Iffy hissed through his teeth and clamped his eyebrow firmly down on his monocle. "No idea of service these days,” he muttered.

A child intently smeared melted chocolate from the aluminium wrapper all over his face, ensuring that his nails were also suitably encrusted. He looked up to see the figure of Lord Iffy staring at him with undisguised loathing.

"Get out of my bloody way,” Iffy snarled.

The child considered for a moment. Then he stuck out his 
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tongue, half a square of chocolate and black saliva drooling off the end.

"How utterly repulsive. Get out of my bloody way!" Lord Iffy swiped at the child's head with his walking-stick. A few paces away the boy's father looked around.

"Oi. What the bleeding hell do you think you're doing." He added as an afterthought, "You cunt.” It seemed a more effective use of language.

Elvis Wilson stopped trying to tie his exploding polythene bag together with string and rose to his feet menacingly. He stood with his hands on his hips, eyes bulging, teetering forward on account of his expensively acquired beer-belly.

Iffy's top lip curled upward.

"Are you addressing me, my good man?" Iffy swirled around and flung open his cape with a flourish, lifting his receding chin so that his dog collar showed more prominently. He placed his walking-stick at arm's length to one side of him, and squinted contemptuously down his nose through his monocle.

"Too fucking right I'm addressing you, old son. I've been in this queue for three days now waiting to go to Majorca, and some fucking chinless wonder comes along and tries to brain my son . . .” Elvis took a pace forward. Iffy's eyebrow rose half an inch. His lips pursed together.

"I feel I must warn you of the unwise course you choose if you wish to progress to fisticuffs. I have been trained in a subtle oriental fighting art which will, I fear, result in your demise." "Fuck off."

Elvis took two paces forward and stretched out his huge tattooed forearms at neck height.

"BUTLER!" Iffy shrieked.

The package tour Goliath kept coming. Iffy took two paces backwards. He stumbled as the small child stuck his foot out and tripped him. He flailed his arms in panic.

"BUTLER!!"

He flung his walking-stick in desperation. Elvis caught it with delight as Iffy toppled to the ground.

"POLICE . . . RAPE . . . MURDER!" Iffy lay on his back, kicking his legs in the air and screamed. He clutched at his head in mock agony and writhed on the floor. Elvis stopped in his tracks. He looked at Iffy in disgust.
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“You're not even worth a kicking,” he spat.

“Kicking, sir?” Elvis spun around. Two policemen stood adjusting their helmets. They looked at Lord Iffy rolling on the ground, now apparently in agony from a supposed head wound. They looked again at eighteen stone Elvis Wilson, complete with the requisite "blunt instrument" in his hairy paw.

Iffy peered ferret-like between his fingers.

"Oh my GAWD," he whimpered, "don't beat me again..."

The policemen exchanged glances.

"Come along, sir. Put down the stick and make life easy for yourself."

"Aouww!" Iffy moaned, rolling and holding his head again. 

"What? I never touched the geezer. He's having you on! I didn't do nuffink.” Elvis's eyebrows furrowed in confusion. 

"We'd just like to ask you a few questions, sir." One of the policemen took hold of Elvis's wrist.

"Fuck off." The policeman went down as Elvis skilfully headbutted him in the face. He stared at the ramrod-straight six footer lying unconscious at his feet, helmet still attached. Elvis felt a lump in his throat ... he hadn't quite meant to do that ...

From every corner policemen sprang, their truncheons waving, whistles blowing fiercely, carving a swathe through the waiting and bemused passengers as they pounced on Elvis Wilson.

His rights were read to him as they dragged him away. With much discussion as to how three policemen had managed to become handcuffed to each other ... He was finally dispatched to an interview room with a truncheon under his chin. The crowd of watching passengers applauded politely.

Iffy peeked once more through his fingers. He stood up. He was unable to repress a smile, but then dramatically grabbed his forehead and buckled at the knees.

"Steady on, Reverend." The remaining policeman grabbed him and held him up. "Sorry about the fuss, nasty piece of work if you ask me ... now if you could tell me in your own words exactly what happened..."

The policeman flipped open his notebook.

Iffy cleared his throat and adjusted his dog collar. “Well, Officer..."

"Constable, actually."
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"Oh really? Dear me, I'm sure a bit of promotion will be in order after today. Remind me to write to your superiors.”

"Quite, sir. Now if you could give me your name and address to begin with. . .”

“NO NEED FOR THAT OFFICER. I SAW THE WHOLE THING.” Minnie Hill hurtled over the mess of baggage at an unseemly pace for one whose tweed skirt reached only two inches above her ankles. She arrived panting and wheezing, so excited in fact that she forgot to sneeze.

"That horrible man just went for him for no reason . . .”

The policeman sighed and flipped over another page in his notebook.

"And who might you be, madam?”

"My name is Minnie Hill and I'm going to Los Angeles to visit my niece ... I've got a ticket you know - “

“Just tell me what you saw.”

So Minnie told him. She told him the heroic tale of Iffy's attempts to discipline an unruly child. Told of his appeals for calm in the face of provocation, told of the cowardice of hundreds of onlookers who had not the human decency to stand up to such bullying as had been inflicted on the poor clergyman that stood before them. Finally, exhausted and out of breath, she finished.

The policeman stared at the statement in open-mouthed astonishment.

He read it back to her. 

"Nothing to add?”

"No, Officer.'

"Er, Constable actually.”

"Even so, nothing to add.'

"Well, I think I can say from what you've told us that we've clearly apprehended a dangerous and very violent man. We should be able to lock him up for quite a while.”

"I say. jolly good show, har, har.” Iffy cleared his throat and suppressed his enthusiasm as the policeman shot him a curious glance.

"Where did you say you were vicar of, sir?”

"I didn't say. It's a small Scottish village called Findidnann ... CONSTABLE,” Iffy replied pointedly.

The constable gave a diplomatic smile and thought for a 
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moment before rocking back and forth on his toes and sauntering off into the crowd.

"BUTLER,” Iffy roared as soon as the policeman had disappeared from sight. "Good God, one can't get decent help these days, can one Mrs Hill.”

Minnie's eyes narrowed.

"It's probably my Harold that's holding him up, he's always holding everything up. The train was nearly fifteen minutes late getting in because HE was on it.”

Butler finally found his ticket. He now had a train of his own. Himself, Harold Hill and a procession of porters dragged the impedimenta of Iffy's American expedition to the check-in desk for the flight to LA. Hobbling along tied to the baggage cart was the strange being in sackcloth and bin liners, which had now become somewhat vocal, emitting gurgles and grunts at every step.

Iffy walked over and tapped the glass case containing his dead relative.

"About time too, Butler. Any longer and we'd be in the hereafter, har, har.” Iffy pressed up close to Butler and hissed in his ear. “I'm going to pinch her wallet, Butler. She's absolutely loaded. You create the bally diversion.”

Harold Hill looked suspiciously at Iffy.

"Astounding what one needs for a trip overseas in the modern world, eh, Mr Hill?” Iffy beamed a smile at the miserable looking husband.

"I'm not sure what you need the dead relative for,” Harold mumbled.

"Well, what a typically stupid thing to say,” Minnie exploded. “You're the one that's always got his nose in the history books about your ancestors - I think you're just jealous that the Reverend here has real ones of his own.”

"Not very interesting though, is he?” Harold observed. "HARDLY VERY TALKATIVE,” Harold shouted into the moth-eaten ear of the corpse.

"Harold, that was uncalled for. Apologize immediately.”

"I say, I say, that won't be necessary. I'll accept his hand of friendship in assisting Butler with the baggage.”

"I'll do no such thing,” snapped Harold. "I've pushed this lot up one flight of stairs already”.
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Minnie kicked him on the shins. Stop whingeing and get on with it. She turned to Iffy. "Tell me, Vicar. Are you married?” 

Iffy nervously swallowed.

"Alas, ma'am, that fate has not yet befallen me.” 

"What a shame.”

"Shame? Why?” Iffy thought of women as mere biological curiosities, classifiable or certifiable according to the size of their breasts or the diminutive proportions of their brains. Marriage he regarded with the same horror that vampires reserve for sunbeds.

"Well, it's only a shame, you see, because we're going to Los Angeles to visit my niece. Well, it's been such a long time since I've seen her and I know she's been looking for a husband - her charming boss sent us the tickets and loads of spending money - I was wondering if you would like to spend any time with us when we arrive out there?”

Iffy bared his fangs and licked his lips.

"Why, I'd be delighted to. Do you have a contact address?” Minnie pulled her wallet from her inside pocket. She opened it and pulled out a folded piece of paper. Iffy's eyes shone with a mystical gleam as he saw the rest of the wallet stuffed with hundred-dollar bills and two plane tickets.

"Your niece must have an awfully generous employer, Mrs Hill. So nice to see charity at work.” Iffy put his arm around Minnie and enveloped her in his tweed cape. He steered her towards the queue for check-in.

"Please, Mrs Hill. Be so kind as to give the address to my butler. I regret that I am flying Emperor class and therefore I must take my leave of you.” Iffy whipped the cloak off her shoulders and thrust his hand at her in parting. He flared his nostrils and glared through his monocle.

"Into the clouds and heavens we go, Mrs Hill. From thence who knows where ... Bon voyage ... May Saint ... er, Christopher guide you safely homeward.” Iffy gave a nervous smile. Minnie suddenly looked worried.

"You are on the same flight as us, aren't you?”

"Yes, but I'm flying a different class. LOOK OUT.”

The glass case containing the mortal remains of the twentythird Laird of Findidnann slowly toppled over, assisted by a severe and deliberate nudge from Butler's left boot. Iffy 
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snatched Minnie away as the case smashed into the ground where she had stood moments before.

Butler grabbed for it, but lost his footing standing atop the luggage trolley and fell headlong, knocking Minnie and Iffy into a heap in the middle of the queue.

Iffy's cape billowed over them.

"Good God, me relatives,” Iffy wailed scrambling to his feet and over to the stuffed corpse, now reposing on its side covered in broken glass, grinning a badly stitched up four-hundredyear-old grin.

Iffy stooped down and unzipped its flies. Quickly he removed Minnie Hill's wallet from its safe haven in his cape and stuffed it into the old laird's crotch.

"That'll make the old bugger happy,” Iffy mouthed. 

Harold Hill came running over, panic on his face. 

“Minnie, are you all right?” He grabbed her wrist.

"Get your hands off me, you fool,” Minnie screamed. "My neck might be broken ... don't you know never to move a person until you know what's wrong with them ... you've probably done untold damage already.”

Iffy replaced his deerstalker and polished his monocle.

"Your wife is quite correct, sir. She must not be moved, it could have fatal consequences. Fortunately my butler here has some degree of medical knowledge from a former occupation. I am sure he will render such assistance as may be necessary.”

Harold looked disdainfully at the black, tailcoated figure sprawled helplessly across the luggage trolley.

Iffy pulled out his pocket watch.

"Alas ... tempus fugit - Latin, y'know - means, "time flies". Must be orf, souls to save and all that.” He doffed his hat at the prostrate Minnie Hill. "My best wishes to you, ma'am, for a speedy recovery and a pleasant flight.”

Iffy strode off to passport control. As he pocketed his small navy-blue passport and strolled into the departure lounge he remained blissfully unaware of the rueful scream from the check-in counter floor.

"MY WALLET, HAROLD . . . SOMEBODY'S STOLEN OUR TICKETS . . . THE MONEY. DO SOMETHING, HAROLD, DO SOMETHING!!”

The Reverend Lord Iffy Boatrace stepped into the duty-free 
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area with a cruel grin. He approached the check-out girl and bared his fangs.

"You do accept dollars here, I suppose?”

She nodded. Iffy took a basket and perused the Brandies. His plan was going even better than he could have hoped. The sudden windfall of cash from the hapless Hills would resolve even the small glitches that remained. He caught sight of his spidery frame in a mirror.

"No more bloody English Reverend any more, old chap. This is war! No bloody colonials are going to get the better of me now. I shall settle old scores ... and with interest.”
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Chapter 6

Standing Johns slammed the door of his office behind him. He paced around the room uncomfortably. The burden of guilt weighed heavy in his pants.

De facto defecation in the president's top drawer was not likely to get him a Vice-presidential nomination.

He had tiptoed through the corridors of power mopping his perspiring forehead before smartly dressed Marines snapped to attention as he passed.

His throat was tight, his lips drawn back in a rigid, mirthless smile, the stock-in-trade of professional politicians everywhere, as he finally found safe haven in his own office.

It was almost oval. It had a square bit at the end. Johns was not too disappointed. His last office had been rectangular. At least he was moving in the right geometric circles. He tried the door to make sure of its security. It was chained, yaled and double locked. Satisfied at last, he waddled over to his desk and unlocked his combination briefcase.

The top flipped up. Inside was a manilla envelope marked "Top secret”. He put it to one side. It was not important. Beneath the envelope was a black plastic sack. He looked into the lid of the case. Hung neatly in a double row were twelve pairs of brand-new red underpants.

Standing Johns dropped the first phase of his secret operations. He dropped his trousers.

The essence was security. He bagged the awesome burden and sealed it in the black sack. He selected a clean pair of pants and changed back into a fragrant US senator. Now he could not only walk tall with poise, he could afford to sit down as well.

The catches on the briefcase clicked shut as Standing Johns locked his secret away on top of the confidential briefs. His father had always drummed it into him, "Security is of the essence, son.” So indeed, his essence was secure.
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No ordinary man aspired to political heights, and then attains them. Johns was one of a rare breed. He was, it is fair to say, pretty stupid. He had been trained with notions of martyrdom from an early age, much as a dog is trained to catch a stick. To die for his High School on the football field at the age of fifteen would have been the ultimate achievement.

Regrettably, he never attained it, although he was large enough to inflict injuries on others sufficient to cripple them in later life. As such a child, he was popular with sports coaches who had never grown up themselves, and who would rather spend an evening bonding with a fifteen-year-old boy than fondling with their wife at home.

Other children spent their time seeking out girls, tobacco or alchohol. Not Standing Johns. While other children spent their time with girls of dubious virtue, Johns was burning the midnight oil performing solitary push-ups.

At the Military school where he was enrolled discipline was strict, but not so strict as at home where Johns' father had flogged him every clay for a week to build his character.

“Bend over and take your medicine son,” his father would say, sticking his tongue between his teeth and chewing on it as he thrashed his son.

Johns would stand up rubbing his bottom and salute smartly. 

“Thank you, sir,” Johns would blurt out.

Military school nevertheless sat well with Standing Johns. He had a natural affinity for things that went "swish”, "whizz” and ”crack.”

He demonstrated his new-found prowess by dynamiting a garden mole to great local effect during his school holidays. After this initial success he went on to become the scourge of the small mammal. Truly he was a veritable B-52 among rodents.

By the age of eighteen, Standing Johns stood tall as a prime specimen of White Anglo-Saxon American manhood. He was broad-shouldered, clean-cut and crew-cut. One hundred and eighty pounds of muscle and testosterone with the loyalty of a pit bull, the heart of a mountain lion, and the attention span of a goldfish.

His physique was crammed into a skin unsullied and untainted by the female of the species. Despite the numerous 

30

attentions of face-lifted divorcées who wore too much Chanel and lip gloss, he had never wavered.

Until Maria.

By day Maria would skip to school bouncing a basketball along with her. Johns peered through the net curtains to see her every morning. Her breasts jiggled and jostled with each other like two bowling balls cannoning together in the same lane. Johns would groan in frustration, his vital signs going up and down like a row of skittles. The little devil that sat on his shoulder whispered in his ear.

“Go for it,” the sprite murmured. "You think she doesn't know you live here?”

The presbyterian angel landed on the other shoulder. "The pit of hell awaits thee.”

Johns doubled his nightly regime of push-ups and took more cold baths. But it was only a matter of time before the hand of fate struck.

One morning, as the young Standing Johns stepped out for his morning jog to school, she passed the bottom of the garden. She stopped and looked directly at him. Long raven-black hair, dark mysterious eyes, brown skin and bobby socks.

The basketball went pat, pat, pat, as she lazily tossed it back and forth between her hand and the floor.

He looked at the way she stroked the pimply plastic surface of the ball. Caressing it, she tapped it into the pavement.

His mouth went dry, his vision blurred. His jaw slackened. He felt it droop. No sound would come.

"Hi.” Maria smiled. Her teeth were solid slabs of white. "You wanna walk with me to school?” She stopped bouncing her ball, lowered her gaze and giggled. Johns lowered his gaze, too, and realized with horror that his jogging pants were not designed to accommodate all of his male physique with the appropriate amount of modesty. He had a huge hard-on.

"Well?” Maria looked up into his eyes again. 

“JOHNS JUNIOR ... ATTEN ... SHUN.”

Most of Standing Johns stiffened to attention. The bulge in his pants mutinied. Colonel Standing Johns sen stood on the steps to the house.

“What's the meaning of this breach of discipline?” snapped 
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the veteran of two wars spent slaving over a hot stove in the Army Catering Corps.

“J ... just making friends with the local civilian population, sir,” mumbled Johns jun.

"BUNKUM, lad. Fraternizing with the enemy, that's what you're doing!”

Standing Johns jun stood in silence.

"WHAT? Dumb insolence, eh? Are you or are you not fraternizing with the enemy?”

Maria's eyes burned with anger. She glared at his father. 

"Hey, fuck you, mister. You're nuts.” She turned to the paralyzed Johns jun. "You tell your dad to go fuck himself ... he's weird.” She turned to go.

"Don't go.” Standing Johns blurted it out. A tear trickled down his cheek. The humiliation, the shame, the insubordination of it all.

Maria looked back at him, still angry.

"Why don't you stand up to the stupid old son of a bitch. You're eighteen years old, for Christ's sake.”

Colonel Johns made a rumbling noise in the back of his throat.

"Don't listen to her any more, son. She has unauthorized access to your age. Name, rank and serial number ... nothing more.”

"You're both crazy,” Maria taunted, "and if you listen to him any more you'll be even crazier.”

"Dad ... I ... I ... well.”

“A simple decision, son. You can be on the beaches at Iwo Jima, you can be at twenty thousand feet over Tokyo, or you can turn your back on your family and your country and throw it all away on a floosie who ... who - “ He went beetroot red. "Do you know what the intimate smell of a female is?” hissed Colonel Johns.

"No, sir.”

"Old boots and dead goldfish,” growled the colonel. "Don't get involved.” He spat the words out like grape pips.

The agony of decision gripped Standing Johns' bowels. Torn between his visceral instincts for Maria and the memory of the stinging assault on his buttocks that was to come, he pursued the only course open to him. He crapped himself. The 
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powerful odour rose from his pants as he broke ranks and ran indoors.

For once his father was understanding. According to Colonel Johns, brown underwear was one of the cruel hereditary traits dealt to a long line of Standing Johns.

As Johns jun lay in his bunk that night, his bottom sore and bleeding from a judicial flogging, he was resolute in his desire to see Maria again.

Despite his father's wishes a relationship blossomed in secret. It foundered hopelessly after a night of passion in the back seat of a car atop the local look-out mountain. After a half-day of cuddling and caressing each other, darkness fell over Jones Mountain. Maria's hands massaged John's half-naked torso as he penetrated her for the first time. He built up towards his climax. His body shuddering and shaking, losing control ... his breath came in bursts ... a shriek of joy burst from his lips ...

A scream of terror rang out across the hills as Maria ran down the mountainside semi-naked, her arms outstretched, staring in disbelief at her hands. They were covered up to the forearms in a deeper brown stain than her natural year-round tan...

Standing Johns lay sobbing in the back seat ... the white upholstery smeared with brown skid-marks. Whether it was alone or with a partner, Johns emptied his bowels whenever he had an orgasm.

He took refuge in routine.

A typical day in the Johns household began with the raising of the American flag over the garden at sun up. Father and son would stand to attention as a scratchy gramophone played `The Star-Spangled Banner' through the kitchen window. Before breakfast the clothing for the day would be issued, all of which had to be signed for, and all of which had to be accounted for on Johns' return from his mission for the day - usually going shopping or running errands.

Johns sought to conceal the worsening state of his underwear from his father. The whole decision-making process had become so linked in his mind to the problem of orgasm and the disapproval of his father that Standing Johns was cacking in his pants at even the slightest stressful situation.

He realized that a career in the Marines was an unlikely 
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option if he was discovered. It was under this sort of pressure that Johns discovered the Chinese Laundry.

For a small fee the staff would examine his devastated smalls. Inscrutably and non judgementally they repaired the blasted remains of his undergarments until not so much as a skid-mark remained. For the astonishingly cheerful sum of one dollar they would return each garment to him, steam cleaned and fragrant, within two hours.

Johns’ fingers tapped impatiently on his desk. He must cast aside these childish faeces and deal with the matter in hand. 

He gripped his attache case even tighter and straightened the knot on his tie. He strode out of the office and smartly returned the salute of the Marine on duty. In his clean and fresh underwear he felt again like a shark among minnows - a man with a future.

He walked up to the CIA man on the front desk and smiled as he passed. He knew he was being followed. They always followed him. He would soon lose them, as he always did.

As a Navy SEAL in training, Johns had been a genius of concealment and evasion. It was only under combat conditions in Vietnam that his intestinal fortitude had been tested to the maximum and found wanting. In practice, he could have escaped from under the nose of the enemy in broad daylight, but under combat conditions the Vietcong smelt him coming a mile away. There was no Chinese Laundry in the jungle.

His company commander always made sure that Johns was at the rear of the patrol - downwind of the rest of the group. This was not so much a military requirement, more of a social understanding.

Not for the last time was Johns' personal weakness to come to his aid. He came home from Vietnam a war hero, awarded the Purple Heart and the Silver Star. He was the only survivor of a brutal ambush that wiped out his entire unit.

The citation omitted to mention that his survival was due mainly to two additional circumstances: the first was that, upon the first bullet being fired, Standing Johns rather prudently threw up his arms in terror and lay face down on the floor; the second that the Vietcong got wind of the seat of his pants and wisely left him for dead.

Before the TV cameras had stopped rolling, he was escorted
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away from the medal presentation ceremony and offered a nomination for the US Senate.

Now he showed his security pass to the uniformed guard on the front door and skipped down the steps outside, waving to the pressmen and photographers who watched the comings and goings of the Government twenty-four hours a day. Around the back of the building he showed his pass again to gain entrance to the underground car-park.

The lift descended slowly. As it jolted to a halt at the bottom of the four-level basement Johns checked his watch. Since leaving the front of the building thirty-one seconds had elapsed. He walked across to the security valet parker. Another ten seconds.

"Hi, Jeff. Could you run my Cadillac around the block for ten minutes ... I think the engine's running a little rough. Give me a call in my office when you're done ... thanks." Another eight seconds. Back to the lift. It was already on its way back down. Johns smiled. Good. That meant that his tail was already following. Johns moved round to the pedestrian exit and slipped out into the street, quickly mingling with the crowds. He walked a few yards and crossed the street. Only two more blocks to go. He darted into a side-alley. Elapsed time: four minutes, fifty seconds.

Standing Johns looked over his shoulder to double-check that there was no one looking.

No one was in sight. He breathed easy. He leaned on the door of the Chinese Laundry and entered. The small metal bell over the door dinged twice as the door swung shut behind him. The counter was empty of customers - as it always was, thank God. He unlocked his attache case and gingerly removed the sealed black bag. He placed it on the counter and waited.

A cloud of steam billowed from the door behind the counter as it opened, letting in t tie smell of heat rising from the scorching hot presses. This place had always been a vision of hell for Standing Johns; the steam ... the heat ... it reminded him of the jungle, the inferno, the guilt of his secret shame.

The little Chinaman with the moon-pie face and round sailor's hat smiled up at him. That same inscrutable, non-committal smile in a thousand laundries in a dozen countries had been Johns’ experience. There was a price to pay for freedom.

"Six dorrarrs, preese." The Chinese teeth flashed white. 
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Standing Johns paid him cash. The palms of his hands were wet with sweat.

The Chinaman wrapped his hands around the black bag and squeezed it, as if he was feeling for ripeness in a piece of fruit. Johns turned to go. Elapsed time: five minutes, twenty seconds.

"OH, MR JOHNS-"

He spun around in alarm. How did he know his name ... a breach of security ... Johns breathed easy. Of course. HOW STUPID OF HIM. His father always made him label his underwear in case of theft or aid in the event of having to identify his body.

"I'm very late," Johns snapped.

"So solly. Maybe you not so much in hully next time ... lemembah ... or you need is onions. Be seeing you." The Chinese teeth grinned broadly. Elapsed time: five minutes, forty seconds.

"Shit," thought Standing Johns. He was going to be late back if he didn't hurry. He jogged back down the alley ... elapsed time: six minutes ... He felt the familiar knife-edge of pain slice into his guts and twist his bowels into reef-knots once again. As he returned to his office the last thing the Chinaman said to him was troubling his memory.

"All you need is onions." Now where had he heard that phrase before?
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Chapter 7

Charlie Bogdanakowskevich was bound hand and foot, and dressed in the ceremonial brown habit of the Order of Nirvana. He lay, alongside twenty other similarly bound celebrants, on a huge water bed in a fake temple on the sixteenth floor of a corporate headquarters in Beverly Hills.

Mine's a large one, please, no ice sat in splendour atop a gilded throne surveying the scene. He chewed carelessly on-a grape until he found a pip. He bit down hard, grinding the seed to slush in his mouth.

He smiled. "More leeks and radishes," he ordered.

The celebrants of this bizarre mass groaned wearily and opened their mouths some more. Black habited monks slid from the gloom with plastic buckets of shredded vegetable mush. They shovelled it down the celebrants" throats, patting the excess down with miniature gold shovels.

"Everybody say, AUM," grinned Mine's a large one.

"MMM." They groaned, diaphragms swollen in frustration. Charlie felt his neighbour's hot leeks splatter on his face as digestion reversed itself loudly.

"COME ON," yelled Mine's a large one. "How on earth do you expect to attain divine wind when you can't even hold a stomachful of chopped vegetables . . . MORE LEEKS FOR THAT MAN."

The groaning and creaking of distended bellies continued apace, stomachs full to bursting, breaths coming with difficulty. Mine's a large one stood up and with a grand gesture raised a bunch of spring onions. He waved it at every corner of the room as if cleansing it of unclean spirits. The acolytes paused and put their buckets down.

Mine's a large one winked at them. They winked back and raised their own sprigs of vegetables above their heads in celebration.
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"Now to the true and terrible translation of the word Nirvana, upon which this cult is based. Your initiation is almost complete. The word symbolizes the shuffling off of worldly cares and the guilt of mortal men. You will undergo a transformation. The true meaning of Nirvana is - " Mine's a large one gave a wicked grin - "to blow-off - "

The acolytes dropped their leeks, onions and radishes and gleefully removed their hooded cowls. "ALL YOU NEED IS ONIONS,' they responded loudly.

"Let the initiation commence!" Mine's a large one dropped his onions and sat down.

The black-robed monks whooped with joy as they lined up opposite the helpless celebrants. The lead one slapped his thighs and skipped heavily across the room. Charlie Bogdanakowskevich realized what was about to happen.

"NO...NO..." he screamed.

The mad skipping monks landed on the stomach of the first tied-up initiate, and they continued to run across the stomachs of all the rest. Screams of pain rent the air as they continued their insane dance until the last beleaguered sphincter muscle had finally given way, and the last squirt of bile had completed its trajectory.

The room was silent apart from the reverent hiss of passing gas. Several of the top minds in California lay for an hour or so in their own mess, ruminating on inner worlds which clearly had more force than they bargained for.

Mine's a large one sat in silence and observed.

After around an hour had passed, he donned a Tokyo-style smog mask and stepped off his dais to approach them. He picked his way cautiously through the remains of their contemplations.

"You are as the Lotus Blossom, my children ..." he began, pausing to grimace under his mask. The smell was atrocious. "Wide open ... and so that you shall each remember your own personal initiation into the Nirvana movement ... we have arranged for a video to be taken of the entire ceremony ... your own personal copy ... close-ups of all the important bits ... especially : . . er, facial expressions. . ."

"Facial expressions?" Charlie looked up wearily. He looked ragged, pale and anxious. He gasped in horror. "Video? You 
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can't do that ... I mean ... a video of me dressed as a monk crapping myself on a water bed with twenty other guys, bound hand and foot ... Jesus ... I mean what if my boss ... or ... or my WIFE even. . ."

Mine's a large one, please, no ice placed a finger to where his lips would have been under the smog mask.

"Well, I think you have a point, Charlie ... when you put it so persuasively. Hear no evil ... see no evil ... geddit? Drop in my office Tuesday and we can discuss the whole thing."

"TUESDAY?" Charlie struggled to loose his ropes. "I don't want anyone seeing it over the weekend..."

"Trust me, Charlie. I won't tell a soul if you don't."

Mine's a large one took a deep breath and held it as he whipped off the smog mask. "OK, guys. Time to go. Time's up. The showers are out the back." He checked his watch. "Better hurry - we've got a party from IBM due in half an hour ... Allyou need is onions."

Mine's a large one could hold his breath no more and pushed his way through the exit doors. He breathed out with relief. The corridor was lined with fibre-glass rocks so as to resemble a Buddhist mountain cave. Mine's a large one kicked at one of the panels. It opened to reveal a regular Beverly Hills high-rise office, with a panoramic view of brown smog and crawling traffic gridlock.

He threw his monk's habit in a corner and pulled out a folder from a desk drawer. Inside was his first-class ticket to Tokyo. He called his secretary.

"Get me a limousine to LAX. Yes, about an hour."

Mine's a large one crossed to the built-in wardrobe and selected a smart business suit. He whistled Dixie as he brushed it down and hung it over a chair before he took a shower and became presentable again.

As he fussed around the office he dropped a paper cup on the floor and whipped an umbrella out of its stand. He held the wrong end like a golf club and took a swipe at the cup. The impact shredded it.

"Not bad for an amateur," he mused. 

*

39

The Japan Airlines jumbo taxied to its gate at Narita Airport outside Tokyo. On the tarmac beside the gate was a limousine. Two hundred yards from the limousine was a helicopter, which was now just starting its engines.

Mine's a large one stepped down from the jet into the waiting car. The driver held the door as he stooped inside the darkened interior.

"Good trip this time, sir?" enquired the driver in deferential Japanese with a suitably low bow that almost dented the runway.

"Not bad," remarked Mine's a large one. He raised his eyebrows at the driver.

"Your golf clubs are in the back."

Mine's a large one sat back with a smile to enjoy the brief drive to the helicopter. It was the anticipation of being rewarded that gave him the greatest thrill, and that thrill was soon to be satisfied.
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Chapter 8

In contrast to the shiny new Japanese jumbo with its fresh smelling interior and long-range wing extensions was the aged antique that wobbled on its final approach to LAX.

It prompted questions as to whether final approach was to be taken quite literally.

An orange-brown blanket of poisonous fumes smothered the skyline. In the distance the peaks and ravines of Hollywood and its hills almost rose above the miasmic murk, but, like everything in Hollywood, appearances were deceptive.

It would be a great place to send your aged asthmatic father if you had a big insurance policy on him and wanted to collect in a hurry.

Despite catalytic converters on cars, which made everybody feel less guilty about poisoning everybody else, the situation had got worse, not better. As if slow death by asphyxiation were not enough, it seemed as if residents of Los Angeles were hell bent on death by dehydration. The city sucked water from as far away as the Great Salt Lake in Utah in order to slake its thirst for sprinkler systems and car washes.

In the midst of a desert, choking in pollution and traffic congestion, perched on the edge of a catastrophic fault line which threatened to make Nevada beach front property, the inhabitants of Los Angeles fiddled while their sun burned and kept skin cancer doctors in a job. They were to be hopelessly unprepared for the arrival of a monocled lunatic, a fake butler and their unusually restless baggage.

On board the jumbo Lord Iffy flung open the toilet door as the plane's wheels rolled to a stop. An irritated steward awaited him.

"Didn't you hear the return to your seat call, sir? It's very dangerous to remain in the toilet, especially if we had an emergency ..."
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"Piffle, man," snorted Iffy. "It's clear to me that you have never experienced a true emergency. When I was in India I was charged by a deadly three-horned rhino. I can tell you ... I wished I'd had a toilet handy then..."

"I've never heard of a three-horned rhino," replied the steward suspiciously.

"THAT'S because you've never been on safari with ME." Iffy screwed in his monocle and wobbled down the aisle in his electric-blue stilettos. He hurled the First-Class curtain aside and addressed a cramped-looking Butler sitting in Economy.

"What does one say, eh? Hey dude or some such utterance? Well, Butler? I am in the mood for kicking some bottom, as they say over here."

"Ass, I believe."

"What?"

"The expression is to kick one's ass, I believe, sir."

"Would all passengers please remain in their seats until the captain has switched off the fasten seat belt signs..."

"OH, SHUT UP, YOU INFERNAL MACHINE." Iffy took a swipe at the speaker underneath the overhead locker.

"Gimme the red stilettos, Butler. I rather fancy dressing to kill."

"Certainly, sir." Butler reached under his seat and pulled out a bag stuffed with bizarre footwear, mainly stiletto-heeled shoes, but also including a pair of thigh-high patent-leather boots. Iffy slipped off his blue shoes and traded them for the red pair. As his gnarled toes and yellowing toe-nails eased their way into the impossibly pointed toes, Iffy sighed in relief. His eyeball grew in size behind his monocle as he gripped the seat back in front of Butler.

"Soon we will meet with Reptile, Butler. Soon we will have our hands in the till ... up to our elbows."

He grinned fiercely so that his monocle fell out into his hand. Iffy stood attired as an archetypal warring aristocrat on a mission to subdue the natives. The image was belied by the fishnet stockings which clad the skinny legs underneath his warrior's kilt. Yet the missionary in him would not be denied. He adjusted the line of his dog collar and breathed on his gold plastic crucifix.

"Do you suppose the deerstalker and the cape might be 
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inappropriate for the climate?" Iffy mused. "Not too many deer in LA, eh?"

"No, sir."

"Yes . . . well, we'll see. How's the baggage doing?" Iffy indicated the wriggling body bag in the seat next to Butler.

"It woke up about an hour ago. I think it's a bit peckish. It might die if we don't feed it soon."

"Die? Oh Lord, that would make things a bit complicated right now. I suppose we'd better give it some grub, but keep it tied up, for God's sake, there's no telling what would happen if it got loose."

An antiseptic "ping" switched off the seat-belt sign. The intercom started up again

"The captain has switched off the seat-belt sign - "

As one person, the passengers leapt to their feet. The panic-stricken tourists rummaged through overhead bins. Coats were being thrown across aisles, impossibly huge bags were retrieved from underneath seats. A violent argument started that would eventually lead to a costly divorce in seats 16A and B.

In the midst of all this chaos sat the miserable and hungry being in the bin liner. Butler had quietly chained its legs to the seat during the flight, but now the head tossed to and fro angrily, hungrily, under the plastic sacking.

Butler's mind eased into its more comfortable mode. Criminal, crafty, and Cockney. So different to the measured facade, the metered and precise tones, that he uttered when dealing with the outside world. He looked once again at his charge.

"Wot the bleedin' ell am I supposed to do wiv this?" he thought to himself.

Butler had achieved little in his life to date. He was basically unsuccessful. As a crooked mortician under the name of "John Butler" he had been locked up. As a lover he had been a flopquite literally. After escaping from prison, perhaps his only real achievement, his attempts to get a job had been woefully pathetic. Indeed his prison record, such as it was, was so unspectacular that all trace of his very existence had been wiped from the computer files after a janitor had fallen across a keyboard by accident. Butler was so insignificant he had not been missed. His escape was not even news.

Butler had found his niche with the eccentric, penniless and 
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semi-transvestite Lord Iffy Boatrace of Findidnann Hall in Scotland. Lord Iffy hoped to obtain the money to escape from life in his draughty, cold Scottish home, and move somewhere more congenial - the Bahamas perhaps, and Butler hoped to assist him. It is in the nature of crooked schemes that they increase in complexity with each additional deceit, and Iffy's scheme was tailor-made for confusion and deception.

Butler, on the other hand, offered an alternative, albeit rather unusual. In his formative years, Butler had fallen prey to what is euphemistically called a sexual "dysfunction".

As an early solitary girlfriend had shrieked from a first-floor window one evening, "E can't get a bleeding stiffy-on."

An unfortunate sexual experience in prison with a mass disemboweller had confirmed the twisted mass of molten sexual energy within him and galvanized it into a strange pursuit of excellence. He called it Pelvotron.

Pelvotron was the ultimate sex machine. Automotive, locomotive, indecent, senseless. Butler's eyes misted over as he recalled the joyous hours spent constructing, polishing - and for only a short time, operating - his dream machine. Hapless sheep and the odd blancmange on the kitchen table had all felt the touch of its glistening steel probe.

"All over now, me old son," he thought wistfully.

Butler saw in his machine an olive branch to offer to his employer, scourged as he was by debts and anti-social habits. His offer had been stillborn.

It was rejected even before he could describe it, before he could tell him of the dark gift that lurked beneath the stairs. Verily the King Tiger of the Freudian jungle, Butler's Pelvotron.

Butler dreamed of a world rid of venereal disease, a world rid of sexual dysfunction, guilt and jealousy. A world of Las Vegas-style sex arcades where grannies could feed in coins all night to ride the serried ranks of gleaming phallic monsters. Fleets of radio-controlled Pelvotrons would roam the streets picking up thought waves and dispensing brutal sexual justice. Every home, every school, every - Butler looked around at the seething mass of passengers fighting to escape, his eyebrows darkened - especially EVERY plane, every public convenience ... Yes, even each member of parliament could possess his own private member ...

44

Butler chuckled at the thought of so many secretaries out of a job.

Butler was barking mad. His spirits flagged and the grin faded. Now it was all gone. His dream. The strangers had come to Findidnann.

Lord Iffy's own ridiculous proposal to reanimate stuffed animals and charge people rent for shooting them out of season had brought a gaggle of old school friends and wives up to the Scottish village of Dublune.

Of course, all of them were just as crazy in their own way as His Lordship. Butler put it down to traditional English private education.

Then they began to die.

Bizarrely. One by one. They expired. It became clear as the nightmare unfolded that a killer was loose who would not be satisfied until they were all dead. His beloved Pelvotron had disappeared one night on to the moors around the house, taking with it Mrs Cynthia West, bulimic wife of one of the guests. Worse still, she had fallen in love with Butler, believing that Pelvotron WAS him. He shuddered at the memory of her pursuing him around the kitchen, eating and vomiting in direct proportion to her rising libido.

Of course Iffy and Butler investigated, but each time they got close to a suspect, he, too, would be found, buried, embedded in something, blown up or something worse.

The plot had thickened to the consistency of cement when Iffy and Butler pursued the man they were sure was the killer. It was only a combination of the good Lord and bad driving that had kept them both alive after missing a land mine intended for them.

It was thus that the killer revealed himself. As they stepped from the car they were confronted with Lord Iffy's halfbrother - his double.

The wretched Alfonso Boatrace was missing, presumed dead, from his Foreign Legion regiment. But death had not visited him. God had opened up a trap door in his psychopathic mind and given him a mission. Alfonso Boatrace had seen a vision in the desert calling him to be a TV evangelist.

One week later he overturned his jeep deliberately and killed

his partner, arranging for wild dogs to consume bits of the 
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corpse. Alfonso stole a bottle of his own blood from the military hospital and laid a trail of it into the desert where it eventually petered out. He was listed as "Missing, presumed killed".

To become a TV evangelist he wanted to appear on the numero uno American TV evangelical talent show. That show belonged to the Reverend Jimmy Reptile, and anything that Jimmy Reptile promoted wasn't cheap.

Alfonso offered him the deeds for Findidnann Hall - which he didn't have - and also an odd treasure map showing the location of a chest full of cocaine dating from the Spanish Armada. Reptile loved the concept and offered him the job as British representative, so long as he could deliver half a million in cash.

Thus it was that Lord Iffy and Butler found themselves staring down the barrel of a shotgun on a lonely Scottish road. It was not the arrival of the seventh cavalry which saved Iffy from death and impersonation - it was Pelvotron.

Frustrated by days of unsatisfactory forays into sheep, Pelvotron had hurtled out of its hiding-place, its little hydraulic heart pounding fiercely, and buggered Alfonso at great speed. It carried the skewered and squealing mercenary missionary over his own land mine and blew them both into oblivion.

So arrogant was Alfonso that he had arranged for his ticket to LA to be delivered direct to Findidnann Hall, so confident was he of his success in killing Lord Iffy and assuming his identity.

Iffy had, for once in his life, come up with a scheme which had a remote chance of success. He would turn the tables on Alfonso. If Alfonso could impersonate him, he could damn well impersonate Alfonso.

The "take" from a TV evangelical show was astronomical, of that he had no doubt. It should not be too difficult to divert the funds to his own worthy cause.

"Wot the bleedin 'ell am I doing 'ere," muttered Butler to himself as he reached down to unshackle the legs of the beast grunting and struggling next door.

Butler shared His Lordship's desire to make easy cash, but he had his own misgivings. He cast an anxious sidelong look at his bin-linered charge.
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THAT was his most serious worry. He told Iffy that he was crazy to bring it along.

The Air Stewardess cut Butler a funny look. She couldn't make him out. He didn't look like a regular security-guard type. As for the thing in the sack - she just assumed it was another Pop Star arriving incognito. She whispered in Butler's ear.

"It's not Rod Stewart, is it?"

Butler whispered back, "It's his new wife." He winked. "The old one doesn't know yet."

"Wow. What a bastard. Great." She pushed back through the jostling throng to tell her crew mates.

Butler was a pretty good liar to fairly stupid people. He had a feeling that Jimmy Reptile was not stupid. He had a bad feeling about this whole undertaking if he was really honest. But heneeded cash.

One thing was abundantly clear. Getting to the USA on Alfonso's ticket plus a little bit of petty thievery had been the easy bit, the ticket had even been made out in Lord Iffy's name.

"Ow the bloody 'ell that lunatic spawny-eyed upper-class toad is going to pull off being a religious loony in front of millions of people on telly is beyond me." Butler groaned. He knew that was just the beginning of the insane plan.

The real payoff was the takings from the evangelical arena - which could be anything over a million dollars in cash ... untraceable.

A thrill shuddered up Butler's spine at the very thought of it. Impossible as it seemed, the audacity of it held a certain romance.

He scowled.

He turned his attentions to the monster in hand and sitting to his right. He jerked on the rope around the neck of the moaning and complaining sack-covered beast and pulled it upright.

"A million fucking quid," he muttered. "Enough to build half a dozen new Pelvotrons."

A gleam lit up his eyes. Given half a chance he'd steal the lot himself.
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Chapter 9

"WHACK." The club head struck the golf ball, which thudded into the canvas backstop. The video image of the ball continued on the ten-foot-wrap-around screen to soar into the computergenerated image of the air.

It bounced on the computer-generated green and dribbled to a computer-generated stop some twenty feet from the pin. 

"Good shot, sir." The caddie bowed and kissed the green astro-turf at the player's feet. He retrieved the ball from the backstop and placed it ready to be putted into the hole.

Tsunami Hoochiekoochi smiled a thin, mirthless smile. His swing had improved dramatically thanks to his corporation's new apparatus. He tapped the ball lightly toward the hole. It veered sharply to the left and missed by four feet.

His face glowed white with anger. He showed the merest hint of teeth. Tsunami Hoochiekoochi was not a man accustomed to failure. His family had owned the largest industrial conglomerate in Japan for years. The Nogo Corporation started out making war materials and railway materials during the Second World War. Tsunami's father was vice-chairman of the company, which had its headquarters in Hiroshima. When the Americans dropped the bomb he was in between two soapy Geisha girls in a Tokyo bathhouse. The news was brought to him by a dour-faced company envoy.

The previous corporate dynasty had been examining the cherry blossoms at ground zero.

He was on the fast track to promotion.

Now the Nogo Corporation made just about anything. Computers, robots, microchips. It was heavily involved in real estate, oil exploration and just about anything to exploit nature in an unnatural way.

Tsunami shared his country's popular vision of a Bonsai world in which mountains could be moved around to 
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accommodate the designs of a Zen-industrial Disneyland. Tsunami clenched the muscles in his jaw. He was keenly aware of the caddie's scrutiny. He must not show any weakness.

"Good shot, sir." The caddie remarked. "It's a par 3."

He replaced the ball. Tsunami tapped it into the hole. He gained little satisfaction from a mere par 3. The telephone rang.

"See to it," Tsunami ordered.

The caddie listened in the receiver for a second. He nodded. "Your business associate is here, sir."

Tsunami nodded, "Send him up. Leave us."

The caddie bowed deeply and walked backwards out of the room.

Tsunami heard his distant cry of anguish as he fell down the stairs.

NogoCorp Tower was two hundred storeys high. Not satisfied, they were building a larger one with its own executive jet runway in the foyer.

For the moment though, Mine's a large one sat waiting in the conventional surroundings of lifts and reception desks. His helicopter had landed on the roof, but etiquette demanded that he go up to see the boss, rather than descend upon him.

In a glass box high on the wall sat a little old man sharpening a ceremonial dagger. It was a reminder to all employees of the price of failure- particularly executive failure.

"Carry your clubs, sir?"

Mine's a large one turned to see the caddie limping from the lift, covered in blood from his fall downstairs.

"Same problem with that third step down?" Mine's a large one enquired.

"Yes, sir." The caddie bowed, but halted just short of the marble floor with his lips. "It's a bit of a bugger that third step when you're walking backwards."

Mine's a large one recalled his early years in the corporation ruefully. He had walked backwards and got run over by a bus, he had walked backwards and constantly been revived at the bottom of staircases.

It was a part of the process of reduction of ego necessary to get to the top. That is, unless you were born at the top.

"Take my advice. Here's a tip. Use wing mirrors."
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"Wing mirrors ..." echoed the caddie reverently, his jaw dropping in awe at such a simple suggestion from one so high in the company.

"Sure," enthused Mine's a large one. "A system of mirrors designed in such a way as to offer you all round visibility, supported on a small metal frame around the skull, should suffice. You need never fall down steps whilst walking backwards again. Of course ... you could get promotion and therefore be able to walk forward."

The caddie's ears blushed with shame and he averted his eyes. He had been passed over for promotion twice.

Mine's a large one shrugged. He had no more time for sympathy. He walked across to the executive lift as the caddie followed with his golf bag. He pushed the code for the chairman's suite towering over a thousand feet above Tokyo. Strange, he mused, how a man could live with such a spectacular view and yet not have any windows in his penthouse office.

The lift passed through the menial office levels and up into the ledges where middle managers perched precariously over Tokyo Bay. It soared further, accelerating until it seemed that the earth would never stop receding away through the glasssided wall. As it hit low cloud it slowed and condensation formed. Water trickled down the outside of the tinted, armoured glass. Gradually the lift emerged into bright sunlight.

Tokyo was invisible through the blanket of cloud. NogoCorp Tower stood poking arrogantly through the clouds like a giant glass Mars bar.

The lift slid to a stop. The doors opened.

"What a splendid day for a round of golf." Tsunami smiled warmly as he greeted Mine's a large one, who bowed slightly from the waist.

Tsunami nodded his own head a fraction, as if a flea had collided with the back of it.

Mine's a large one turned and picked up his clubs. The caddie was prostrate on the floor. The door closed and the lift went down.

"He's a good man," remarked Mine's a large one, "but he's always falling over."
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Tsunami nodded wisely. "He should use mirrors," he grunted. 

They walked up steps to the video golf course.

"Have you been practising?" enquired Tsunami as he selected a course on the computer and removed a driver from his own bag. "Not much," replied Mine's a large one cautiously. "How's your swing?"

"Much improved." Tsunami took a couple of practice swipes. "Although it would get a lot better if I could get on a real course."

Mine's a large one shut up. He knew what was next.

"Those bastards blackballed me. ME of all people. I could buy all of their pathetic littie corporations..."

"Correction," thought Mine's a large one, "he HAD bought all of their major corporations."

"They say money can't buy class ... all I wanted was to join a decent golf club, but no ... they blackballed me. Nobody does - that. They're going to pay ... DO YOU HEAR..." Tsunami subsided somewhat. "Of course, you know. That what I pay you for. Shall we begin?"

Tsunami teed up and drove off on the first hole. The ball landed in the rough. He growled.

Mine's a large one teed up nervously. He never liked playing when the boss was in a fighting mood. He closed his eyes and swung lazily and haphazardly. He had no intention of hitting remotely near the pin. He opened his eyes. He closed them. He opened them again in horror.

The ball soared high into the air on a perfect trajectory. It bounced ... once ... twice and hurtled over the green as if drawn by a magnet towards the hole. About a foot away it suddenly slowed and trickled into the pot, a hole in one.

"America has been very kind to you," seethed Tsunami. "I can't seem to find my ball. Let's move on to the second hole. You first." Mine's a large one dropped another ball on the mat.

"Give it your best shot. Let's see what you can do." Tsunami smiled.

Mine's a large one felt his stomach ease. For a moment he thought he was going to end up in the Nirvana of his cult. He raised his club head and let fly.

The ball soared high again. It was a good shot. Tsunami felt in his pocket for a small electronic key pad. He pressed it. From one corner of the screen flew a computer-generated eagle swooping
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over the course. It snatched the ball in mid-air and carried it off over the lake, where it released it.

"OH NO! YOU LANDED IN THE WATER. TRY AGAIN DUMMY." The machine mocked in its synthesized female tones.

"Shame," murmured Tsunami. "I thought you said you'd been practising."

He threw down his club and stepped downstairs to the office. "Come with me," he snapped.

Mine's a large one sat before Tsunami's desk. The room darkened. A video tape played. It showed white-coated scientists standing before a white-painted geodesic sphere. They were all grinning and shaking hands. Two slapped each other's faces with glee.

"What is it?"

"It's the prototype of the ball." Tsunami's voice was determined. "It must be fifty feet across ... The actual ball will be one hundred metres ... and it will be solid."

Mine's a large one whistled softly. "Won't it disintegrate on impact?"

Tsunami shook his head. The scene on the video changed. It showed a vast concrete construction site in Los Angeles.

"Good God. I wondered what was going on ..." Mine's a large one remembered the huge furore when Nogo had concreted over the Olympic Stadium. On the other hand ... they did own it.

"My friend," began Tsunami. "My friend, it is time for Japan to rise again. Not just as a manufacturer of Boom boxes and chips for cruise missiles, but as a force to be reckoned with. As chairman of Nogo I have a lot of power ... but as head of the Japanese Secret Service I have the means to translate that power."

"But the sphere ... the auto plant..."

"That is not just a sphere. And the concrete is not for an auto plant. I plan to blackmail the United States into capitulation. They drink too much milk. They are weak. They are ripe. We have sapped their strength for years with non-dairy creamer. We have plotted their dirty underwear in Chinese laundries, we have bugged their Sushi bars ... and now you have delivered me the finest minds in America with your fake cult."
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Mine's a large one waited for the punch line open-mouthed.

Tsunami leaned forward and donned a baseball hat with the rising sun on it. The light from the desk cast crazy shadows across his face. "I plan to play golf with the USA. They blackballed me ... but never again ... a fifty-two-hole course ... one in every state ... with a ONE HUNDRED-FOOT BALL..."

"And what's the thing in LA?"

"The concrete?" Tsunami smiled. "Why, that's the first tee."
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Chapter 10

Far above the sporting dreams of Tsunami Hoochiekoochi atop NogoCorp Tower, far above Tinsel Town Hollywood, indeed far beyond the ken of all normal mortal comprehension lay the ethereal twilight world of the Gods.

As Godlike accommodation goes, Cloud 1 I was comfortable but a little tatty and in need of renovation around the gargoyles. Around it swooped nymphs and other winged beings practising their archery, taking turns at being Cupid.

The massive ornamental gates looked impressive enough, especially if you had just expired as a mortal only seconds before, but the residents of Cloud II were constantly concerned with more everyday irritations - such as the fact that the front door had stuck ever since all that rain with Noah and everything. Perennial problems with finding staff beset them, to such an extent that they had recently purchased a fiveheaded pit dragon to ward off the attentions of unsuitable spirits dropping round for tea at odd hours.

Today, Mr and Mrs Hand of Fate were having one of their usual and frequent domestic spats. Mr Hand of Fate had been coming to his mid-millennium crisis for several hundred years. He felt hard done by and insecure. He had married above himself, and was very touchy about his lack of breeding - as he saw it.

"I tell you, Dolly, nobody believes in me any more. Nobody down there gives a flying fuck. What am I supposed to do with myself stuck up here on this cloud? I'm going spare."

Dolly Hand of Fate's eyebrows pivoted straight out in front of her. It wasn't attractive but it's the sort of thing that goddesses can do rather well when they get annoyed.

"Stop going on about it. You've been whining and bitching and moaning for the last fifteen hundred years. You've had all of human history to bugger about with Planet Earth, and you
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choose THIS precise moment - when I'm doing my halo - to do your standard "I'm a genius misunderstood routine. It won't wash. Now pass me the ambrosia for the halo, this superglue sets ever so fast."

Dolly resumed painting over her cracked halo with a frightful shade of pink.

"What do you care about it? You sit there painting your bloody halo. What do you think it feels like to have dictated the course of human history for ... for ... GOD KNOWS HOW MANY YEA - "

"INDEED I DO KNOW HOW MANY YEARS. I CAN GIVE YOU THE FIGURES TO THE SECOND IF YOU LIKE."

The window-panes rattled as the voice of God the Almighty boomed loudly and intrusively through the house.

"You stay out of it," screamed the Hand of Fate. "You've been listening to my phone calls again, haven't you ... you omnipotent swine."

He shook his fist at the ceiling.

"Don't you speak to my father like that." Dolly smacked him on his arm. "He is your father-in-law."

"I didn't marry him, did I? I married you. Not bloody Gandalf upstairs tripping over his fucking beard all the time."

"His beard", replied Dolly acidly, "is a sign of great wisdom and a brilliant career. Which, I might add, HE doesn't feel the need to brag about."

"Ha bloody ha. Same old rubbish every time ... OH, why can't you be as ineffable as him ... OH, why can't you grow a beard as long as him ... ?"

"Well, you're hardly what one would call omnipotently wise, are you? Putting a dodgy actor in charge of all those mushrooms..."

"He wasn't a dodgy actor ... I happen to like some of those old movies ... and how many times do I have to tell you, they're not mushrooms. They're called thermonuclear bombs! In any case it was a practical joke. I can't help it if they haven't got a sense of humour."

"All I know is that you come out in a rash every time they grow a new mushroom."

The Hand of Fate clenched his fists in frustration. "I need to

feel wanted again." He sat down disconsolately on a passing 
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world and reshaped the ice-caps haphazardly. "Do you know, I don't even think they believe in the Hand of Fate any more."

Dolly sighed angrily. "Well, BUGGER OFF DOWN THERE if you like it so much. See if I care. I'm sitting on a nice single-storey cloud which suits me for eternity just fine. If I'm not good enough company for you then piss off downstairs."

"I shall."

"WHAT?'

"I shall go downstairs. I shall manifest myself in physical form. I shall move amongst them." The Hand of Fate slowly began to rise to the ceiling waving his arms in flowing gestures.

"I shall find the poorest ... the most benighted wretch ... the most maligned street beggar. To him I shall say, "I am the Hand of Fate. All human history is at your command if you will only believe in me. Direct me and I will do your bidding.""

"Sounds more like the Genie and the fucking lamp to me," remarked Dolly, filing her nails.

"Typical. Typical. Criticize, criticize. It's easy to be destructive and shoot people down, but then with your family background nothing surprises me."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Well, really. What sort of a God creates a planet full of little Godly lookalikes, then gets jealous of all the fun they're having."

"Jealous. My Father?"

"Sure, he was jealous. He pulled that cheap stunt with your kid brother ... you know ... a few miracles ... the rubber nails and scare them all shitless with the Book of Revelations. SOUND FAMILIAR DADDY-O?"

The Hand of Fate looked contemptuously heavenward.

Dolly wagged her finger. "Just don't knock it until you'vc created something worthwhile in the last two thousand years!' "What do you mean, "worthwhile"?" The Hand of Fate exploded. "What about gravity? What about when I dropped the apple on that fellow's head sitting under a tree ... stroke of genius ... oh yes, and what about that bloke in 1066 ... whatsisface ... er, Harold. If I hadn't diverted that arrow from the little pipsqueak stuck on the front of his chariot, Harold would have won the Battle of Hastings, and the Normans would never have settled in England. And who invented soccer? The English. SO... without me fixing for the French to win the Battle
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of Hastings, soccer would never have been passed back into Europe. You realize what that means? No European Cup ... no World Cup ... no Maradona ... no Stanley Matthews..."

"Oh, you're impossible. Anyway what makes you so sure that it's only MALE gods that get up to mischief?" Dolly turned her back and held her halo up to the light. The varnish was nearly dry.

"Impossible, eh? I'll show you impossible."

The Hand of Fate vanished in a puff of blue smoke. Dolly whirled round angrily.

"Show off," she screamed. "Wait till I tell my dad ... he'll have you supervising some bloody boring ice age on a planet with no atmosphere. AND YOU'LL DESERVE IT!"

The Hand of Fate did not hear his wife's dire predictions for his future career. He was descending through the whirling chaos which spun around him ever faster as he approached the world of matter and things terrestrial.

As he watched the Earth get closer and closer he toyed with the idea of form. Questions had to be answered. Questions of scale. How big were Earth creatures exactly. He wasn't entirely sure. Should he or should he not wear a glove? No ... he rejected that possibility. Somebody might think he was Michael Jackson.

The Hand of Fate flexed his third finger on his right hand and tickled the gold band around it with his thumb. He would damn well prove to Dolly that he was worth this ring, that he could be a god like her dad.

Once he had got that out of his hair he would willingly settle down to an eternity of Ambrosia, 2.2 Angelic Cherubs and a twin Chariot in the stable.
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Chapter 11

Standing Johns took the steps at the front of his office building three at a time. He was acutely aware of the newly acquired bulk in the seat of his red underpants.

He was also acutely aware of the elapsed time, now running at seven minutes, fifty seconds. He saluted the marine guard on the door of his office once more as he practically ran through to find safe haven the other side. Once inside he locked it and breathed easy. The phone rang.

He picked it up.

"Jeff here, sir. I've run your car for exactly ten minutes around the block as ordered. I'll send the keys up."

Standing Johns looked at the wall clock. He smiled. Elapsed time... exactly ten minutes.

He poured himself a stiff whisky and congratulated himself on the success of his operation. He moved to the window and drew the blinds. The wall of his office concealed a built-in wardrobe. He opened it and pulled out a black garbage bag. He always became depressed even when he had conducted a successful operation. The curse returned to haunt him relentlessly.

He dropped his pants and stared at the picture of his wife, Cindy, which stood in a silver frame on the desk. He counted his blessings to have married such a well-connected and understanding woman.

Cindy Skunk was a military brat, like Johns. She was born on a base in the deep South, and raised with aspirations of grandeur. She had hung out with the Kennedys and claimed to have one of the ex-president's white shirts upon which he had spilt blood whilst shaving. To those who claimed her boasts were distasteful, she replied by donating large sums of cash to their favourite charity.

She had a wide variety of firsts. Among others she was the 
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first cheer leader to be banned from the Dallas Cowboys on medical grounds. It was not her health that was in question, but the continued athletic endurance of the players which caused the coach to remark that she had the "Morals of a rattlesnake and the cervix of a pepper pot."

Cindy had been hanging around the podium on the day that Standing Johns received his Silver Star. As he was escorted away by Secret Service Agents to his rendezvous with his future political masters, he had been seized by a fearsome flatulence. He fled to the toilets.

Cindy climbed in through a rear window and climbed over the partition into the stall. In mid-evacuation she seized his cock and swallowed it. Johns could only resist for moments. He crapped and came and crapped and came again and again screaming in agonies of pleasure and embarrassment.

Outside the portable toilet unit, the FBI agents winced as they heard his screams.

"Jesus, what Vietnam must have done to him ..." Vietnam had done much to harm him. But Vietnam had never swallowed his dick like this. His loins shuddered for the last time.

Cindy slipped her calling card in his top pocket and disappeared back out of the window. Johns opened the toilet door and stepped into the sunlight. The agents stood in admiration. 

"Christ, what they must have put you through..."

"Er, yes..." Standing Johns adjusted his sunglasses on his nose.

"Hey, CONGRATULATIONS, MAN." The FBI man slappedJohns on the back.

"I'm sorry?" Johns was puzzled.

"The ring, guy!" The FBI man pointed to the engagement ring on Johns' finger.

"Ring?" Johns looked in surprise at his hand. There was the ring. I le thought back to the toilet encounter. "Yes ... of course ... well, it was going to be a little secret, you know."

Cindy Skunk and Standing Johns married two days later, after an exhausting pre-honeymoon rut at a Super 8 Motel and a great deal of experimentation with chemical warfare suits.

To be fair to Cindy, she had been the model Washington wife. She had flattered the appropriate lesser intellects, and deferred to the more significant. She campaigned tirelessly on 
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behalf of her husband, running lingerie parties for the liberal, and prayer meetings for the paranoid. Above all, she kept the secret of Johns' mortal remains to herself. But there was a price.

Johns lay in bed gnashing his teeth in desperation as Cindy rode her arab stallion in the moonlight at midnight. He tossed and turned as the lights burned in the donkey stables till six and seven in the morning ... Screams and the creaking of ropes alternated through the night air. Cindy would crawl into bed exhausted, covered in hay and straw, yet would still be up, as if rejuvenated, by nine.

The donkey slept till noon.

Johns received her oral gifts perhaps once a month, or in reward for a special political achievement. Despite the paucity of her favours, Johns cared and revered her as a long-lost mother. That is, until the day that it hurt him when he peed.

He never forgot the shame of that public urinal in the Pentagon as he seized the copper pipe that led to the cistern between his teeth to stop the pain from erupting from his lungs. Flanked by two major-generals giving him funny looks he breathlessly explained that doctors advised him a shortage of copper in his rare medical condition could be fatal. He chewed some more on the decaying green pipe to convince them.

"Weird," they remarked.

He was pissing razor blades and, whilst not the most sexually experienced being on the planet, as a military man he knew the classic signs of venereal disease. Something about Cindy had changed from the moment that her new girlfriend entered her life. Hyapatia was not a name he would normally associate with the devoutly religious, but then, neither was religion.

He stared hard into the eyes of his wife on the wedding photo. He would like to do a blood test on her to see if the results matched his own. Hyapatia had come to dinner. She had taken Cindy out to her holiday home for a weekend when Johns was away.

Johns would dearly love to know what went on at Hyapatia's hillside retreat as she called it. Standing Johns would dearly love to know the origin of his non-specific urethritis. He discounted all the old wives" tales used by unfaithful husbands to 

60

explain why their pockets rattled with antibiotics. He did not in any case wear wet jeans or tight trousers, or go bathing in the Mediterranean near a sewer pipe.

He had slunk around to an anonymous sex clinic to be diagnosed. All the male nurses seemed to be gay, which he found both curious and disturbing. In turn, he also found his curiosity disturbing, and his fear of being disturbed disturbing.

He pondered these deep psychological insights as far as was possible in between diving his head beneath a mound of newspapers lest another well-known political figure should enter on an AIDS fact-finding tour and recognize him.

Finally he was shown in to see a doctor. 

"Prease lead chart." The doctor was Chinese. Johns squinted. "A...B...D...T..."

"OK, OK, you stop now." The doctor held a chart given to him by a nurse who winked at Johns in a manner which he regarded as over-familiar.

"You got NSU," grinned the doctor, his face lighting up.

"You can tell all that from just me reading a chart on the wall." Johns was astonished.

"No, sorry bugger. I can tell that flom leading brud test." He tapped the chart which he held. "Leading retters just tells me you not jerking off too much."

"I must not waste my vital essence..." retorted Johns.

The Chinese man narrowed his eyes. "You wasting a lot of other stuff," he offered, nodding towards Johns' red underpants.

Standing Johns blushed bright purple.

"Don't wolly." The doctor gave him a business card, and started to write out a prescription. "This is for your underwear," he muttered, "and this is for your NSU." He finished writing the note and tore it off the pad.

Johns looked at the business card. It bore the address of the Nirvana Chinese Laundry.

"But I already use a steam laundry," whispered Johns.

The doctor nodded sagely. "Trust me," he chided. "Go to this laundry, take the pills, and all your problems will be over." Johns left the clinic puzzled. He took the pills, but had never attended the new Chinese laundry. It was the words that had been said to him that day that haunted him ... Yes ... the 
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words that had been said by the moon-faced man in the laundry. NOW he remembered where and when ...

Standing Johns pulled out the card with the address of the Nirvana Chinese Laundry on it from his wallet.

"Remember Mr Johns ... eat plenty of fresh vegetables ... all you need is onions."

The parting words of the Chinese doctor cannoned around his head. So now the pieces started to fit. Perhaps there was some hope for him and his bowels. Who could say that a different laundry might not exorcise his colonic demon?

"All you need is onions," muttered Johns as he scribbled it down on a note pad. He read it through several times, then screwed it into a ball and crammed it into his mouth. He chewed it until it was almost recyclable and then swallowed it.
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Chapter 12

Another day in Tinsel Town dawned grey and smoggy. The water-rationing trucks plied the city streets as residents, some of whom had resorted to painting their brown lawns green, struggled to pour last night's bath water on the scorched earth.

The Hollywood sign that adorned the hills for so long and identifies the Sunset Strip area had long since been taken down. Above the old site of the sign lay the precariously nesting canyon homes.

One of the grandest in town belonged to Casper Walbo. Casper, a billionaire several times over, lived high up at the top of Mullholland Drive - almost above the smog itself. He had not bothered to go to bed the night before, and, seeing as the sun had been considerate enough to start burning through the sticky blanket of ozone, Casper figured it would be a shame to waste another perfect day.

He checked his morning paper. The smog forecast was coming along nicely, and breathing difficulties were predicted for those in Pasadena and Culver City, he noted with pleasure.

Casper laid back in his Jacuzzi, his hydraulic fortress where he spent twenty-three hours a day with water jets constantly pummelling his tanned, obese bulk. He put down his Sunday edition of "The LA Times". He couldn't be bothered with it any more. It had taken him almost a week to find the weather page, let alone the TV listings.

"The Sunday LA Times" is one of the most heavyweight papers in the world. Carrying it requires considerable athletic effort, and gleaning anything significant from it requires wading through pounds of dead wood pulp covered with information about superb lawn mowers, designer dresses and hair salons.

"What the fuck," he thought, "even if it is last week's paper, the weather's gonna be the same."

Casper's sense of' time had been misplaced. He couldn't 
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remember when, for the past seemed just a hazy memory, and the future just a paranoid blur.

"ORAL," he yelled. "Oral, get me some more drugs, gal."

Oral Slither was Casper's companion for the night. She had actually been his companion for several nights over a period of years since she was thirteen - but Casper couldn't remember - anyhow it was all there on his Amex statements.

Since Casper had recently forsworn the past and the future, he claimed to live entirely in the present.

"That's fuckin' Zen, honey - you wouldn't understand," he told her.

Oral was the temporary solution to whatever temporary problem Casper was having at that moment.

It has to be said that Casper's cocaine dependence probably had something to do with the time machine he inhabited and his current state of enlightenment. Time was accelerating for him. Everything happened exceedingly quickly. Some things happened so fast that he didn't even notice them any more, such as the time that his house burnt down around him for several hours whilst he watched the same episode of Magnum PI eighteen times.

Then one day his toilet wouldn't flush. The whole enormity of living in a house built on stilts on a mountainside in the middle of an earthquake zone hit him like an avalanche.

OF COURSE the toilet wouldn't flush. The waste pipe was probably blocked by the fault line ... he was probably ON the fault line. What the hell was he going to do?

Casper reached over the side of his tub and rotated a dial. The entire tub turned five degrees to face the sun as it moved up into the sky.

"Never again need I live in fear of an earthquake," thought Casper, lying back in luxury.

Paranoia had been the spur to build the ultimate insurance policy against stress and acts of God. Casper had built and lived in an earthquake-proof, armour-plated jacuzzi.

Galvanized by the toilet not flushing and the recent memory of his almost fiery doom, Casper had built his bath, leapt into it, and never budged for two years, save for calls of nature.

The simple expedient of living in a bullet-proof bucket of water killed a multitude of paranoias simultaneously. Assas-
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sination was difficult. It would be hard to burn to death in a bucket of water and, if the "Big One" came, the huge structure would slide down the mountain like an aquatic fairground Waltzer and bob around in the Pacific until he could make landfall in Las Vegas.

Oral Slither slid down the side of his tub with a silver tray and two huge mounds of cocaine, 100 per cent Colombian. She batted her eyelid, the other one had been stuck together with semen.

"Ahh," breathed Casper, rearranging the mounds into two neat lines with the razor blade provided. "The rails that built America." He leaned over the white crystals with hungry eyes and - "SCHNURRRPT". He inhaled deeply, and tapped each nostril happily with his thumb.

"Oral Slither," he sighed, a glassy gaze perusing her well-_ worn assets. He scraped his index finger along the plate and licked the powder off his white encrusted digit. He savoured the numbness as the last scraps of coke froze the tip of his tongue.

"Oral Slither, My star. My star of a dozen ass-pumping, squishy, cock-squirting, X-rated epics."

Oral stood up out of the tub and wiggled her leopard-skin bikini bottom at him; she hooked her thumbs under the minuscule straps holding her top on.

"That's me, honey," she croaked. Her voice was hoarse, a larynx fried by whisky, smoke, cocaine and two bouts of oral gonnorrhea. "You wanna butt fuck some more?" She slid her finger down the crack of her legendary bottom. She had been the woman who had managed to cram the contents of a small refrigerator into her rear end during her classic Oral does the ice box movie.

"Nah. Forget it," snapped Casper. He was suddenly bored with her. She had run out of orifices the night before, and he had run out of ideas.

It worried him. Perversions had never been a problem before, so maybe the problem was Oral herself.

"Fuck off outta my face, bitch." He pressed the red call button three times. He grabbed a piece of The LA Times at random and glanced at the front page. He had picked up the "Lifestyles" section.
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"Who are you telling to fuck off, scumbag?" returned Oral, who had a reputation for candour.

"What's wrong, Mr Walbo?"The voice came from one of two men who walked through the patio doors behind the jacuzzi. Each of them was almost as wide as he was tall. A tailor would have found their lack of an identifiable neck a severe problem when designing their tailor-made silk suits - not so much a problem as accommodating the menacing bulge beneath each armpit made by the shoulder holster and nine millimetre Brownings they carried.

"Her." Walbo jerked his thumb at Oral. "She's wrong. Give her a thousand bucks from petty cash and tell her to scram - otherwise she's fish food."

"But Casper, honey ..." Oral tried conciliation in vain. Her mouth was silenced as Ricardo Barcelona and his heavy Colombian friend dragged Oral out of the tub and pulled her dripping wet across the patio, and down into Casper's waiting limousine.

Casper settled down for a few seconds and attempted to read the headlines. These days headlines were all his attention span could encompass, so he read through them fast, grunting viscerally.

"HIGH FIBRE DIETS PROLONG LIVES OF AFRICAN TRIBESMAN," Grunt. "WORK OUTS CAN IMPROVE YOUR LOVE LIFE." Grunt.

He had done all this shit, he thought. He had eaten fibre till he blocked up the can every morning.

The fleeting thought occurred to him that plumbing does have limitations, and that a system designed for a normal human bum would not be so happy with the products of frequent bulky colonic irrigations.

The thought was so fleeting that he couldn't remember thinking it. He moved on to consider the pain in his back. Permanent damage was avoided by a hair's breadth as he hung upside down in his home gymnasium trying to copulate with his own mouth.

So much for exercise improving your love life, he recalled bitterly. Oral had to be suspended by a crane over his traction unit in hospital to permit even relatively boring access to her most mundane of entrances.
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"HOW TO DO EVERYTHING SIMULTANEOUSLY AND STILL BE HAPPY." Grunt. "YOU CAN HAVE IT ALL." Grunt.

He threw down the paper in disgust. Casper "Had It All". He was beyond yuppiedom. His candle had been frazzled at both ends for years, with the middle section filled up by cocaine. The "Be All That You Can Be" Californian lifestyle and the "Go For The Burn" work outs held no more attraction for him.

He was thoroughly, miserably bored and unhappy.

He looked around to see if there was any more coke lying around to cheer him up. Cocaine had been Casper's salvation and his rock in times of depression. It had been his succour when he needed to summon the bravado necessary for the hard sell. It had also sown the seeds of destruction.

His early days as a Miami businessman were disastrous. He had neither the flair nor the tenacity to run a crocodile-leather condom shop. He had been talked into it by a friend who ran a crocodile farm. Casper paid him a lot of his own money for the finished product. A lot of his own money which he had unwisely borrowed from a bank putting up everything he had as security.

Of course there were no crocodile condoms. Nor was there a crocodile farm registered in his friend's name. For that matter, his "friend" became somewhat difficult to locate as well.

The bailiffs moved in and took everything. Casper was forced to introduce himself to Miami's underworld. He soon carved out a niche for himself, cornering the market on drug deals for visiting rock groups or local Government officers on holiday.

He became a discount dealer, operating a sort of "Coke And Carry" service. He soon became very rich.

Casper found the freedom from laws, taxes and inventory control a most liberating entrepreneurial experience. He was soon the proud possessor of several boats, a couple of planes and a big fat file on him at the FBI.

It wasn't long before the rock bands that bought their drugs from him started asking this apparently successful man his advice on the music business and this brought his greatest idea yet.

Casper signed a couple of bands in order to manage them.

The more successful they were - the more money he could 
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launder. It was the easiest thing in the world to switch the cash on the gate receipts at big shows, or to certify that five thousand more customers had paid than actually attended.

Casper was not a physically attractive specimen. He was short, and built like a small bull - a sort of Humpty Dumpty on steroids. In the world of rock and roll, such things were immaterial.

Girls were his thing, young (and he liked them VERY young), old or just plain gross-looking. Casper became the human prong for several months. Boy, what a trip it was. Good vibes, happening chicks and your own money-laundering machine, rocking and rolling around the world.

"All bullshit," he opined. He picked up the paper again and looked for his horoscope. "Lemme see here ... Libra ... OK ... "Don't make any tough decisions today, sit back and relax". What kind of fuckin' advice is that?" He snorted. "I'm sick of relaxing. If I get any more laid back I'll be horizontal for keeps."

His eye caught the column beneath which he normally never read because it wasn't a horoscope or a headline. It was the "Thought For The Day" section.

"What shall it profit a man if he gains the whole world, but then loses his soul," he read slowly, and aloud. He dropped the paper in the water.

"Wow. That's IT! That's fuckin' Cosmic talk, man. A soul is what I need. Religion, dude." Casper banged on the red call button furiously. "Ricardo, you Colombian meatball, get the fuck up here!"

Ricardo's breath came in hot pants, he started to moan, getting louder ... louder ... until his beeper went off.

He gasped for breath as he collapsed on the back seat of Casper's limousine and zipped up his flies.

Oral wiped his come out of her ear. 

Ricardo picked up the carphone. 

"Yes boss, what is it?" he replied breathlessly.

"Ricardo, get me a big bag of drugs and a list of every good religion in town. Get my car ready for noon tomorrow ... and get the fuckin' water temperature right this time."

Ricardo looked puzzled. Then a grin spread across his face. 
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"Religion? Wow, boss, are we moving in on the Church? That's a big market ... all those drugged out preachers."

"No, Ricardo, we are not moving in on anyone," snapped Casper. "For once in my life I am doing something out of a pure motivation for self-improvement. I want to find my soul, Ricardo. And if I don't find it by 5 p.m. tomorrow, we'll keep driving around Beverly Hills until the drugs run out or until I do find one. GOT IT?" 

"Sure." Ricardo put the phone down.

The old guy was sure getting weirder with every passing day. 

Casper settled down in his tub and rotated it some more. His automatic back scrubber scratched away as he happily blew bubbles in the water and spent the rest of the morning singing "I'm a Soul, Man" at the top of his lungs.
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Chapter 13

Iffy, Butler and their restless charge stood in the seemingly endless queue for immigration at LAX. The arrival of their aircraft had been carefully timed to coincide with two planeloads of Japanese tourists. The roped barriers swayed with the serried ranks of the rising yen, corralled and manoeuvred by their own countrymen, waving small red flags to summon their charges.

"Bloody nuisance, Butler. We're going to be late. I've got an appointment with this Reptile feller."

Butler scowled at the queue. Iffy's xenophobia was based on the Victorian premise that God was an Englishman. Butler's racism was rooted in football chants and fear. Fear of funny looking foods, fear of people who "talked funny", fear of change.

"Should 'ave dropped another fucking few bombs on the bastards," he grumbled softly. He jerked his polythene-clad pest behind him and hauled her another few paces forward. It seemed like an eternity.

They listened to Dutchmen moaning about their civil rights, Germans complaining about inefficiency, and the French waxing apoplectic about the décor.

Finally they stood behind the painted yellow line, about to face the rigours of an immigration cross examination. The immigration officer took one look at Lord Iffy and raised an eyebrow. He waved him forward.

Iffy wobbled towards the glass booth as Butler tugged the monster behind him to take his place in the line.

"And what is the purpose of your visit to the United States?'"The immigration official leaned forward and slowly looked Iffy up and down. He could not recall ever having admitted a transvestite vicar before. He had no idea in which category to put him.
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"Pleasure," remarked Iffy, with a grin as he presented his passport.

The official eyebrow was raised still further as he searched the huge volume of names to locate Iffy as an undesirable alien. The eyebrow wilted in frustration. There was no record of a miscreant Boatrace.

"Any family members travelling with you?"

"Only my old relative the twenty-third Laird of Findidnann. But he's dead, stuffed. I don't suppose you'd be interested in him." Iffy placed his hands eagerly on the plastic counter-top and peered over to try and read the confidential notes thrust under the plexiglass.

"He's not planning to do any work then."

"One would think it highly unlikely since he's been dead for four hundred years."

 The officer stared at Lord Iffy. He loathed him. He despised him. But unfortunately he was going to have to admit him in the absence of any other reason not to do so.

"Get out of my sight," he warned. "And have a nice day."

Iffy smiled in triumph. "What a terrific credit you are to your profession," he muttered. "Be seeing you."

He waltzed away into the land of the baggage reclaim.

"You'll have to take that bag off its head, sir. I'm afraid we have to identify every visitor." The sharp-eyed immigration officer had spotted that Butler was travelling with a groaning, shackled and hooded beast of indeterminate species.

"But its 'er religion. If she takes 'er bag orf ... well, it's like 'aving your soul nicked by a camera."

"You'll have to take that bag off."

"She could end up in purgatory," protested Butler, surprising himself at his own vocabulary.

"I don't care. Take it off and show me a passport."

Butler bit the only bullet that he had left to bite. He had no option but to take the chance. He grasped the black plastic sack and ripped it open. The head of the beast fastened its teeth like lightning into the fleshy portion of Butler's hand. The face emerged slavering and ravenous, erupting from the garbage bag like the alien from a spaceman's stomach.

"Jesus CHRIST." Butler tried to tear his bleeding hand away from the terrible jaws.
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"Good God," breathed the officer, aghast.

"Here's her passport." Butler struggled to retrieve the document from his inside pocket. He tossed it onto the counter. The officer looked from Butler to the beast and back at the passport. He was not at all sure that he was in control of the situation. In panic he looked over to his supervisor, who was busy disinfecting the area of his counter touched by Lord Iffy.

Iffy stood on the other side of immigration looking impatiently at his watch.

Butler's immigration officer gave an anguished look at his superior.

"He's with him," he mouthed, gesturing at Lord Iffy.

The supervisor shrugged. Having done his duty, he failed to give a significant shit about who anybody else let in. That was their business. He made a dismissive wave.

Butler watched as the stamp was dropped on both of the passports.

"Have a nice day, Mr Butler." He gave back the travel document.

"And you, too, Mrs... er, West. Cynthia is such a nice name..."

Cynthia West bit harder into Butler's flesh as he dragged her into baggage reclaim and towards Iffy.

"What on earth is going on, Butler?" Iffy demanded. "What is she doing loose?"

Cynthia released her hold on Butler's hand. He dropped to the floor in relief clutching his bloodied, saliva-festooned extremity.

"I couldn't stop her, Your Lordship ... she had my hand in her gob and almost swallowed me up to the elbow."

"Mind your language, Butler. Gob is not the sort of word I am accustomed to hearing from your dulcet vox. And get a grip on that dreadful woman. I'll see you outside." Iffy picked up his Gladstone bag and picked his way through baggage claim hell to the gloom of the kerbside pick-up area.

Butler remained on the floor for a few more moments, glaring after him and nursing the teeth marks. He turned his acid gaze on Cynthia West. He rued the day he ever set eyes on the dreadful woman.

Cynthia was engaged in tearing strips of black polythene 
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from her sack with her mouth. Her eyes rolled around in her head like a great white shark in a feeding frenzy.

Butler was sure she could unhinge her jaw and flip the top of her head open if the opportunity presented itself.

More of her body became revealed as the shredded remains of the bag were consumed as a sort of polymer hors-d'oeuvre.

She was still encrusted in the ditch water from the moors around Findidnann. It had dried on her face like a mud pack, and was now cracked and crumbling. Her voice was hoarse and low. Butler had dubbed it "The Hound Of Hell" voice. He was pretty close to the mark.

"Three days without food ... three days without a fuck ... I'm going to eat myself." Cynthia started to gnaw at her arm.

An airport security guard approached.

"Excuse me, ma'am. I'll have to ask you to moderate your language otherwise ... whoa!"

Cynthia hurled herself at him, knocking him to the floor.

"A man in a uniform ... God, gimme a gang-bang." She bit hard into his grey slacks, fastening around the target area behind his flies. The man moaned and curled up into a foetal position as the pain of having his testicles mashed by Cynthia spread up his abdomen.

"Got any friends, honey," she croaked. "I'm a real man-eater." Butler saw his baggage sliding off the conveyor belt on to the carousel. A woman screamed as the twenty-third Laird of Findidnann slid down in front of her. Well, at least the head did. The rest of the mortal remains followed piece by piece, an arm, a leg, half a rib-cage, until the entire room was silent apart from the moaning of the security guard, and everybody ignored him. Nobody wanted to help in case they got sued.

The grim luggage rotated around the hall, the head flopping from side to side leering its lop-sidedly stitched lips.

Cynthia (always a good girl to invite to a party if you wanted excitement) was the first to break the astonished silence. 

"What's wrong. Haven't you ever seen RED MEAT?"

She plunged onto the carousel and started tearing the loose rib-cage apart before Butler had a chance to restrain her. He yanked on the rope now and tried to pull her back. She would not budge. She had wrapped herself around a steel post and was gnawing on a piece of the Earl's foot.

73

The room was pandemonium. Women fainted, a reporter started scribbling in a notebook, grown men threw up in disgust, except for one who took a mouthful of the Laird's leg first just to try it. Two more security guards ran over.

"Get her off there!"

"What do you think I'm trying to do," Butler yelled, heaving on the rope. "You bloody well get her off ... it's your job, isn't it?"

"You don't love me any more," wailed Cynthia. "That's why you won't fuck me. Three days in a ditch with the biggest dick in the world and chucked on the scrapheap."

One of the women who had fainted opened one eye and eyed Butler's crotch with a seasoned stare. Perhaps she could relate to this woman after all.

"STAY AWAY," screamed Cynthia, as the security men drew their night sticks, even though it was four o'clock in the afternoon. She drew back her head and rolled her eyes so you could only see the whites. Butler's throat went dry. He frantically tried to loose the rope from around his waist and run.

"Come quietly, ma'am ..." The security guards advanced slowly.

"Awooo ... AWOOOO ... AAAA."

Butler sprinted for cover as Cynthia's rope fell to the floor. The security guards froze as Cynthia's mouth opened wider and wider. Her jaw slackened and her epiglottis quivered in the middle of the cavernous hole.

One security guard, who had a wife and family, grabbed his partner by the arm.

"I think she's going to throw up," he mouthed in awe. 

Butler hit the deck.

"AWWOOAAAGH!!" 

Cynthia West threw up.

She had lost none of her parabolic psychedelic skills, nor did recent ingestion of a four-hundred-year-old corpse make a deal of difference. Her projectile vomiting was a high-velocity weapon. A torrent of spew splattered over the uniformed guards, dripping down their clothes onto the floor. The Laird of Findidnann's foot was propelled up her throat, but the ankle got stuck at the bend in Cynthia's neck. She champed down hard with her teeth and severed a bony piece of the Laird's
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antique frame. She swallowed at the same time. The foot returned to its duodenal resting place. Her throat opened again as she gagged on the object that remained lodged.

"BLECH." She spat as the big toe erupted forth and stuck in one of the men's eyes like a cork being hammered back into a bottle.

"Oh shit." He bent over to wipe his face. The floor was slick with sick. He grabbed blindly at his companion for support as he slipped, but they both fell into the sloppy, yellow-green bile and flailed around in fury.

In the distance a song was heard, gradually approaching. It was accompanied by bells and the jangling sound of collecting tins.

"All you need is onions.

Onions is all you need

All you need is onions ... onions

Onions is all you need 

(Onions is all you need) 

Onions is all you need..."

The Nirvana Cult was out on its airport walkabout route, looking for gastric initiates. They sang their Onion mantra to the tune of John Lennon's "All You Need Is Love", waving their sprigs of vegetables, aspersing all and sundry with their radishes.

Cynthia saw them as they stopped inside the exit door. A blue van with "Nirvana" painted on the side in rainbow-lettering pulled up to the kerb and two oriental-looking men climbed out and opened the back doors. The cult was going off to have its afternoon tea and a nice big enema to follow.

"VEGETABLES," Cynthia screamed, flying off the baggage carousel with her arms outstretched.

"All you need is onions," suggested one eager, unfortunate young cultist with an overdeveloped Adam's apple and poor taste in open-toed sandals. He waved his clump of leeks at her in greeting. Cynthia bit off his finger.

"Jesus Christ, she's got my finger," he screamed, as Cynthia deep throated the leeks and clamped down on his index finger taking it off at the knuckle.

Blood spattered on the floor as Cynthia scythed through the 
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group, her cracked and superglue hardened fake-nails ripping gouges of flesh out of any arm that dared to chance itself by holding out on its veggies.

The two Orientals stood unconcerned at the massacre. Ippon Futon, the older of the pair, turned to Wakko Fanticmotor, his partner.

"This is very rare. I have only had the pleasure to witness such a phenomenon once before," Ippon observed. 

"Incredible." Wakko agreed as Cynthia started on the leather sandals, ripping at the buckles with her teeth as the Nirvana Cult scattered in all directions.

"We must take her. She could be very useful. Women with such an appetite are difficult to find, even in LA."

Cynthia lay on the floor gnawing at the bloodied sandal whose occupant had been lucky to escape with his foot. She sniffed the air. Something smelt good. She turned in the direction of the smell.

Wakko Fanticmotor held out four hot dogs smothered in onions and mustard.

"This way please. Plenty more where this comes from." 

Cynthia grunted and dragged her swollen belly onto the sidewalk. Wakko entered the back of the van. `This way please. . ."

Cynthia followed her nose, twitching and grunting like a pig rooting for truffles. She stepped in the back.

Wakko slammed the internal door as he threw the hot dogs at her. She whirled around in rage but Ippon calmly shut the rear doors, imprisoning her in the darkened interior.

Wakko started the engine. Ippon climbed up alongside. 

"Good work, Wakko Fanticmotor. The boss is due back from Japan tomorrow. He will be well pleased with our work."

The van pulled away. Two members of the cult ran into the road begging it to stop and pick them up. Wakko pressed his foot down harder on the accelerator, leaving them behind in his rear-view mirror.

"Expendable," Ippon remarked.

"Walking home will be good for their soles," chuckled Wakko. 
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Lord Iffy watched as a shaven-headed pair of men, each clad only in one sandal and a long hair-shirt, hopped angrily across the road shaking their fists at a blue van.

He would never fathom the Americans, thought Iffy. Such strange rituals ... and where the hell was his baggage? 

"Butler, you scurvy, lily-livered rat. What are you playing at?" Iffy stood with his hand on his hip as he focused with his monocle on the scene of devastation in the baggage-claim area. Butler's head slowly emerged from behind a pile of airline suit boxes.

"There's been a slight accident, I'm afraid, sir..."

"Accident?"

"Cynthia."

"She hasn't died of starvation already, has she? Really Butler, you - "

"It's your late relative, sir." Iffy turned pale.

"What about him?" 

"She's eaten him."

"WHAT?"

Iffy took off his stilettos and threw them at the wall. 

"Damn and blast it, Butler, where is she now?"

"Well ... you see, two men came and lured her into the back of a van with hot dogs, you see, and - "

"So she's gone. Disappeared. With all of the twenty-third Laird of Findidnann in her capacious pelican belly. I hope she gets a dose of his syphilis. That's what the old bugger died of."

"No, no, sir, she didn't have time to eat ALL of him ... just..." Butler thought he might puke up.

"Well, spit it out, man, spit it out."

"She just ate some ... little bits of him." Butler averted his eyes.

"WHICH BITS? BE SPECIFIC, FOR GOD'S SAKE."

Butler tried to remember. "Well, there was a rib or two, a foot for sure, a couple of..."

Iffy waved at him to shut up. "I don't want an anatomy lecture. Just tell me if she ate his prick, wedding tackle or any part of the region thereof."

"I don't think so, sir."
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"Good. Then we'd better find it because that's where we stashed the money, remember?"

"I thought you'd be upset."

"Upset. Moi? I'd be upset if she'd eaten our taxi fare and hotel money. No, Butler, I'm not upset, in any case the old sod never did care about anything else but his willy anyway. I don't suppose he's turning in his grave."

Butler was relieved.

"I should retrieve all the relevant parts then, sir?"

"Oh yes, go ahead. It should remind you of your old profession of chopping up dead bodies. One would have thought you might have enjoyed it. You know this business could turn out rather well. If somebody's been stupid enough to make off with that dreadful woman and take her off our hands, life will be a lot easier. Here's to it, old chap. A life without Cynthia, and the success of our operations, old chap, eh, what?"

Iffy screwed in his monocle and pulled his duty free brandy from his Gladstone bag. He took out his false teeth and clamped them round the cork, extracting it in one. He gulped at the bottle, and burped.

"Damn good year, er" - he peered closely at the label - "Seventy-eight."

Butler waited. His throat was parched.

"Oh good Lord man, YOU can't have a drink. Not till you've found the money. Then I might let you buy yourself one."

"Bastard," thought Butler.

"Yes, Me Lud," Butler smiled, and knelt down to grovel for the shrivelled remains of the Earl.
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Chapter 14

Whitechapel High Street in London's East End has been witness to many remarkable scenes. Jack the Ripper stalked its foggy back-streets and narrow alleyways hacking up wandering prostitutes. If it wasn't Jack, more often than not the client was a well-to-do gentleman or member of parliament. Not much had changed by the latter half of the twentieth century.

The ladies of the night had for the most part moved to the - West End, where richer pickings were to be had in luring lecherous married men to a tabloid doom.

The old-fashioned street-walker could still be found if you looked hard enough, although modern-day Whitechapel has its own chamber of horrors no further away than the price of a pint. The now sanitized and yuppified Blind Beggar Pub was the scene of one of the most notorious gangland slayings perpetrated by the Kray family. The shotgun pellets have long since been painted over, but the Blind Beggar stands, like Jack the Ripper, as a monument to the East End's violent past.

Moving further west towards Whitechapel Tube Station is the street-market. The smell of hot dogs, rotting cabbages left in the gutter and the Cockney cries of market traders selling jeans of unknown origin all blend in with the screams and whoops of the mad people.

Whitechapel High Street is a popular location with the walking mad. Harmless certainly, but a little unnerving, especially if you weren't in the mood for meeting Napoleon while you were standing in the meat queue.

Yet in the midst of all this strange melting-pot, in the midst of bag ladies and gold-encrusted market traders selling T-shirts and driving Rolls Royces, is the jewel in the crown of Whitechapel High Street.

The London Hospital, or just plain "The London" as it is known locally, is one of the finest and most historic teaching 
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hospitals in the country. Its elegant facade remains undiminished by the concrete monstrosity erected by the Post Office nearby. In its Victorian and Georgian walls the "Elephant Man", John Merrick, was treated with dignity and aided to lead a fulfilling life during the nineteenth century.

In the pub next door a herd of modern-day Elephant Men were paying the price for doing their damnedest to live an undignified, but, in its own way, equally fulfilling life in the modern day. They were medical students.

As any sensible medical practitioner knows, the key to a successful career as a medical student is the ability to play rugby. The London was full of historic examples.

They were perennial students who consistently failed exams in their selfless pursuit of beer, rugby balls, and first year nursing students. Tolerated as great and legendary characters, they were deemed possessed of the "right stuff" to make wonderful doctors if only they could pass an exam to prove they knew what they were doing.

Every year, and by a unique Royal decree, The London Hospital tested the "right stuff" of its students until their livers unzipped themselves and ran screaming in the Salvation Army Hostel up the road.

Every year, for ten days, a bar opened at 9 p.m., and didn't close until the last person was paralysed in the morning. Surgeons, housemen and just plain ordinary first years celebrated a Bacchanalian contest that saw its victims being stretchered into casualty for a stomach pump, or crammed into broom cupboards with nurses in a ritual which spawned several pregnancies, not to mention a shortage of broom handles.

Luckily for the medical student as sexual athlete, The London has a splendid venereal disease clinic, located at the end of Turner, just a stroll over from the main building. The London Clap Clinic braced itself for a run on the penicillin stocks every Christmas as individuals, and sometimes entire teams, wheeled themselves in off the street and displayed the familiar symptoms.

"Doctor, why does it hurt when I pee?"

Eight rugby players sat glumly on a bench in the London Hospital Tavern. They stared dismally into their eight orange ,juices. One reached across for a beer mat. The tell-tale rattle in 
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his top pocket as he bent over told the full story. They were the pack that played together, studied together, and had caught the clap together.

Life was grim.

Outside in the cold stood Alfie Fifield. He was homeless, a tramp. He didn't care about rugby, he just cared about staying warm. He had never had a dose, although a shot of penicillin might have helped to clear up the sores that covered his body under the filthy rags he wore.

The wind was cold and sharp, like the edge of sheet glass. It cut into his eyes and ears. He huddled against the doorway of the tavern feeling the warm, beery air wafting out. The doors swung open to let drunken medics do battle with their scalpels.

Curling up what was left of his donkey-jacket collar against the gritty blast, Alfie stepped out on to the street and into the road. He stepped straight into the path of an approaching truck.

The juggernaut squealed and hissed its way to a bouncing emergency stop, the cab rocking back and forth on its suspension in protest.

Alfie stood inches from the radiator grille. He turned slowly and looked into the grinning steel bars. He couldn't see the driver, who was going soundlessly spare in his acoustically tuned, tinted cage, waving his arms and shaking his fists in rage, but powerless in spite of forty tons of metal and fresh fish.

Alfie trudged on until he came to the white line in the middle of the road. His head was bowed, cowed by a lifetime of selfhatred. He kept his eyes on the ragged toes of his boots as he shuffled forward.

He stopped.

Alfie had spotted something. Right in front of his toes. He bent over, frozen joints protesting and straining at the imposition of extra motion. With a little more determination he picked it up.

Charlie Mall-Cobblers witnessed the scene as he downed his orange juice and stared out at the miserable weather from his seat in the London Hospital Tavern.

"Look at that silly old bastard. Out in this weather dressed like that. I'll probably be cutting him up next week."

He turned back to his seven clapped-out acquaintances. 
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"I'll tell you what," Charlie continued, "if he does get run over we could always go out and grab him into the morgue. My cadaver has got a bloody awful gall bladder, I could do with a new one."

"I don't think you'd get much joy with his insides. Probably full of worms." Peter Farghar-Farghar never had much of a good word to say for anything. He, out of all of them, was the most devastated by the dose of urethritis they had caught. His chances of a fat royal pension disappeared rapidly when the chubby little princess he was knobbing started foaming at the mouth with thrush at a regal garden party.

"Which one do you think it was who gave it to us?" he muttered. The eight fell silent. It was a burning question on all of their minds, as well as a burning symptom in their waterworks.

Charlie looked out of the window again. "Hold up, chaps. What's he got?"

"Hang on a mo..."

They huddled around the window.

"Where the hell did he pinch that from?" Charlie demanded. Alfie Fifield picked up the disembodied hand from on top of the white line in the road. He was really hungry. Alfie opened his jaws and felt with his grubby hands for the stumps of his two good teeth. He ran his tongue across his lips for a second in anticipation before chomping down on the loose limb.

As he prepared to clamp his jaws shut, the Hand spoke.

"I am the Hand of Fate. All who control me control their destiny and that of all their fellow men."

The Hand of Fate was pretty impressed with himself. Even though a slight error of judgement on his part had made him materialize almost seven times smaller than he had intended, he made up for it by the voice of doom he projected into the mind of this feeble-brained creature who had picked him up.

Alfie's salivary gland drooled fluid down his unshaven chin. His jaw moved up and down soundlessly, puzzled at the strange message in his head. The Hand of Fate became impatient. He snapped his thumb and forefinger together in irritation.

"Come on, come on, snap out of it. Stop buggering about 
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because I haven't got all day. Ask me to do something ... go on, anything ... Page Three Girl ... Playboy bunny ... become owner of Harrods ... anything."

Alfie remained transfixed, unable to react. 

The medical students continued to stare. 

"Oi, what's that he's got there?"

"It's a bloody hand."

"Fuck me, it is too..."

"Must be one of ours."

Charlie took charge. He always took charge. The sheep had been his idea in the first place. They had just been unlucky, he argued, that another rugby team had been with her the week before.

"There'll be a stink if the head of faculty finds out. Bloody hell ... right in the High Street. We'd better get it back."

"Crusher. Job for you, old son."

Crusher O'Toole was the last one up the sheep. He was also the last one to realize that he had the clap ... big time. Crusher's central nervous system worked at a different pace to that of the rest of humanity. Pain was something he never felt until much later. Until after the opposite team was stretchered off the pitch, or until his infected prostate gland thrust a white flag through the end of his penis and sent him a fax offering terms of surrender. 

There was a name for people like Crusher. He was a Prop Forward, the battering ram of the rugby pack. Concrete posts, rugby posts or enemy half-backs, all were merely part of Crusher's collision course with reality. Crusher set off across the street predictably fearless of the juggernauts that criss-crossed the highway. He marched up to the helpless Alfie and grabbed him around the throat.

"Give us that fucking hand back."

Crusher towered over the hunched figure, but Alfie defiantly snatched the hand protectively into his chest. He was hungry. Even if he did hear strange voices from the hand in his head he was still going to eat it. As he clutched the hand tighter he felt the gold wedding-ring on its finger. He looked down quickly as Crusher squeezed tighter on his windpipe. The ring looked like it was worth a few bob.

"Give us it back," Crusher demanded. 

83

"This is my dinner," Alfie protested, choking and coughing. "I haven't eaten meat in ages... bugger off and leave me alone."

Crusher pushed Alfie to the ground and sat on his chest. Post office vans honked their horns as a traffic jam gathered to watch the strange tug of love.

"That belongs in a specimen jar. Not in your duodenum," shouted Crusher, shaking him violently.

Alfie began to feel that discretion could well be the better part of valour. He frantically tugged at the wedding-ring, seeking to prise it off the finger. The Hand of Fate was finding everything a distressing- nay, depressing- experience.

"Alfie, you stupid bastard, I'm giving you the omnipotent power to zap all of mankind ... just say the word that you believe in me..."

Alfie Fifield let out a whoop of joy. The ring came free. He flung the loose hand in the air.

Crusher made a diving save as he leapt off the terrified tramp to capture the missing limb. Alfie rolled away and made it to the other side of the street, where he scuttled away, grasping the wedding-ring with glee.

"Damn you ... you stupid pillock," cursed the hand, as he was tossed in the air.

Crusher grabbed the hand and examined it close up to his face.

"Who the bloody hell are you?" demanded the Hand. The Hand of Fate was appalled at the sight of Crusher O'Toole's gaze. A preliminary probe of his cerebral cortex revealed a detailed knowledge of the classified section of Penthouse magazine, two football-boot studs permanently embedded and a big chunk of latent homosexuality. The Hand of Fate decided he would make the best of a bad job. He began again.

"I am the Hand of Fate, who controls - " He broke off. There was no indication that Crusher was above the imbecilic threshold necessary to receive such information. He was in the hands of a congenital idiot.

"You're coming with me," grinned a delighted Crusher. "You're coming back to the lab with me and into a nice warm pickle jar."

"Sod this for a game of soldiers," the Hand shouted angrily. He decided on a little executive action.
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The old wives" tale about the moon being made of green cheese is totally wrong. Science has disproved it. Yet much of the universe is thought to originate from a Big Bang, over which cosmologists had argued for years. String theory, quarks, quasars and doughnuts had been bandied about as explanations fitted, then didn't fit, and then did fit if the person who gave out the research grants agreed with you.

In reality, much of the universe is phlegm. Not, of course, phlegm such as you or I would recognize. No. The material bits, such as planets, galaxies and the like, are all part of a very bad case of divine bronchitis. In medical terminology, the creation of the universe would have been called a "Productive Cough".

Most of the time such disgusting combinations of dead bacteria, saliva and mucus secretions are despatched down the sink with relief along with a relieved "Now Get Out And Walk Home" instruction attached plus a substantial amount of water to dislodge them from sticking to the side of the sink bowl.

But not always.

God had suffered a prolonged bout of upper chest infection. It had lasted for three million years. Of course there were no antibiotics in those days. The divine immune system finally triumphed, and God got rid of the garbage on his lungs noisily and messily with a hacking cough that just wouldn't quit. It felt like there was something really big waiting to come up.

Then one day he felt a pressure on his chest. He heaved as his bronchial tubes struggled to find a passage for the monstrous detritus. He stuck his head in the toilet bowl.

"BLECH, BLECH, WHOO, ACH, ACH, SPLOOTH."

With these words God created the universe. He kept his head in the bowl to examine his expectoration.

"Hmm. Fairly unusual," he mused. He delved his hand into the water and fished out a huge multicoloured ball of phlegm which seemed to be glowing with a strange celestial light.

"Better take this to the doctor, it could be something really serious," God thought to himself. He stopped by on the way home, having had his beard trimmed.

The doctor had identified it as a bona fide universe.

"It's definitely got matter in it," he confirmed, looking up from his microscope. "You must have grown it down there while you were sick. It's quite interesting really. There are parts of it which 
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are utterly gross, and bits of you in it, odd cells, bits of ciliary hairs, that sort of thing, which are quite pretty."

"You say there's a bit of ME in it?" God was a little egotistical on occasions. He liked to have it all his own way. "What do you recommend I do, Doctor? If there's bits of ME in it, I can't very well destroy it, can I?"

The doctor peered at the sample again.

"I think, after having another look at this, that there's enough of you in this ball of phlegm to keep it self-sustaining. If I were you I'd hang it up in the fresh air at home and keep it warm."

"That's a good idea." God nodded. "That way I can keep an eye on it. You know what? My daughter's getting married soon. I could give it to her husband to look after. Make a man of him."

Back on the streets of Whitechapel, the Hand of Fate summoned the primary substance of the universe to help him. A fiery green ball of cosmic spit hurtled from the skies like a thunderbolt and instantly dissolved Crusher into a streak of steaming mucus.

"Cor blimey," mouthed Alfie, as he watched the green ball impact. The Hand of Fate fell to the floor as his captor met the universal bogey.

Flexing his disembodied fingers, the Hand clawed his way across the road. His fingers did the walking up the kerb stone, where he rested, exhausted. He stared in rage at Alfie, earmarked for the next mucoid attack.

"Nobody is putting me in ajar to be chopped up," he roared, and raised his palm off the ground so that he could extend his index finger to indicate the point of impact.

Karma is a universal concept. We did not invent it, but there are plenty of earthly sayings which purport to express it; one of which is, "What goes around, comes around".

The lights turned to green as the driver of the eighteenwheel truck gunned the throttle and pulled into the High Street. What then occurred was never satisfactorily established, for the psychological tests indicated that the trucker had all of his marbles and had never taken acid. His statement to the court was as follows.

"Whilst proceeding down the road at approximately fifteen miles an hour on the day in question, an angel, who I identified 
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as such because she was hovering three feet off the ground in a white robe with wings on her back, appeared six inches in front of my windscreen.

"I was momentarily stunned, but noticed that she was holding a Ministry of Transport road sign indicating a diversion to the right. So I turned right."

The truck mounted the kerb scattering bystanders. Its front wheel flattened half a dozen cabbages, trashed a market stall and squashed the Hand of Fate into a bloodied pulp.

Alfie Fifield stood in amazement. He had felt the evil intent of that pointing finger. He could not believe his escape. He remembered the ring in his palm. He looked heavenward and winked. 

"Thanks, guv."

He hurried off to find a pawnbroker, his limbs unusually supple, with a spring in his step beyond his years.

The seven remaining medical students looked on in disappointment. They refused to believe what they had witnessed for they were men of science, but they had to believe in the demise of Crusher, of whom there was not so much as a noxious stain left. Charlie was particularly pissed off.

"The swine didn't even have the decency to leave his gall bladder. I could have done with that. There's gratitude for you."

The students all nodded their heads glumly. Crusher's demise had been highly unethical.

God was trimming his beard again and whistling a merry tune when the Angel came back.

"I've done it," she reported.

"Oh GOOD." God rubbed his hands together in excitement. "We shan't have any more trouble with him. Damned nerve, criticizing ME. Still that's karma for you ... live like a pleb ... die like a pleb."

The Hand of Fate looked down upon his flattened fingers. He was lucky to have seen the angel a split second before the driver. He had transferred his consciousness to a nearby watermelon, which had saved his life.

Things were hardly satisfactory. He missed his nice warm cloud. The "Watermelon of Fate" did not sound nearly so grand, and, unless he was very careful, he could end up being sliced up and having his pips spat in a bin. He would think of something ... he would have to.
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Chapter 15

Ricardo Barcelona was in love. It killed him to see the way that Casper treated Oral Slither, his personal love goddess. Ricardo had first met Oral in a seedy twenty-five-cent darkened booth in Texas, a couple of blocks away from the Greyhound Bus Terminal. It was a porno theatre. Ricardo had gone in for a browse.

The personal "theatres", as they were euphemistically called, were lined up like donkey stalls. Each was equipped with a TV monitor, a channel selector and a box to insert quarters to keep the movie going. Ricardo settled down with a handful of Kleenex helpfully supplied by the proprietor. It did not take him long to fall in love.

He shovelled in the quarters and flicked through the channels. Channel Thirty-Nine was the one.

Oral Slither was engaged in delivering a blow job and two hand jobs, and supervising the queue for her vagina. Simultaneously she was having a dead squid inserted one tentacle at a time into her anus to the strains of the "Blue Danube".

Ricardo could not believe his ears. As a classical music buff, the "Blue Danube" was one of his favourite waltzes. More was to follow. Local research revealed over one hundred porno movies in which Oral had been involved. Ricardo possessed almost her entire portfolio on video when he was taken to Los Angeles by his new job - minder for the infamous Casper Walbo. Imagine his surprise when, at the last Hollywood party before Casper burnt down his house, he caught sight of Oral Slither in the flesh - but with all her clothes on.

She was, for Ricardo, the Garbo of garbage, the female Fellini of fellatio. Casper had sought her out by night and finally picked her up after an evening cruising LA's heavy metal hang-outs, including the infamous Splat Club, hang-out of the well-heeled and the well-hung.

Ricardo learned of her cruel past. Her abusive gardening 
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stepfather and a mother who cared more about watering the plants than tending to her daughter. Orphaned after her alcoholic parents accidentally made themselves a Paraquat Daiquiri, she became a titty dancer at the age of twelve.

Ricardo discovered the previous affairs between Oral and Casper, at thirteen, fifteen, seventeen and nineteen years respectively. As far as he was concerned, that was all in the past and forgotten. The important thing now was the fact that she had lasted only two weeks on this latest occasion.

For Ricardo this was nothing new. His boss had been turning over girlfriends faster than a mole pisses off greenkeepers. Yet because Oral was something special, a fantasy for him, those two weeks were special. He could look, but he couldn't touch.

Every day for those two weeks, Ricardo sat minding her clothes with a very large pair of binoculars. The lenses explored every intimate crevice of her body as she lay in the sun trying to - fry the rug burns on her back.

The same primitive urge overtook him as it did in the Texan cinema booths. Yet there was a problem. The cinema booth was a hands-free situation. Binoculars were a bilateral operation.

A copy of One Hundred Things a Boy Can Do was procured from the local library the following day.

A visit to the local stationery shop provided card, Sellotape and balsa-wood. Theft of his neighbour's rear- and side-view mirrors completed the raw materials for his project.

It was on a Thursday that Ricardo slipped behind the ferns at one end of the swimming-pool. Oral's clothing, which she had stripped off, was lying at the other end. Ricardo ducked down in the undergrowth and ferreted through the earth. His fingers closed around his home-made periscope, where he had buried it for safe keeping. He lay down in the soft warm earth, closed his eyes in anticipation and unzipped his flies, fastening his hand around his penis through his boxer shorts.

Trembling with passion he raised the periscope above the leaves of the plant pots to examine the oily body of Oral slithering naked through the water of the pool.

He continued every day for a week.

His underwear was stiff as a board with his exertions.

On the seventh day he could barely touch his red raw and sunburnt organ. His penis had sunstroke.
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He glanced into the mirror at the bottom of the periscope. It was dark. He peered in confusion even closer through the lens. It seemed like he was examining two pieces of chopped liver at close range.

"Why dontcha let me do that for ya, honey?" 

Ricardo sat up startled. "Oh, Madre Dio. . ." 

He crossed himself.

His heart pounded as he pulled his face from under the periscope and witnessed not two pieces of chopped liver, but a labial cleft of biblical proportions. The balsa-wood casing of his vertical eye was being gently crushed by the python-like kneading of Oral's pelvic floor muscles. The periscope was going up into what looked like an enormous bearded clam just as surely as if it had been a piece of spaghetti sucked by a greedy Mafioso.

Oral stood with some amusement. She watched Ricardo's disbelief as she massaged the periscope like some huge vaginal car crusher. She compressed the splintered wood and glass, kneading it further and further inside until her birth canal burped loudly in satisfaction.

Ricardo still had his hand on his dick.

"Why dontcha let me do that?" she repeated.

"Er ... er, how did you find me ... ?" Ricardo stammered. 

"Honey ..." She grinned and licked her lips. Her vagina burped. It had indigestion. "You've been moaning behind the plants every day for a week out here. At first I thought it was a cat ... but ... you should have figured out that the clods of earth stuck to the back of your head are a bit of a giveaway."

"Curses," Ricardo thought to himself. "The earth. So that was it..."

"And the stains on the front of your pants sure ain't milk, soldier boy.. ." She grinned.

"Jesus ... if Casper finds out he'll. . ."

"Jus' our lil ole secret, honey," Oral whispered. She bent down low and closed her mouth over Ricardo's penis. "I guess I'm gonna have to seal this one with a kiss," she mumbled.
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Chapter 16

Casper lay wallowing in his jacuzzi as per usual. Since the morning, when he had instructed Ricardo to find him a soul, nothing much had happened ... not in the last thirty seconds anyway. Thus he had arrived at the state of mind known as bored stiff. Another source of irritation was a cloud that had appeared at the edge of the horizon. It wasn't moving fast enough for Casper's taste. Casper decided he hated an indecisive cloud more than anything in the known universe and was debating a course of action when the phone rang.

"Hi ... yo, Casper Walbo speaking and make it snappy." He ground his teeth together as his hand clenched the receiver in a white-knuckle grip. "Who? ... Minnie Ha ha? ... OH ... Minnie Hill."

Minnie Hill stood with a frustrated finger in her ear screaming to make herself heard. "Yes, this is MINNIE HILL from ENGLAND. We're supposed to be arriving today in Los Angeles, but we're going to be late ... it's all Harold's fault."

Minnie was waving her arms around in the policeman's office at Gatwick Airport. Normally they did not allow Transatlantic calls at the expense of the Sussex Constabulary, but this was Minnie Hill" and she was a Royal pain in the bum.

"Yes, that's right ... our niece invited us over ... yes ... your girlfriend ... yes ... yes, the actress ... we're all very proud of her..."

Minnie caught Harold staring at a Page Three Pin-up adorning a policeman's locker. She kicked him, hard, in the shins. Minnie put her hand over the mouthpiece of the phone. "Pay ATTENTION Harold, after all this is all your fault."
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Casper frowned. He had no recollection of anyone staying, visiting or being invited. On the other hand that was not unusual. But they were from England ... maybe they could help him locate a soul.

"Well, I guess I'll see you later ... oh ... that's too bad ... stolen huh ... oh and the tickets too..."

He stared venomously at the cloud, which was stubbornly growing larger in the sky, but which was still not moving purposefully enough for his liking. Casper held the receiver away from his ear as Minnie launched into a detailed and inaccurate version of her day's events.

"Hallo ... hallo ... Mr Walbo ... Mr Walbo, are you there?" Minnie Hill's voice shrilled down the wires.

"Oh, yeah ... hi ... Casper Walbo back on line ... back on the track ... doin' the do ... know what I mean? Listen, Minnie Ha ha ... you just hold on there and I'll have a couple of tickets delivered and fix you right up. How's that sound?"

Minnie listened open-mouthed. She relayed Casper's every distraction back to the uninterested police station with the nowastronomical phone bill.

"He's going to pay for tickets ... and spending money ... oh and he's going to arrange for a hotel ... oh and there's a cloud that's really annoying him at the moment..."

Casper put the phone down and unplugged it. He felt exhausted yet elated. I He splashed his hands in excitement through the jacuzzi bubbles. His first good deed since he blew away his principal rival with a one hundred and fifty pound car bomb that had also redeveloped a neighbourhood. What a helluva philanthropist he was. Criminals got a bad rap, he decided. He fixed the cloud with a manic stare and wallowed deeper in the security of his liquid lair. This goddam cloud was getting personal ... it was the cloud ... or him. Without taking his eyes off the white splash against the smog-blue sky he pressed the call button.

"Ricardo, you goddamned wetback sonofabitch, bring me some more drugs and an airline timetable ... gotta job for you."

*
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Ricardo sat in the back of Casper's sixty-foot-long customized limousine. He gazed into Oral's eyes, following the red patterns of the swollen capillaries until they joined at the black hole of her pupil. The blue contact lenses she wore made her eyes glisten like turquoise cocktail cherries. He thought them unique.

"I love you, Oral." He grabbed her wrists passionately. "Now that Casper has finished with you, I gotta little place outta town ... we can live there together ... you don't need to make those sort of movies any more."

Oral looked at Ricardo with disappointment. She had thought that he had called her to the back seat for some devious or nefarious purpose. She was unimpressed.

She opened her mouth to tell him that he was an immature prick, that he was thinking with his dick, and, if he was really smart, he should arrange to have his fucked-up boss blown away so they could disappear off to Mexico and split the proceeds from his considerable stash of cash.

Ricardo clamped a hand over her mouth and grabbed her ring finger. "No ... no, don't say anything."

He slipped off the diamond ring given to her by Casper after a spectacular session one evening with a llama.

"You don't need this way of life any more." Ricardo took a plain gold band from his pocket and slipped it on her finger.

Oral looked down. Her hand seemed to swim before her eyes. The gold was unlike any other she had ever seen. "Wow ... I never saw gold like that before."

Ricardo seized the opportunity to grapple with her shoulders and pull her closer. "I got plans, Oral ... I got ways and means of making things happen so we can be happy together..."

Oral stared at the ring. She stared at Ricardo. "Compare and contrast," she thought.

"Hey," she began, "maybe you're not so stupid after all..." She laughed and cleared her throat. "Just joking." She raised her hand to caress his head. "You really should get that earth cleaned up from the back of your scalp, there's a worm just dropped on to your lapel. . ."

"RICARDO, GET THE FUCK UP HERE - I TOLD YA I GOTTA AIRPORT JOB FOR YA!"

Ricardo fell back in the seat. He was fed up with being at everyone's beck and call.
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"I'm sorry, honey," he moaned, "I gotta go."

"Oh dear," grinned an eager Oral, displaying her left hand to the light. "I expect I'll see you around before long ... you know where to find me."

Ricardo affected a pained look. "Yes. I know where you'll be ... even though it breaks my heart."

Oral shrugged. "Like the saying goes, "Life's a shit sandwich. The more bread you have, the less shit you eat"."
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Chapter 17

Reptile Inc. was a registered and highly profitable broadcasting corporation. It formed the basis of Reverend Jimmy Reptile's considerable business empire. Although he was expanding and moving into other areas than broadcasting, Reptile Inc. still brought home the bacon. Its unlikely headquarters were in an old thirties hotel converted into corporate offices just off Sunset Boulevard - right in the middle of the fleshpots that his TV shows threatened to condemn to a fiery doom.

You could be forgiven for thinking that Jimmy Reptile had something to hide on account of the armed security guards that lurked behind the two-way glass of the entrance lobby. Jimmy Reptile had many things to hide.

Sister Hyapatia Comebody was his right hand. Reptile had injured his, sustaining nerve damage limiting its function. On TV he could raise it and gesticulate slowly, but rapid motion was denied him for ever.

He had met Hyapatia on the road. In his early years the reverend had been a fire and brimstone travelling preacher, saving souls and selling hogwash from the back of a bus in East Texas. Of an evening, he would retire to a local hostelry and talk with the Holy Spirit, whose name was Jack Daniels.

Hyapatia was a bartender in Odessa, down from the Holiday Inn where the reverend laid his head. The bar she worked was a temple. It was called Nero's Temple Bar and Grill to be precise, and every night, if your Amex or Mastercard could stand the scandal, you could participate in an East Texas Holy Roman Orgy. Reptile was slumped unconscious over the bar one illustrious night. Hyapatia had watched him finish the bottle and dump his head on the table. She wondered how a man could drink himself to oblivion in the face of so much sexual excess happening right above his head.
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The Holy Roman Orgy was an aerial spectacle - it had to be. By law.

Prostitution and lewd displays were forbidden on the soil of this particular county, but the law said nothing about hooking and looking suspended seven feet in the air with a safety net. The local sheriff, as one of the main participants on a Tuesday night when his wife was bowling, was hardly likely to press for an amendment to the constitution to render the proceedings illegal.

Hyapatia picked up the drink-sodden face of Reptile. He opened one bleary eye.

"Why don't you go home to bed, preacher?" she asked. "It's my hand," he slurred. "My right hand."

He slipped off the bar stool and staggered to his feet. He addressed the copulating ceiling, full of mangling and mashing limbs, dropping fertilizing fluids on to the beer-soaked carpet. He yelled over the sound of the juke box.

"Mine hand shall be my STRENGTH," he declared. "Mine hand shall be righteous and just ... and whatsoever mine hand doth turn itself to, then it shall be righteous and just also. But if my hand shall commit ... er, adultery ... then shall it wither on the vine and the fruit shall squirt no more ... even when squished with a fork ... WHURP!" he belched and sat down.

Hyapatia looked at him with new-found respect. "Why you have a wonderful voice, preacher. And to remember all that stuff from the Bible that you said ... why that's great..."

"Bullshit," growled Reptile. "I make it up. It's easy shit to make up. How do you think they wrote the fucking Bible in the first place? They made it up, that's how. A couple of yea verily's ... thee's and thou's and throw in a load of guilt and a couple of miracles ... there's your holy book. Any bozo could write one ... look at the Book of Mormon."

He turned his empty bottle upside down.

"Gimme another one," he demanded. Hyapatia ignored him. 

"But all that stuff about the right hand - that's in the Bible."

"And they shall sit at the right hand of God..." Reptile pronounced loudly, turning his bottle back upright and banging it down on the counter. "That's the bit you're thinking of ... it doesn't mention masturbation."

"What?" Hyapatia was taken aback. 

96

"Sure. Masturbation. JERKING OFF. Whaddya think I been doing all my life ... but I can't do it no more."

"Why not?"

Reptile pulled her closer and whispered in her ear. "See ... it was like this. One night in Norman Oklahoma this woman see ... well ... I goes to her room ... hey, it was fifty bucks, ya know ... but she takes my right hand IN HER HAND and she starts."

"Starts?"

"Yeah, ya know ... up ... and ... down and ... up ... and ... down and up and down andupanddown ... and then, POW!"

Hyapatia poured herself a stiff shot. Reptile smiled drunkenly. "So that's what happened. I had the jerk off of my life. She fuckin' pulled me dry for a week in one shot. But I could never use it again. My right hand, that is."

"Why not?"

"Spasm," Reptile muttered. He raised his right hand slowly. "See it. It don't move fast any more. Like it's been frozen ... touched by the hand of the Almighty ... ya see, I figure I was jerked off by an angel."

Hyapatia was no angel. But she certainly knew the ins and outs of male sexuality. In return for digging her out of East Texas she travelled with Reptile, putting up with his drunkenness. But slowly she changed hint. She made him beg for her right hand and forswear the bottle. He cleaned up his act and started to pack in the faithful, she coined in the money and appointed the official Reptile merchandisers.

TV had started small, but had networked big. Shows were cheap to produce and easy to sell in the down-time slots at three and four in the morning, when only the lonely or insomniac are watching, longing for something to fill their empty night hours.

The money rolled in and was invested, in land, cattle, warehouses and aeroplanes. In turn these became the subject of appeals for cash in their own right.

"Oh Lord. When the hungry of Africa are dying, how can we feed them when our cattle are sick," sobbed Reptile one Christmas. His appeal for funds to buy hay for Texas cattle brought in a cool one million.

"Oh Lord, you know that every brick we lay is holy. We NEED this warehouse complex on Madison Avenue to store your Bibles ... in the heart of downtown New York." The resulting
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office development had raised over one hundred million.

Now there was Prime Time. The biggest and the best evangelical show on the planet, the Reptile power hour, in which Reptile hosted the best up-and-coming televangelists from around the world, every Friday night. The scripts, the organization and the muscle all came from the building on Sunset. So did the ecstatic screams of the faithful.

Sister Hyapatia Comebody adjusted the position of the young missionary beneath her. "A little to the left," she moaned, lifting her grey habit a little higher to expose the navel. Her thighs straddled the young man's face as he fought for breath beneath her pubic bone. Her eyes looked heavenward.

"Oooh God, I think I'm coming." She convulsed and arched her back, finally relaxing and letting her protégé's head slip gratefully from between her legs.

"Am I doing OK, sister?" asked the young Texan with the blond hair, blue eyes and wet face.

"We've a way to go yet before your penance is done, young man," Hyapatia replied sternly, with a gleam in her eye. She reapplied his handcuffs and leg irons.

Hyapatia smoothed down her habit and looked in approval at the twenty-one-year-old boy who stood before her. He was naked except for the gold crucifix hung around his neck, embossed with the Jimmy Reptile smiling aardvark logo in its centre. Hyapatia picked up the chain attached to the wall and passed it through the handcuffs. She fastened the padlock and pulled the missionary back to the wall, where she hung the chain over a hook leaving his arms over his head.

"Hate to leave ya hanging around honey," she drawled. 

Hyapatia turned to the opposite wall. Upon it were another six men, similarly naked and in chains. She picked a rose from the vase sitting on the altar in the middle of the room.

"I'll be back for my hallelujahs later," she grinned at them. She placed the rose between the young Texan's teeth.

"Bye, bye, cutesie." Hyapatia slipped out of the door. It shut with a soft click behind her.

"Gee, I guess it won't be too long, huh?" the young Texan mumbled, chewing on the rose stem and smiling at the others. They regarded him with their sunken eyeballs and hollowcheeked stares. One coughed a tuberculous wheeze.
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"I been here three years," he croaked.

"Three YEARS?" The smile faded from the Texan's lips. Hyapatia breezed along the corridor toward the lift. She pressed the call button and admired herself in the mirror as she waited. The surgeon had done a great job. Before she had been an ugly duckling - big nose, no breasts, fat thighs and sticking-out ears. As she stepped into the lift she complimented herself on her choice of plastic surgeon, the man who had turned her into a swan. She took out a key and inserted it into the control panel of the 'lift. It gave access to the holy of holies ... the Reverend Reptile himself. The lift started to move. Hyapatia watched the floor indicator move upwards. Above it were the words: "CLOSER TO JIMMY ... CLOSER TO GOD."

The door opened. Hyapatia stepped out. Her feet sank into the thickest pile carpet this side of a corn field.

The Reverend Jimmy sat behind a horseshoe-shaped desk. He stared out of the penthouse window at the Capitol Records Tower in the distance.

"What's the fuckin' deal on these Mexicans, Hyapatia?" Reptile swivelled his chair around to face her. He looked annoyed.

"It's hard to persuade the LAPD that they're all exchange missionaries on a fact-finding trip when half of them are in jail for heaven knows what, JR." Hyapatia shrugged.

"Jesus Christ!" Reptile swore. "I do a whole number on the transmigration of souls ... billboards. Radio ads, TV fuckin' promotions and the stupid assholes balls it up by getting shitfaced and groping a load of strippers in a titty bar. AND it was one of OUR titty bars!"

"I know it's embarrassing."

"Embarrassing? You gotta know how much my reputation goes down the can if those bozos blow the whistle on us. How much did that guy pay me to get these wetbacks into the country as missionaries?"

Hyapatia crossed to a computer terminal and pulled up the file on screen.

"For every Mexican accepted as a valid religious missionary by the state department: five thousand dollars."

"Next time you see that greaseball you tell him that any more screw-ups and his butt is going to end up floating at the bottom 
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of the Pacific ocean ... along with his drunken friends," snarled Reptile.

Hyapatia made a note of it.

The Reverend Jimmy Reptile had certainly changed from the drunken bum in Texas waving his limp wrist at the flatchested barmaid with the banana nose. Hyapatia had straightened him out better than any Betty Ford clinic ever could.

It is a strange natural law that God distributes income most liberally to those who do not need it. Hence the popular expression, "Cocaine is God's way of telling you that you have too much money."

The USA had proliferated a tremendous number of 'selfhelp' clinics purporting to rehabilitate individuals into society. You could not spend an evening in front of the TV without being persuaded that substance abuse, food abuse or childhood guilt was a potentially life-threatening problem. As in most medical situations in America, the solution was to spend vast amounts of money, preferably belonging to an insurance company. In the worst case, you could always persuade your family or friends to cough up the cash, either to cure you or just to be rid of you for a few weeks.

For Jimmy Reptile the choices were stark. He had no money. He had no class. He had no real friends. Above all, he had no medical insurance.

Whilst film stars could check into an exclusive Beverly Hilts clinic to patch them up for a quick photo session, Reptile could afford no such luxuries. Whilst spoilt, ageing matriarchs of the baby-boom generation overcame their middle-aged spread by plastic surgery, no such option was open to Jimmy Reptile. He simply had to sober up and get his shit together.

Hyapatia admired him for this. Reptile was not physically attractive, but he had a magnetism, a charisma, that served him well.

Their relationship had changed since those uncertain times in Texas. Where once Hyapatia had ruled his rod of iron with a hand of steel, she now had to contend with the fact that Jimmy Reptile was bent out of shape. He would not yield to her sensuous caresses. He had forsworn alchohol, sex and sentimentality.
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Reptile looked at his desk clock. He was punctilious in extremis. Alchoholism had given way to an obsession with names, dates and places. Unfortunately his fried memory cells no longer had the capacity to recall the correct order of people, events and things.

"Thank God for the autocue,” thought Hyapatia.

Reptile looked down at his desk diary. "What day is it?' he demanded.

"It's a Thursday,” replied Hyapatia.

"Shit.” Reptile turned a couple of pages over. He examined the engagements for Thursday. "Shouldn't that fucking Boatrace guy be turning up here soon?”

"Oh yes.” She remembered. “I'm sure he's gong to be here soon.” Hyapatia felt her crotch becoming moist.

The first time Lord Iffy Boatrace entered their lives, Hyapatia had been impressed with his unavailability, Reptile hadcommented on his dress sense. His motivation was to become a TV missionary and appear on Reptile's show. Yet his eyes betrayed him. He was a killer. A devourer of men. He had spun an unlikely tale of historical conspiracy and interbreeding. He had much in common with Hyapatia. She, too, had devoured her fair proportion of males.

He had spun a tale of limitless wealth and buried treasure in the Scottish village of Dublune. He had described in graphic and thrilling detail his career in the Foreign Legion and the incident in the cookhouse with a Bedouin chef which had led him to seek God. Reptile didn't give a fuck about either.

"Not sure about the moose hat...” he grunted, “...frankly, I don't give a damn about the plight of the Bedouins ... but the cocaine interests me. We're talking serious money. And believe me you'll need it. Nobody gets on my show without serious extra-curricular contributions.”

Lord Iffy, or rather Alfonso, as was his real name, outlined the plot to raise the money. He explained about Lord Iffy being his doppelgänger. Reptile had listened for thirty seconds, then delivered the ultimatum.

"It's simple, see. You gotta part in the show as far as I'm concerned. You just gotta deliver the moolah. Do what ya gotta do.” Alfonso Boatrace had exited Reptile's life; as it turned out, he had exited for ever.
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Not so with Hyapatia. She took a special interest in the case. She was fed up with lily-livered eighteen-year-olds prematurely squirting over her newly engineered breasts. She wanted to be slapped around and given a good seeing to by a decent sized piece of meat. When she had been big-nosed and flat-chested she could have been gang-banged twenty times a week. Now that she was flat-nosed and big-titted she couldn't even get arrested and molested by the police officer. She decided that all men had some ridiculous Madonna complex.

But not Alfonso.

He was an animal. Hyapatia grinned at the memory of the scorch marks on her behind. A blow lamp. What a sensation for the sexually jaded. She couldn't wait to get her paws on Alfonso again ... or rather ... Lord Iffy as he pretended to be.

Reptile leaned forward and pressed the intercom button.

"Do you have a Lord Iffy Boatrace down there?" he demanded.

Reptile listened to the unconcerned reply.

"Is that the guy in the women's clothing?" The intercom squawked.

Reptile looked up at Hyapatia. He raised his eyebrows. 

"Women's clothing?" he queried.

She shrugged. "Who knows what disguise he's adopted. He is a master of disguise and concealment."

"Send him up," grunted Jimmy Reptile.

The floor indicator on the outside of the lift moved up. 

"I think he'll be a great asset, J R," declared Hyapatia.

The indicator slowed and Reptile looked down at paperwork on his desk. He was snowed under twenty-four hours a day. He longed for the day when all that was required was a stiff condom and a fat wallet. How far had TV evangelism moved since his days on the back of a truck in Texas ... Or was it the front of the truck? He couldn't quite remember any more ... oh well ... put it down to experience. The lift bell 'dinged" as it arrived. The lift opened its doors.

Lord Iffy Boatrace and Butler took in the scene. Iffy was aware of the eyes of Hyapatia devouring his skinny legs and speculating regarding the contents of his kilt. Reptile remained 
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impassive and unconcerned. He did not even look up.

"So what do you do, Boatrace ... exorcisms, confessions or plain simple extortion?"

Lord Iffy kicked Butler in the back of the ankle. 

"Introduce me, you stupid prick," Iffy hissed. 

Butler cleared his throat.

"Ahem. Lord Iffy Boatrace, Laird of Findidnann, at your service and..."

"Who the fuck is this?" yelled Reptile now looking up at Butler.

Hyapatia took a closer look. She had never been informed about a servant. This was not on the agenda. She played for time.

"Oh, hallo," she gushed, grasping Butler's somewhat confused hands. "Who are you?"

"My name is Lord Iffy Boatrace," declared the Laird, striding into their thick-piled carpet. "And I am the one that you seek." 

Reptile finally turned his gaze towards Iffy. He took in the kilt, the fishnets, the stilettos and the monocle. "WHAT THE FUCK HAPPENED TO YOU?" he demanded.

The last time that a Boatrace had stood before him it had been Lord Iffy's half-brother, Alfonso. He had been dressed in combat fatigues from which were suspended a selection of explosive devices. Reptile turned to Hyapatia for verification.

"Wow, how I love this guy ... the deerstalker ... the monocle ... what a jerk!!"

Iffy stared at him with a wry smile. He exposed the remnants of his teeth and lisped with a style he thought rather reverential.

"The love of God encompasses all, my friend, even the dictum, "An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth"." He dropped his monocle and started polishing furiously. He flashed a murderously self-satisfied grin at Butler. "Not bad eh?" he grinned. "I do believe that's in the Bible."

Reptile looked between the two of them with disdain.

"Cut the crap, Laurel and fucking Hardy. Yeah, yeah, I love it, the monocle, the deerstalker ... great image ... the butler ... sure, here's the bottom line, guys. How much money you got?"

"Er ... money? Eh?"
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"Listen, Holy Brother ... you wanna do my show? Great. I assume you got rid of your problem in ... er, wherever it was ... oh yeah, Scotland. So you come back here. Ya got rid of your pesky brother. I want the money for the show and I want to see your act. Hyapatia tells me you do a good deal in getting rid of demons or something. Is that right?" Reptile tapped impatiently on his desk.

Iffy and Butler exchanged glances. Butler could feel his balding pate glowing with guilt. Iffy exposed his rotting teeth and showed a grinning row of brown stumps to Jimmy Reptile. He replied cautiously. "Er, yeees."

"Listen, Holy Brother," Reptile began. "You wanna do my show? OK, great. Demons or something. Exorcisms, yeah? I gotta tell ya, I don't know how it's gonna go down on cable, but I guess you know your public, huh?"

Iffy listened intently. He smiled in a conciliatory fashion. 

"Fact is ... Moses," grinned Reptile. "Fact is that according to my analysts on Wall Street the second coming is pretty close. They tell me that from their screens ... ya know ... their screens ... computers and stuff . .. that overheads are high, crosses are expensive, even the goddamned nails are going up all the time ... Bibles cost money, and we all gotta live..."

"Faith, hope, and ... er, charity," mumbled Iffy hopefully. 

"CHARITY ... Exactly. You talking my language. The joy of giving..."

"Giving in Christ," added Hyapatia hopefully.

"Who? ... Oh, yeah sure ..." Reptile twirled his pencil thoughtfully for a second as if remembering something long forgotten. "So, Mr Boatrace, how much you got? No contribution... no show." Reptile tapped his pencil impatiently. "Well?"

"I have a little inheritance money." 

"How much?" snapped Reptile.

Iffy fiddled with his crotch. His hand felt around the wedge of stolen dollars. "About a thousand pounds," he muttered.

Jimmy Reptile slammed down a calculator on the desk. He started computing the exchange rate.

"How much? Who is this bozo, Hyapatia? Try ten thousand pounds and you could be halfway there ... Do you know how big my show is?"

Butler and Iffy stood in silence. They both knew precisely 
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how huge The Reptile Powerhour was in America. "Er, very big?" suggested Butler.

"Big? VERY BIG? IT'S HUGE," Reptile was apoplectic - turning purple with enthusiasm. "It's the biggest TV evangelical talent show in the USA or ANYWHERE. I have launched the careers of some of the greatest missionaries in the business."

The Reverend Reptile stood up from behind his desk. "You want a slice of my action and you gotta pay. One thousand pounds just about pays for a seat at the back of the congregation in REHEARSALS!"

He turned his back to the desk. He looked back at his diary. 

"Who's next, Hyapatia?" he called.

"There could be a way of getting hold of that kind of money." Iffy stared resolutely at Reptile's back.

Reptile smiled.

"A businessman, huh? I like that. Trying me out to see if I'd back down ... then come across with the goods. What do you propose?"

Iffy thrust his hand back down in his crotch and felt around in the bundle of testicular tension and hot money. He pulled out a yellowing brittle piece of parchment folded upon itself several times. Iffy carefully opened it and placed it on the desk, taking care to rearrange the pieces of it which had fallen off with age.

Jimmy Reptile stared puzzled. 

"What is it?" he demanded.

Iffy smiled like a predatory crocodile loose in an abattoir.

"Let's not you and me fuck around, old chap. You're looking at around a half a million dollars by the time I export the currency for you."

"What's he talking about, Hyapatia?" Reptile studied the tiny cracked and yellowed papers. "What is all this?"

Hyapatia stared intently at the paper.

"Is this where the cocaine was dumped?" she asked.

Iffy folded up the paper and stuffed it back up his kilt before replying.

"More than any old location of a bit of toot, my dear fellow and fellowesses, this is the last resting place of the treasure ship that went down in Findidnann Bay during the Spanish 
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Armada. If you do your homework you'll find that it was laden with gold bullion."

Iffy leaned in closer. "The bullion is still there, and it's still worth a fortune."

"Well, it's no damn good down on the sea bed, is it?" snarled Reptile.

Iffy licked his finger and wetted his monocle eyebrow. He popped the lens out and breathed on the glass nonchalantly. 

"No good to YOU, perhaps," he breathed. "But safe as houses for me."

Hyapatia moved in behind him. She stuffed her hand up the back of his kilt as if he had been a ventriloquist's dummy. Her short spade-like fingers grabbed his balls. Iffy turned white as she crushed them hard between her muscular digits.

"What he means, JR," she began, as she tightened her grip, "is that we would have first call on the treasure as long as he gets to do the show tomorrow night."

The Reverend Reptile looked at Iffy. "Are you all right?" he asked, peering at the strange luminous quality around Iffy's eyes.

"Perfectly fine," Iffy whispered in a strangled scream.

"Well, I guess that's it then. You're OK for tomorrow night. See you on stage. You'd better be shit hot ... I don't normally give people a credit rating."

Hyapatia released her hold on his scrotum. Iffy's jaw sagged in relief. "Thank you," he gasped.

"Don't mention it," muttered Reptile. He waved them away towards the lift. "One more thing..."

"What's that?" growled Iffy, having recovered a little of his nerve, but not too much of his sperm count.

"You gotta stay with us tonight, honey..." grinned Hyapatia. "Rules of the game. I'm gonna enjoy renewing our acquaintance..."

"Renew it?" squeaked Iffy in horror.

"This way, my little poison Tylenol caplet," she crowed, grabbing his lapels and pulling him into the lift. Butler leapt through the closing doors at the last minute.

"Bugger me with a herd of gerbils," swore the manservant to himself. "We've only just fucked off one loony bird and 'is Lordship seems to 'ave 'old of another one."
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He watched as the lift descended and Iffy's clothing was torn off piece by piece and dropped to the floor.

"Fucking out of order," he grumbled aloud, as he dropped into the bowels of the Reptile kingdom with a cackling nymphomaniac nun and a celibate transvestite for company.
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Chapter 18

The sun shone brilliantly in the southern California sky, the temperature was 85° Fahrenheit and rising. It was an average day. The lack of apparent seasons made Southern California ideal for the location of a plethora of theme parks and vast amusement centres open all year round.

Jimmy Reptile had not been slow in cashing in on the trend. Soon after his appeal for cattle feed and New York real estate had netted him vast sums, he began his coup de grace on the television population.

With all the chutzpah of an ozone-friendly skunk he sold the leases for condominiums in a theme park which did not yet exist. The sole reason why people should consider getting involved in the venture was faith. As Reptile repeatedly reminded them in the broadcast. "Faith could move mountains." In this particular case it would not be necessary to actually MOVE a mountain - the contractors merely required the big bucks in order to rebuild a few replicas.

Many of his religious competitors in the field had failed dismally in similar ventures. Yet Reptile's twisted vision of a new Galilee south of Los Angeles came to fruition in doublequick time, due in no small part to the comprehensive computer-pestering which was mailed out constantly from the Reptile Tower, demanding money and menacing threats of singeing flesh in the hereafter. Reptile achieved his aim. It was called "Hallelujah Hillsides", and it covered over a thousand acres of hitherto swampy and supposedly unusable land near the coast toward San Diego.

Hallelujah Hillsides had much in common with most holiday camps. It assumed that its clientèle suspended their brains at the front gate and resigned their stomachs to oblivion. Yet in this last respect Hallelujah Hillsides was unique. One did not commit oneself to culinary damnation, but you would 
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certainly hope to remember the menu for eternity.

Hungry for Heaven was the twenty-four-hour eatery that started people flocking down the crowded San Diego freeway in the summer of '79.

It had a menu that was literally carved in stone. A boulder hewn from a nearby hillside had been commissioned as the herald of gourmet delights such as the "Gethsemane Garden Salad" and "Judas Goat on a Stick". It stood as a monolith outside the front door, inviting all and sundry to "roll away the stone" and "come on in".

Once inside there were the delights of "Asparagus Nails", a "Thorny Crown of Iceberg Lettuce" and a tofu-inspired creation that had the consistency of bread yet tasted remarkably like flesh.

"Yes, you'll marvel at what modern technology can achieve! What, for the biblical man, was a miracle, can now be appreciated at your seat served on fine china and consecrated linen," ran the brochure.

The jaded inhabitants of California vacated their other theme restaurants in droves. The lure of turning water into wine simply by waving at the waiter was too much to be resisted. Whilst five loaves and two fishes might have done for Jesus to feed five thousand in Galilee, over in Hallelujah Hillsides it served as a dish to satisfy a moderately obese family of four.

An advertising hoarding sprouted on the freeway - "Break Bread With Us - All You Can Eat Daily For $1.75 - It's a Miracle", it proclaimed.

Reptile purchased the cheap motel down the street, then came the gas station, then the local mom and pop store and finally...

"Gobble a bit of God," proclaimed the banner, as the sleek air-conditioned motorhome bounced along the freeway and turned off at the next exit. Hallelujah Hillsides now boasted its own two exits off Highway 15 south.

In the back of the coach, freezing in the icy blast of the rigorous air-conditioning being aimed at them, Lord Iffy and Butler shivered. Iffy viewed the handcuffs that connected him to the wall of the vehicle philosophically. In true existentialist fashion he decided that they only existed as bonds because he wanted them to. He was still racking his brains for a Freudian 
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reason why he should like the manacles to exist in the first place when Butler turned to him.

"Excuse me bringing the subject up, Your Lordship ... but I think we're being kidnapped," he whispered.

"No," snapped Hyapatia Comebody, stretching her collagenimplanted lips and spreading them across her face to split her mouth into a grin. "No, you're not being kidnapped ... at least not officially. It's just that I don't like to take chances. There's something very odd about Alfonso. I mean to get to the bottom of it."

Butler rattled his manacles and tugged at the wall as the bus bounced over a pothole.

"Odd? What do you mean by that?" demanded Iffy.

"Well," began Hyapatia with a leer, "the Alfonso I knew was an ANIMAL. Whatever his religious potential, he had a body that just wouldn't quit ... he couldn't keep his hands off me for a second..."

Iffy replied nervously, "Oh well, you know how it is when you get older... I've changed a lot since then... take my shoes... I mean, bloody hell, one NEVER would have thought that I was the type to wear red stilettos on a plane..." Iffy broke off and lapsed into silence as the bus droned on through the desert.

Hyapatia regarded him with lustful eyes. "You were definitely a different sort to the run-of-the-mill missionary. You were bad and dangerous to know ... mad as a hatter."

Butler snorted with laughter. "Ain't that the bloody truth," he muttered.

"Shut up, you moron", snapped Hyapatia. "Your Lord and Master has hidden depths of depravity that we haven't even begun to plumb. I figure that we should take up matters where we left off last time."

"Last time?" Iffy swallowed nervously.

"I'm glad you remember it so well... I remember it like it was yesterday..."

"I THINK THERE'S SOME MISTAKE..." began Butler. Iffy kicked him in the crotch. Butler collapsed and lay screaming in the corner.

"So difficult to retain one's privacy in the modern world, my dear Hyapatia ... do carry on..." Iffy smiled ingenuously.
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"I'll never forget the evening with the squid," Hyapatia grinned.

"Neither will the squid," suggested Iffy.

"Quite." Hyapatia shifted her position on the seat as the bus went over another interstate mineshaft sunk in the middle of the freeway by the federal government.

"I guess we're nearly there." She looked at her watch.

The bus swung around the long, curving exit road. It kicked up the dust as its rear wheels touched the sand by the verge. Only a few hundred yards away lay the fibreglass mountains and plasterboard reproduction, western-style condominiums of Hallelujah Hillsides. The name itself was a vast misnomer, for there was not a hill in sight, save for the gigantic towering "Mount Sion" which was the centrepiece of the park.

From this colossal epicentre of Reptile's seismic creation, one could ski in winter, watersled in summer and witness outof-work Charlton Heston impersonators throwing down the ten commandments six times daily during high season.

A variety of fairground attractions had been engaged to persuade the already faithful to part with yet more money by embarking on wondrous and largely biblical excursions into Disneyland. "Aaron's Rod" was the seven-cupola'd roller coaster which plummeted screaming families into a fiery pit from three hundred feet in the air . . . only to hurl them upwards into salvation immediately afterwards. "The Tunnel of Love", normally a traditional ride at amusement parks, was in this case tastefully restricted to over sixteens. It consisted of a devastatingly pink reproduction of the Virgin Mary's birth canal as seen by the baby Jesus. It was possible to experience the foetal development from the moment that the divine phlegm joined with the profane egg, right up till a wobbly pair of floral rubber lips expelled the prospective Godchild into the outside world to the accompaniment of Heavenly choirs and loud screams to rend the veil of matter. The evolution from female egg to miniature Messiah was experienced from the cockpit of a traditional tunnel of love veteran, plastic snails on rails, which bounced and jerked their giggling charges through the most intimate secrets of the creator.

In such a manner did Reverend Reptile hope to raise the 
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religious consciousness of his faithful. His bank account swelled appropriately, unseen by tax inspectors. His income was known only to Hyapatia and a small group of Swiss gentlemen who administered his numbered and secret account overseas.

Arrival at Hallelujah Hillsides was not just a question of paying your money. The process began at the front gate when imported cars and US cars were rigorously separated into different parking lots - the domestic ones basking in California sunshine and the imports destined for a red-painted underground gloom.

Hallelujah Hillsides dared to tread where many refused to go. It was always a proud boast of Hallelujah Hillsides, "A New Christ Crucified Every Hour".

They were as good as their word. Every hour a scrawny Jesus would be forklifted on to the twenty-foot fibreglass cross that guarded the main entrance. In order to preserve the illusion that this was of course the real Christ, it was necessary for a small amount of cosmetic deception.

The necessity of changing the Messiah's shifts around meant that traffic had to be delayed. Reptile had installed traffic-lights on all the approach roads and employed young female religious maniacs as vestal virgins, who waved their habits in the air and then proceeded to demand money for washing windscreens.

Hallelujah Hillsides was nothing if not labour intensive. It created a magnet for young men and women in search of a greater reality than McDonald's could provide. "Hillsides", as it was affectionately known locally, was the modern hamburger helper for the soul. The job of being routinely crucified provided round-the-clock employment for a variety of people from different walks of life whose only job description was to look unkempt and vaguely at peace with the universe.

As with any job, being Jesus for one hour a day had its drawbacks. Applicants soon learned of the problems of the midday shift. The hot sun burnt and blistered their skin, and for weeks they had to endure a tan that only turned the front of them a crispy brown. Reptile had taken pity on their plight and purchased a row of tanning beds where the facsimile Messiahs could get, in the words of Peter Sarstedt, "an even sun tan ... on your back and on your legs..."
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Apart from the hazards of varicose veins, which could develop after hours hanging on a cross, job applicants had to learn to deal with the perennial problems of unholy coyotes and family pets piddling over the base of the cross at night, or, even worse, shitting over the feet of the plastic Roman centurion who stood with plastic spear poised. Finally, of course, there was the tiresome necessity to groan during the daylight hours. Because the cross was invisible from the freeway, the groans were amplified across it to cause the maximum possible guilt. It irked Reptile that his groans were silenced after 11 p.m. by county noise abatement ordinances.

Iffy applied his nose to the curtain that shut him off from the outside world. He thrust his bony beak up to the glass and nudged the material aside. The Mount of Sion thrust upward before his gaze.

"Impressive, isn't it?" Hyapatia smiled.

Butler followed Iffy's gaze.

"Fuck me, I bet that cost a few bob," he muttered.

"Really, I must get you to moderate your language," Iffy complained at Butler. "Exactly what do you propose to do with us now that you've got us here?" he demanded, glaring at Hyapatia.

"I have my own little dungeon underneath the waxwork museum," grinned Hyapatia. "It's a dungeon I built for pleasure . . . and PAIN," she emphasized.

"I like the sound of the pleasure bit, My Lord ..." began Butler, "perhaps we could come to an arrangement where the other would be an option."

"SHUT UP," Hyapatia hissed. "The PLEASURE bit is the option, CRETIN."

Iffy tried to look unconcerned - nonchalant even.

"I had a feeling you were going to say that," he drawled. 

"Then you know what to expect." Her eyes narrowed.

"I always feel it's such a pity to be boring and predictable about these things. Take the squid, for example..."

"What about it?"

"It's a fairly standard perversion. Y'know, inserting bits and bobs of animal matter and taking pictures . . ." Iffy mimed an inquisitive, but unwilling, squid with his fingers.

"I don't think your boyfriend thought it was normal. . ."
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"BOYFRIEND?" Iffy was horrified.

Hyapatia's face fell. "Don't tell me that you screwed a woman when you were in Scotland. I've got everything lined up and waiting..."

"I thought you said 'is Lordship couldn't keep 'is 'ands off you," complained Butler.

"He couldn't," Hyapatia replied drily. "After what I did to him with the rubber hose and the stirrup pump he came crawling to me on his hands and knees begging for more. He pawed his way all over me dribbling and drooling until I gave it to him again. I've never seen a man so possessed. All night he carried on with the other missionary boys. Very popular he was, too."

"What exactly did Alfonso get up to?" Butler mouthed. Iffy's beaky nose twitched uncomfortably as the bus jerked away again. Hyapatia glanced down at her nails.

"Oh, nothing really kinky. Just a serious case of colonic irrigation." She watched his reaction closely. He tried hard to conceal his increasingly squeaky voice. He mustered all the selfconfidence and self-possession of several hundred years of Boatrace family history. He bluffed.

"Of course, colonics are pretty old hat these days. I've moved on to entirely new techniques. The old stirrup pump is just out of date."

"Well, I'll be pleased to let you demonstrate your new techniques once you've proved that you're the same old Alfonso that used the OLD techniques when I met him before."

"How d'you propose to do that?" Iffy demanded archly. 

Hyapatia jerked her thumb at Butler.

"By YOU giving HIM the first irrigation," she smiled evilly. 

Iffy looked stunned.

"ME? Give Butler a botty full of soapy water..." 

"And a good scrub with a dead squid," she added. 

"You're fucking barmy . . ." shouted Butler.

"BUTLER, DO MODERATE YOUR LANGUAGE IN FRONT OF LADIES," Iffy scolded. Butler shut up and shuffled in his seat.

Iffy smiled coldly. "I'd like nothing better," he replied. 

"WHAT?" Butler yelled tearing at the handcuffs. 

"Just like old times," Hyapatia grinned.
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"A clean colon is a clean conscience. That's what my grandfather always said."

The bus slowed.

"I think we're here," Hyapatia said.
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Chapter 19

Minnie Hill stepped out into the glorious sunshine. She was nearly struck by an airport bus.

"Good God, did you see that, Harold? HAROLD?!"

Harold heard her scream and sighed. "How unfortunate," he thought quietly to himself.

"I could have been lying in the road mutilated and dying and you would have just carried on in that dozy way of yours..." she screeched. "What are you looking at, anyway?"

Harold was peering at a newspaper vending-machine through the glass. "I was trying to find out what the weather was going to be like, dear. . ."

"Well, what does it look like? It's glorious sunshine, not that it would matter to you because you'd always be stuck inside moaning about the heat ... come to think of it so would I if I hadn't seen that bus. They shouldn't be allowed to drive that fast. . ."

"Was the red light on?"

 "Yes."

"The red light means you can't cross the road..."

"Are you going to buy it?" Minnie demanded, staring at the paper machine.

"I don't see the need really. If you say the weather's always like this. . ."

"IT IS."

"Then I really don't see the need."

"But you did see the need when you let me cross the street on a red light ... OH YES." Minnie thumped him on the arm. "I sometimes think you'd let me die if anything ever happened to me."

"Oh no, Minnie," Harold lied. 

"Have you found a taxi yet?" 

Harold was standing underneath a bright yellow sign which 
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read "Taxi". He pointed upwards with his finger. 

"They seem to take their time," he muttered.

"They've probably taken one glance at you and seen sense. Here, let me try." Minnie stepped out into the middle of the road directly in front of oncoming traffic. A yellow cab screeched to a halt, tyres smoking.

"Are you fucking nuts? Get the fuckoutta the road!"

The cab driver thrust his head back in the cab, reversed and drove around her and away.

"Well really. Did you see that?" She stood with her hands on her hips.

"I think you're supposed to stay on the pavement, you know."

"Don't tell me what to do, Harold. If you were any kind of man, you'd have hired a car or something to take us to Mr Walbo's house."

"But I don't know where Mr Walbo's house is, do I, Minnie? You've got the bit of paper with the address on it."

A white cab pulled up in front of Harold, underneath the cab-rank sign. The cabbie opened the door and stepped out. He spoke with a thick Russian accent. "Vere you vant to go?"

Harold shrugged, "My wife has the address." He pointed to Minnie, who was still in the middle of the road.

"Hey, lady. No good you standing there. Vere you vanna go?"

"Can't be trusted to do the most simple thing," Minnie moaned under her breath as she strode obliviously between the lines of airport traffic to stand opposite the cab driver. She rummaged through her handbag and pulled out a neatly sealed envelope. "Here." She presented it to the driver.

"You want me to post a letter, lady? Whaddya think I am, a mail box?"

"I think Minnie wants you to take us to the address inside," Harold pointed gingerly to the packet.

Minnie opened the cab door and bent over to climb in.

"Oh HAROLD," she cried. "It's my back again ... all this air-conditioning sets my joints off..."

Harold rushed around and helped her in, easing her leg off the ground and on to the floor of the cab.

"Be careful, you numbskull!" she growled. "Go and look after the baggage! For all you know someone could have made off with it by now."
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"I doubt it," Harold muttered.

The boot of the car was open. It was full of the Hills' suitcases, and a leather bag containing Minnie's nerve tonics, homeopathic remedies, vitamins and slimming pills.

"You gotta lotta shit here, mister," the driver commented as he slammed the boot's lid. "You staying long?" He tore open the envelope and looked at the address.

"Just visiting a relative."

"Dis guy ... he relative of yours?" The driver raised his eyebrow as he read the name and address on the paper.

Harold peered over his shoulder and looked at the name. It was Casper Walbo's name, and Casper Walbo's address. 

"Personally, I don't know the fellow, but apparently he's a good friend of our niece, Cecilia. She's been out here for a few years. That's the address we want anyway. He's been very kind. He's letting us stay in his house."

"He doesn't want your lifestory..." Minnie wound the window down and howled at Harold.

"I think we'd better go," Harold sighed.

The taximeter clicked up an ever-increasing fare as the cab sat in thick, unmoving traffic on the 405 Freeway. It was a sixteen-lane log jam both ways. Minnie tapped on the driver's shoulder.

"Isn't there a quicker way than this?" she demanded testily.

"I already take quickest way," the driver replied in annoyance. "It's not my fault ... it's like this every day ... it was better in Russia."

"Is that where you're from?" Harold asked eagerly.

 "Where did you think he was from with a name like Ivan Ellovanitch," Minnie interrupted acidly, pointing to the cab licence with Ivan's name and photo on it.

"What a good idea," Harold enthused. "We should have that in England." He looked out of the window gloomily. "We already have this," he thought to himself, remembering the M25 on a Friday evening.

"Have you been over here long?"

"Three years."

"Nice weather," Minnie remarked.

"I hate it. I preferred Russia. It was colder. We had seasons."

Minnie shut up. Harold was beginning to like this cab driver. 

*
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The cab turned up the approach road to Casper's house on stilts. The engine strained and overheated as it gasped its way up the appallingly steep slope that led to one of Frank Lloyd Wright's worst nightmares.

"Jesus Christ, who would want to live in a place like this?" Ivan complained. "Look what it's doing to my engine." He pulled up outside the front door.

The doorstep was at an angle of forty-five degrees to the base of the door. It seemed as if the whole house was ready to toboggan down the hill and ski jump into the valley below.

Minnie climbed out. Harold fumbled with his seat belt. 

"How much is the fare?" he asked innocently.

"Forty-two dollars on the meter plus two dollars fifty airport tax, plus seventeen dollars mountain surcharge and five dollars

a bag. Oh yes and it's Friday."

"What does that mean?"

"Double the meter after the first fifteen miles, or take the waiting time and multiply by four, but it's after five o'clock now, so we forget about the mileage and just double everything."

"You've lost me, I'm afraid," Harold mumbled. 

"It's one hundred and eighty-four dollars."

"ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHTY-FOUR?" repeated Harold. 

"Plus tip."

"Why, I could almost fly back to England for that..." 

Ivan shrugged.

"Oh, very well ..." Harold fumbled for some money. He realized with dismay that he was going to have to borrow some...

Minnie rang Casper's door bell. She tapped her foot impatiently. She rang again. Harold stuck his tousled and harassed forehead out of the car window.

"I haven't got enough," he mouthed in a stage whisper. 

"Enough what?" shouted Minnie, turning around irritably. 

"It's one hundred and eighty-four dollars, Minnie. I'm eighty dollars short."

Minnie slowly approached the driver's side window. Ivan looked at her in a surly fashion through the closed glass.

"Wind it down," she ordered. 

The electric window slid down. 
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"My husband has no idea what he's talking about, but I happened to read the little plastic sticker hidden in the corner of the rear window where nobody is supposed to find it."

"Sticker?" Ivan couldn't remember any sticker.

"Yes, the sticker with the official rates and surcharges. I don't recall seeing a Friday surcharge, five dollars a bag, or any mention of extra charges for mountains, hills or potholes."

Ivan shrugged.

"So?"

"So, I'm NOT PAYING." Minnie folded her arms.

"Not paying?" Harold mouthed the words in horror. He'd only been in the country five minutes and he was going to be deported for not paying a taxi fare. He could see it coming. 

Ivan shrugged.

"Forty-five dollars. Final offer."

"That's better." Minnie smiled. "Pay the man, Harold," she barked.

Minnie returned to the front door and started alternating kicking it with her foot and whooping through the letter-box. "Yoo hoo ... anyone home?"

Harold counted out forty-five dollars. "I'm sorry about the rest of it," he whispered. "I can't believe she did that to you ... you probably being a Russian dissident and all that. I think you've suffered enough."

Ivan gave Harold an odd look. "Don't sweat it." He grabbed the money and counted it carefully. He pocketed the wad of bills and gave Harold a card. "You need a taxi when you're here in LA? This is my number on the back."

"That's jolly kind of you," Harold smiled, getting out of the rear door.

Ivan shrugged. "Ve all gotta make a living somehow..." He lammed the cab into reverse and careered dangerously back down the hill.

"What a nice chap," Harold thought. He turned to look at Minnie who was hunting for a key under the numerous cracked and broken plant pots littering the parapet of Casper's garden wall.

"He should have left a note for us if he was going out ... he said he'd be here." She looked at her watch. Minnie turned a venomous gaze on Harold.
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"We're late. He must have decided that the plane was delayed and gone out. WHY are we late ... because YOU couldn't perform a simple task like finding a cab ... aaa aaaaa tishoo." Minnie sneezed for the first time since landing.

"Oh dear, Minnie, it must be all this smog ..." Harold searched his pockets for a Kleenex.

"Smog? Aaaatishoo ... it's YOU, not the smog ... aaatishoo, I've been breathing your germs all my married life ... it's a wonder I'm not dead."

Haroid offered a grimy, crumpled and very used piece of tissue paper up to her. "It's all I've got in my pocket, I'm afraid," he mumbled forlornly.

Minnie stared in contempt. "I'm not wiping my olfactory bulbs on THAT," she declared.

"Right." Harold looked at the ground sheepishly. "Sorry."

"Fetch me a box of clean ones from my leather bag..." She scanned the drive. "Where IS my leather bag?" she demanded. 

Harold stared at the empty stretch of road in dismay.

"Come to think of it ... where is ALL of the baggage?"

Harold tried to clear the lump in his throat and coughed. It didn't go away.

"I think Ivan's got it," he whispered.

"WHO THE HELL IS IVAN?" Minnie screamed, becoming more explosive every second.

"It's all right, I've got his number." Harold retrieved the card. 

"WHO THE HELL IS IVAN?" she repeated, weighing a plant pot in her palm and calculating the force required to brain her husband.

"We can phone this number and he'll come back with it," Harold declared brightly. "No problem."

"You left the bags with that chiseling Russian taxi driver..."

"Well, if you hadn't been in such a hurry to rip him off for his fare - "

"RIP HIM OFF?" Minnie hurled the plant pot. Harold ducked. It shattered on the concrete of the road.

"All right, all RIGHT ... I'll phone him right away." Harold cowered beneath his upraised arm for protection.

"With what?" Minnie asked pointedly. "Do you see a telephone on the side of this mountain? Do you even have any small change?"
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"Well, Casper can't be that long till he's back ..." Harold protested.

Minnie glowered and sneezed again several times. "I don't know what you've done to me this time, Harold Hill, but if you do one more thing on this trip 1 swear I'm going to kill you ... Mr Walbo is probably scouring the city worried sick looking for us at this very moment ... my niece is probably half-dead with worry. See what you've done?"

Harold gritted his teeth against the verbal onslaught. Where the hell was Casper?

The sixty-foot limousine slowly cruised around the corner, taking up both sides of the road as it negotiated the bend. Ricardo Barcelona was especially careful about bends. He didn't want to make waves with the boss. Not involuntary ones anyway. Casper was making his own waves. He lay full-length across the back seat, floating inches above it. The water-filled rear compartment was his home from home. Had he been a mermaid he could not have felt more at ease. He splashed at a bubble that had erupted on the soapy surface. He reached for the telephone. 

"Ricardo. Where the fuck are we?"

"Just coming up to La Cienega and Holloway. It's a red light, boss."

Casper took a jam jar full of cocaine from the crystal decanter set that sat next door to the stereo, satellite TV and video equipment. He stuck his much-abused nose into it and heaved in a lungful of white powder.

The trip had been a failure. His search for a soul had been fruitless. He simply couldn't find a religion that offered him everything that he wanted, namely, freedom from guilt and freedom to do whatever the hell he wanted with the absolute assurance that he would survive bodily death and be able to get a hard-on in the afterlife.

"What is the fucking point of spending my whole Sunday on my goddam knees," he had screamed earlier at a Catholic priest, "if I don't end up with no guarantees? If a girl gets down on her knees in front of me ... at least I can guarantee her one thing." He winked. The priest, a former heavyweight boxer, had thrown him out of the church in a most unceremonious manner. Casper had tried synagogues, but he liked pork. Islam meant 
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getting out of the bath too much to pray towards Mecca, every kind of 'ism' had been tried. All of them demanded something of him.

"You bloodsuckers all want something for nothing," he screamed as he was ejected from a Mormon temple.

"I tell ya, Ricardo, they got no idea how to market this religious shit. If they was smart it would be HUGE by now ..." He lapsed into silence on the end of the phone. The car pulled away from the light. Ricardo's voice came down the line.

"We got one more stop, boss. It's called the Nirvana Cult."

"What's that?" Casper grunted.

"Nirvana," repeated Ricardo. "It says here in the advertisement that Nirvana means literally to "blow off". Something about getting rid of our earthly impurities like the skin of an - onion being peeled off."

"I hate fucking onions. They make me fart and blow goddam soap bubbles through my ass."

The car slowed to a halt again.

"There it is. This is their Santa Monica branch."

Casper wearily peered out of the window.

The Santa Monica branch of the Order of Nirvana occupied a single-storey building flanked by a leather shop on the one hand and a Chinese laundry on the other. There were no windows and only a plain wooden door with a small brass plaque, "Order of Nirvana". The door opened and four eagerlooking young men wearing brown habits and open-toed sandals walked out and stood on the kerbside.

"They got no goddam hair, Ricardo. It's all been cut off. I can't join a religion where I've got to cut my fucking hair..."

Casper had been bald for three years. Years of substance abuse had left Casper's scalp with as much hirsuteness as a hard-boiled egg. Ricardo hadn't the nerve to let on. He prepared to drive away. The car transmission jerked slightly as he engaged "Drive".

"Wait ... wait a second ... there's something going down here." Casper's voice barked into the intercom.

Coming up fast was a blue Econoline van with the word "Nirvana" on the side in rainbow lettering. It hurtled around the parked traffic accelerating hard. The shaven-headed men 
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at the kerb became watchful. One of them opened the front door in preparation.

"This is real interesting, Ricardo..." continued Casper.

The blue van screeched to a halt across the street. Wakko Fanticmotor and Ippon Futon leapt out and made for the back doors of the van. They were too late.

An eager acolyte, anticipating the joyous return of his brother monks, had already cracked the lock and swung open the cage.

Cynthia sat snarling at him chewing her bloodied thumb where she had gnawed at it during the journey. The acolyte fell back in horror. Ippon pushed him to one side.

"Get back, you fool..." he ordered.

The monk backed off. "What IS that?" he mouthed.

"You wouldn't want to find out." Wakko manhandled him out of the way. "STAND BACK, ALL OF YOU,' Wakko shouted, "and keep the doorway clear. . ."

"I'll get it ready," Ippon whispered tersely, sweat breaking on his top lip. He entered the front door of the building, leaving Wakko on his own to face the gorgon.

"I'd like to know what the hell is in that truck," Casper mused. 

"Something pretty valuable I guess, boss," suggested Ricardo. 

Cynthia West, downwardly mobile bagperson, friend and confidante of waifs and strays, bulimic man-hating nymphomaniac, pulled her bloody thumb from her mouth and regarded it with disdain. "Yuck. This tastes foul. At least the hot dogs had ketchup on them."

She looked at Wakko and smiled. "Well, don't look so surprised ... yes I can talk, you know. I do have an education, I can string a couple of sentences together." Cynthia got up and rearranged her shredded bin liner. She passed her fingers through her matted hair.

"I must look a right state..." She noticed that Wakko was staring in awe. "It's jolly rude to stare. Didn't your mother ever tell you that? Obviously not. Do you speak English . . . E...N...G...L...I...S...H?"

Wakko nodded his head in sudden annoyance. "I speak perfect English."

"That's a start then, isn't it? Be a nice fellow and help me 
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down. If I'm going to be sold into white slavery I might as well not work any more than I have to." Cynthia moved towards him. Wakko backed away.

Cynthia smiled. "What is it? Afraid I'll find out that Jap guys have small dicks?"

Wakko stopped backing away. "Japanese men are just as well endowed as anybody else," he replied indignantly.

"Prove it," Cynthia moaned, leaping off the rear of the van and tearing off the remains of her vomit-encrusted clothing, flinging it into the gutter as she pursued Wakko. "You WANT me, don't you? You want me to gobble on your DICK," she slavered.

Wakko bolted for the open doorway, but Cynthia fell on his trouser leg, fastening her jaws around his ankle.

"Jesus Christ, will you look at that?" shouted Casper. "Now THAT'S what I call a fuckin' woman. Jesus, she looks like she could suck the chrome off a Harley ... Boy, she really wants it." He retrieved a squeaky rubber duck from his bathside cabinet and slowly strangled it underwater, gargling with delight as the air bubbles that filled the plastic carcass surfaced.

Ricardo looked with worry in his rear-view mirror. The last time the duck had made an appearance in Casper's hands it took three hours for the surgeon to extract it from Oral's rear end. Ricardo hoped to God that he could keep his beloved sweetheart from Casper's clutches in this current fit of lust.

"I want her, Ricardo..." Casper growled, wringing the duck's neck the second time around. "What do I have to do to join?"

"Join? You actually want to join those crazies?"

"Shut the fuck up and do as I say. You go over there and sign me up. But you better make sure that I end up in the same class as that girl over there ... CHRIST, will you take a look at that ... ?"

Wakko screamed as Cynthia ripped a bite-sized chunk of flesh from his calf.

"I want you, I want you," she slavered, ripping at his trouser belt.

"STAY WHERE YOU ARE ... DON'T MOVE," shouted Ippon, running back out from the building. He brandished a fresh long cucumber. "Here we are, lady," he whispered, slowly 
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leading Cynthia's eyes to the Freudian vegetable. "Try this for size. Plenty more inside."

Cynthia paused. She slowly loosed her hold on Wakko's leg, and lunged like a viper at the cucumber, which slid easily down her open gullet ...

"Holy Mother of God. Did you see that? If I could get her in some of my movies ... can you imagine the money? The fame?" Casper pulled the plug in his bath. Soapy water flooded from the bottom of the limousine into the street. It was the first time that Ricardo had witnessed such an act by his boss in all the time that he had been employed by him. Like the toad that he resembled, Casper Walbo was going back on to dry land.

Cynthia started to gag on the greenery. It had become stuck halfway. Ippon smiled as she turned a delicate shade of blue. He pulled her inside the doorway by the stubby end of the vegetable left sticking from between her teeth. It reminded him of the time in Japan that he had landed a dangerous shark and had had to drag it around the deck with a piece of wood that it had bitten. Since that day he always kept a trick cucumber or two in his inventory. This particular one was fine when you swallowed it, but then opened up like an umbrella when it was halfway down your windpipe.

He pulled the rapidly expiring woman through the doorway and into the Nirvana Cult's local headquarters. The door was slammed behind them.

Casper slammed the limo door and wobbled across the street in a sodden old sheet, barefoot and brandishing the American Express Platinum card.

"They'd better fucking take AMEX," he muttered darkly.
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Chapter 20

Standing Johns sat only feet away from the president aboard Air Force One as it taxied to a stop at Los Angeles International Airport. The whine of the engines had barely halted when the cabin door was cracked open and a crowd of local dignitaries queued at the bottom of the steps outside in preparation to meet the president.

Johns clutched his briefcase. The landing had been a hard one, even though his breeches were feeling increasingly soft and squishy. He looked anxiously toward the toilets, waiting for the president to get up and leave the plane so that he could get up and leave what was weighing heavy in his trousers.

The trip was both a boon and a curse for Johns. It had been sprung on him at short notice.

The chance to be personal national security aide to the president was too good a chance to pass up. In essence, it meant that he looked after the codes and electronics necessary to initiate a nuclear war. He had to be within reach of the president at all times. It was a position that usually carried a big chance of promotion. He happened to have heard that the vice-president was going through a rough patch at that time. "Stranger things have happened at sea," he mused to himself.

He shifted his bum on the seat. His immediate environment was becoming a little malodorous.

The president stood up from his seat. So did everybody else.

The president nodded at Johns, smiled and walked away down the aisle. Vice-President Morty Duck waited till the plane was almost empty and whispered in Johns' ear.

"Did you shit yourself?" he whispered pointedly through fixed teeth. "It sure smells like it."

Johns nodded nervously. "I'm a bad flier ... n ... nervous tummy, that's all. Could I ... er?" He gestured towards the toilets. 

"Of course, you idiot. You think the opinion makers of 
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California want to stand next to a walking cess-pit? Go get cleaned up."

Johns grabbed the briefcase and hurried off to the toilet. He closed the door with relief and carefully peeled down his underpants. He dumped his bum on the tiny airline toilet seat and splattered the aluminium bowl with fragments of the inflight meal. Feeling the colour draining back into this face once more, he cracked open the lid of his briefcase.

"Oh shit," he groaned. The case was full of all the paraphernalia to start a jolly good nuclear winter. Failsafe systems, top secret codes, radio links and keys were all contained therein.

All Johns wanted was a change of underwear. He stuffed his soiled pants into the tampon disposal bucket and crammed the back of his trousers with paper toilet-seat covers. He hoped it would hold for the ride into the city. As long as there weren't any sudden dramatic traffic incidents his bowels could probably be trusted. He closed the lid of the case and took a couple of deep breaths to steady his nerves. He opened the door and returned to his seat. The vice-president was still standing there waiting for him.

"You certainly take your time . . ." He stared at the briefcase. "My boy," he began, placing a hand on Johns' shoulder, "whilst I commend you on your keenness in taking the nuclear detonation system for the USA to the can with you, I have to say it wouldn't be a damn bit of good if you were in there and something did happen. However, you'd certainly be in the right place afterwards . . ." He chuckled. "Come on ... everybody's waiting."

He started off down the aisle.

"Wait." Standing Johns blurted out in panic. He scanned his seat. He opened the overhead bin in desperation and looked under the seat.

"Lost something?"

"Yes, I ... er ... well, I could have sworn..."

"Are you sure that you're up to the job?" the vice-president demanded. "I sure as hell wouldn't like to think that you were going to leave that lying around anywhere." He indicated the case.

Standing Johns recovered some of his composure.

"I was just checking to make sure that none of your aides had 
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left their bits lying around. I seem to remember one of your college chums was something to do with Watergate..."

"Very funny. It was never proven. Don't be a smartass or you can walk home."

The vice-president strode down the aisle and off the plane. Standing Johns followed rather more anxiously.

As he arrived at the exit he turned quickly to the stewardess and pulled her to one side out of the bright sunlight shining through the open cabin door.

"Excuse me asking . . . and I'd appreciate it if you didn't mention it to anyone ... but er ... you don't happen to have seen anyone leaving the airplane with a briefcase pretty much identical to this one, do you?"

The stewardess shook her head. "No sir. I don't recall anyone leaving with a briefcase like that."

Johns nodded and tried to smile through the situation. He stepped down from the plane and into the waiting limo. His euphoric mood about getting the job had turned to one of abject terror, he felt that the situation was becoming more serious by the second.

Someone had stolen his very own private briefcase. If it had contained state secrets it would have been less of a problem; he could have reported it to the FBI or something, they could have dealt with it. Alas, he could report nothing except that his shit was probably about to hit the fan. To be more exact, ten pounds of his shit which the briefcase contained along with a lot of labelled underwear with his name on it.

He couldn't help feeling that his days in the White House as personal aide were numbered once word got out about his intestinal afflictions. The White House was hardly a place for a man that couldn't keep his shit together.

Then the awful truth hit him. 
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Chapter 21

Mine's a large one, please, no ice sat back in his First-Class sleeper seat. He enjoyed flying. For him it was the only time that he felt he could truly relax.

The endless shuttle between Tokyo and Los Angeles took its toll in terms of stress, not only because of sheer hard work, but also because of the constant cultural differences and the need to adjust every five minutes to some new custom or trend.

Never one to turn down a challenge, Mine's a large one had thrust himself into the melting pot of West Coast America like a red-hot intellectual poker into a bucket of lard. Not only did he find penetration easy, but he was beginning to enjoy the Western lifestyle, something that would have been anathema to his boss, teeing off on another video golf course a couple of thousand miles away.

He ordered another single malt Scotch. He had never been to Scotland, to the Highlands where they made this stuff, he reflected as he swirled the amber fluid around in its glass. He would dearly love to visit one day when his work in the USA was done.

His thoughts swung back to the present, to the mission as laid down by Tsunami Hoochiekoochi. "My biggest problem in accomplishing my task", thought Mine's a large one, "is that my boss has obviously lost his marbles and is raving mad." He downed the rest of the Scotch in one and waved to the stewardess for another.

Five years ago, when the Japanese secret service had decided that they couldn't keep themselves a secret any more, he had been sent to the West Coast of America and told to infiltrate the society of the USA. His mission was first to research it, and then to weaken it for the coming of Japanese corporate culture.

The day he landed he was full of efficient workaholic zeal, filled with the kind of loyalty that kills thousands of Japanese by 
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suicide or overwork every year. Initially he regarded Americans with contempt, but over the years America had treated him well, and he had learned not to underestimate its potential for determination when the chips were down.

When Mine's a large one was a child there was a common saying in his high school: "The nail that stands up is always hammered down". That saying had stayed with him for all of his life. He had never questioned it. It seemed to make sense. Yet America was a society that bristled with millions of nails all sticking up, each trying to be bigger than the next one.

Mine's a large one drank down his second Scotch.

He was being employed as a hammer to crush them one by one. To smash them back into the corporate plank which did not yet exist, but which could be prepared for. Still, he had a problem. After five years he had come to the conclusion that it couldn't be done. Independence was part of the American character. Worse still, he had himself adopted personal habits that would have gained him instant dismissal in Tsunami's tightly run corporate ship. He got away with them solely because he claimed that they were necessary adjuncts to performing his role as agent provocateur without arousing suspicion amongst his host nation.

The truth was, he quite enjoyed smoking a joint now and again, and even worse, he had discovered that women were real people who had orgasms. He found American humour quite funny, and even found himself giggling at "Far Side" cartoons in the privacy of his office.

These were facts that never found their way back to Tsunami in his weekly reports. Mine's a large one's success had been his best disguise to his boss. He had been given a unique mission. How best to camouflage the activities of the Japanese secret service? Japanese people were, of course, somewhat visible amongst the American population. It would be difficult to infiltrate many areas of their society without a pretext or a cover of some description.

Mine's a large one's analysis of their Achilles heel was devastatingly brilliant. The Americans suffered from massive amounts of guilt and soul-searching caused by being too successful. They were on the verge of sueing themselves into extinction, and laboured under the illusion that a "service" 
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economy comprising lawyers, "creative" accountants, hairdressers, plastic surgeons and used car salesmen would save them from economic oblivion.

To assuage the guilt of winning several wars their population was convinced that anything foreign was probably better, and so spent its hard-earned income piling up massive overseas debt.

The streets of Los Angeles were filled with over-engineered German cars, prehistorically designed but quaintly unreliable English jaguars and a popular culture that dictated, "You are what you drive". Inexplicably, Volvos were chic.

Vast sums of money were borrowed by successive Governments to shore up a financial system which seemed to be no more inventive than a rat on a treadmill, although it did manage to pay interest on effectively unrepayable loans with a currency that was worth increasingly less.

As a strategy Mine's a large one found the concepts audacious but a little short-term. He saw little hope for a recovery initiated by the masses. He imagined they had been led by the nose and conditioned by advertising agencies for too long.

Ironically, the very thing which to his boss, Tsunami Hoochiekoochi, would have constituted the greatest weakness in a Japanese culture, constituted the greatest strength in the American one. The individual.

Mine's a large one's hypothesis for the corporatization of America had been based upon undermining the success of the individual. His technique revolved primarily around guilt. He reasoned that everyone had something to be guilty about. It seemed to him that the more successful a person was in Western society, the more he was exposed to vilification, jealousy and an urge to self-destruction. Mine's a large one targeted the guilt of individuals and their desire to escape from it at all costs.

Yet Mine's a large one's scheme merely put off the day of reckoning. Ultimately they would feel a hundred times more guilty for going along with his blackmailing schemes. The beauty of the whole Nirvana Cult was that it took people so long to see through it that the damage was already wreaked and their lives already destroyed before any action could be taken.

He felt sorry for what he did to people. He chuckled to 
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himself. He had first heard the expression "to blow off" in a pub in Tokyo. He was a young student when an Australian man almost welded a zippo lighter to the back of his jeans igniting a fart in the bar where Mine's a large one worked. In this way he had gained his first working knowledge of English, and his first close-up experiences of the "Gaijin", or foreigners, who spoke it. He wondered about the curious anal obsession that possessed the affluent Western cultures.

It was his arrival in Los Angeles that galvanized his early student memories into a constructive plan. Everywhere he looked were advertisements for "Colonic irrigation".

He wondered what it meant. At first he thought it was a popular agricultural practice, or a way to increase the droughtblighted LA water supply.

The truth was hard to swallow, whichever way you looked atit. The cleansing of bodily toxins which accumulated in the colon could, it was claimed, be eliminated by means of various herbal preparations inserted into one's rectum and flushed out again with an old-fashioned enema.

Outrageous claims were made of its effectiveness in curing all manner of ailments, from the sublime, i.e. weight loss, to the ridiculous, namely, auric chakra healing of past lives, during which process you could blame all your current troubles on five-hundred-year-old mythical stereotypes inspired by cable TV.

To Mine's a large one all this fuss over a centuries old way of taking a shit more often than you were supposed to indicated one thing, a deficiency of meaning. The enormous spiritual vacuum in the lives of LA residents with more money than sense seemed to be filled with an automotive penis extension driven by the one hand, and a rubber tube up their arse held by the other.

He wasted no time in setting the teachings of the Buddha to work. It didn't take him long to make the correspondence between the chance comment in a Tokyo bar, and a translation of the teachings of Buddha. The literal translation of the word Nirvana is "to blow off".

Mine's a large one had set up study groups around LA with the purpose of identifying prospective subjects, who were prepared to pay handsomely for the privilege of doing just that. 
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To his delight he found that the brains of California, not just Los Angeles, came flocking to his temple gates. Well, to be exact, they came flocking to his apartment until he could chisel the money out of them to build a temple.

With his trusty aides Wakko and Ippon, Mine's a large one had founded the Cult of Nirvana, and based its spurious creed on the desire of every New Age American to get his bottom douched in a big way.

He had reported his success to Tsunami back in Tokyo. "Carry on. More information required" was the reply to all of his reports.

Mine's a large one expanded his operations. He had always been taught that the best source of intelligence was from close acquaintances. He set out to widen the circle of his friends.

The logical connection between an anally based Buddhist sect and the general population was the laundry service.

At first he had employed Wakko as attendant at a Hollywood launderette for research purposes.

The whole place was wired for sound with hidden video cameras watching and listening for loose talk of incontinent husbands or excessive skidmarks on underwear. Such a stigma could have marked the individual for an impromptu nighttime visit from the cult to sing, "All you need is onions", until the subject agreed to attend a meeting to avoid waking his neighbours, or until his cat threw in the towel.

The results were disappointing. Apart from a Hollywood movie star with gerbil droppings in his Y-fronts, the incidence of catastrophic sphincter failure seemed depressingly low.

So Mine's a large one cast his net wider. He moved into the altogether more heavyweight field of the Chinese laundry and steam cleaning business. More agents arrived from Japan to run the nationwide chain of 'Nirvana' laundrettes, dropping business cards in sushi bars, placing ads in local papers, laundering shamelessly the underwear of middle America.

Yet whilst his Nirvana Cult grew ten fold in California, sending regular patrols to the airport collecting money and recruits, appearing on talk shows and being endorsed by dotty actresses, the rest of America's viscera remained unmoved.

Again he seemed destined for failure, and probably a date with the knife sharpener in Japan.
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Then, late one night, just as he had sealed what he thought would be his last report to Tokyo befdre his recall, the fax machine hummed and made its familiar burping noise as it dribbled out its painfully slow message: "SHREDDED SECRETS FOUND . . . WILL TAKE A WHILE TO DIGEST INFORMATION. RECOMMEND YOU OPEN TWENTY-FOUR HOURS A DAY JUDGING BY THE STATE OF THIS GUY'S PANTS."

Mine's a large one had netted a big fish. An involuntary mole at the highest level of the US government; a US senator called Standing Johns.

Information began to flow steadily back to Tokyo. Details of trade treaties, strategic agreements and defence contractors almost brought a smile to the lips of Tsunami on the two hundredth floor, but until the day he could join the golf club of his choice, his face remained impassive.

Back in America, the success continued, this time the Nirvana Cult reeled in a prize catch. Mine's a large one had bagged another big name, a scientist called Charlie Bogdanakowskevich. Charlie's source of guilt had been his job, his wife, and his failure to achieve the Nirvana promised by the passions of his youth.

When Tsunami Hoochiekoochi heard of the latest developments in the US department, Mine's a large one was summoned home immediately.

In the passenger cabin the dull "clang" of the steward call button rang through the First-Class compartment. The night flight from Tokyo to LA was between eleven and thirteen hours depending on winds. Mine's a large one looked at his watch. He was feeling sleepy. The Scotch pleasantly frazzled his nervous system to a glowing mush that blended in with the distant roar of the wind on the nose of the Jumbo.

He couldn't believe that the strategic defences of the United States resided in a low-tech briefcase on a low-tech plane which still employed valves as a vital part of its circuitry.

Charlie had told him that all the new US weaponry was totally dependent on Japanese microchips for its effectiveness. That was the reason why there had been such a blind panic to update the president's personal system. That was the reason why Charlie's company had been employed to manufacture the failsafe system for it, in order to ensure that no one else could 
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crack the electronic codes necessary to override it, and start a nuclear war without asking permission first.

Mine's a large one sighed as he settled back in his seat and closed his eyes.

Of course, had the new system been in place his job would have been ten times harder, but, like almost every vital piece of infrastructure in the States, it had been questioned, delayed and filibustered through Congress.

Consequently it was only necessary for Charlie to gain access to the existing system and reveal its secrets, an act which even he, for all his guilt, could square with his conscience without too much soul-searching. It was, after all, the sort of system that could be designed by a good high school electronics expert.

A frown crossed the normally impassive countenance of the fake monk. Despite his success, he felt that his boss had lost control of the big picture. Mine's a large one found membership of a golf club hard to equate with starting a global thermonuclear war. It just didn't seem worth it.

He realized, of course, that he was just a cog in someone else's wheel. Normally that thought would have made him happy; the bliss of corporate security, a nice little cabbage patch in the mountains outside Kyoto for his retirement. Yet increasingly he had come to hate cabbage, and preferred Mrs Field's Cookies.

Decadence like this he tried to blame on the temptations of the job.

He opened his eyes again and raised his finger to call for another Scotch. Such thoughts tugged at the roots of his being. They were thoughts that he should not think on the eve of his greatest triumph.

He looked with one bleary eye and checked the time again. "Just about now," he thought, clasping his hands over his belly in satisfaction.
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Chapter 22

The Presidential 707 stood silently on the apron at LAX Airport. The limos and dignitaries had gone. Only the fuel trucks and catering vehicles laden with the president's favourite brand of jello had hung around the elegant outline of the jetliner. And Charlie Bogdanakowskevich.

He was still hanging around. He was just doing his job.

"Yeah, we keep blowing those goddam fuses ... Christ knows  what would happen if we ever had to use the system ..." Captain Luke Daluke was still sitting in his cockpit seat staring at the boiler-suited figure fiddling about under the instruments. He took another sip of coffee.

"You could always land and use a pay phone . . ." Charlie grunted as he twisted his screwdriver. "You know at the moment you can do most things from a public phone including start a nuclear war." He pulled his head out from under the console. "You've just got to know the right sequence of sonics and you're straight into NORAD."

Luke Daluke spat on to his altimeter. "Sheeeit!" he exclaimed. "I shot down ten Russkies in Vietnam and some kid whistles Dixie the wrong way down Ma Bell's pay phone and turns the USA to glass."

Charlie gave him an odd look, as if to say, "How on earth did you end up flying an airliner when you say stupid things like that?" He thought better of it. Now that he examined the probabilities, some kid may have already whistled Dixie on his home computer, hacked into his bank account and emptied it just for fun.

"I guess that's why you're here, son," Luke muttered. "Damn glad to have you aboard. Did you fix that aerial back in the pig bay?"

Charlie tried not to look at his blue canvas tool bag lying in the corner. "No problem."
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"That's right, son. No problem. Until you came aboard we didn't even know we had a problem. That's why we got experts. Boy, I tell ya, it used to be you didn't shoot till ya see the whites of their eyes. . ."

Luke took another slug of coffee and spat it over the inside of the windscreen. "See that," he growled. "Used to be if I spat coffee on the windscreen you couldn't see where you were going. These days we got radar. Fucking genius."

Charlie got to his feet and dropped his screwdriver in his pocket. "Radar is pretty useful. I must be going. I have a dinner engagement."

Luke grabbed him passionately by the lapels and pulled him towards the captain's chair.

"Boy," he began, "you're not a man until you can fly a 707 with this." He reached into the emergency oxygen cupboard and pulled out a bottle of Jack Daniels from amongst the Playboy magazines and rusting vibrators that clattered to the floor. The bottle was empty. "She was full before we left Washington, boy..." he slurred.

"I really have to go." Charlie tried to pull away.

Luke stared at him suspiciously. "I tell you, son. You don't know you're born. You haven't lived on the edge. Ya gotta live on the edge at least once. It'll last you for the rest of your life..."

Luke pulled him so close that Charlie could smell the whisky on his breath. Their eyes met ... Charlie looked away. "You'll never know," sighed Luke wistfully.

"Yes ... well, I suppose I'll see you next time around," smiled Charlie. He picked up his tool bag and left the cockpit. He closed the door behind him with relief. He stared down at the blue canvas bag.

"What have I done?" he asked himself quietly.

Charlie lugged his bag over his shoulder and descended the main steps down on to the concrete taxi way.

"Get it fixed, Charlie?" shouted one of the regular maintenance men fuelling up the plane.

Charlie nodded nervously and increased his pace, heading towards the terminal building, the parking lot, and his sports car driven down from San Jose. He had security clearance to go pretty much where he wanted on Air Force One, so long as it 
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was on the ground. For weeks now he had been a regular visitor to the aircraft whenever it was in the area. The crew were used to him.

He showed up with his instruments and measuring devices, sizing up the problem of upgrading a transistor-age electronics system to the microchip era.

He flashed his pass to the secret service guard at the airside door, and headed into the main building, threading his way through the passengers bouncing off the walls in the aimless Brownian motion that is the natural law in airport terminals.

The bag weighed heavy on his shoulder, cutting off the circulation. He was relieved when he finally dropped it on the seat next to him and slammed the car door.

Night-time in Los Angeles is surprisingly dark compared to European cities. It is lit for the benefit of people with headlights, and so contains vast pools of eerie shadows wherein people can lurk unseen ... watching.

Wakko remained unseen by any passers-by as he sheltered in a doorway a block down from the Nirvana Launderette. He had a walkie-talkie in his belt ... and a gun. He checked the licence plate of another blue sports car as it pulled away from a traffic light. He shook his head. Not long now, if everything had gone according to plan.

The garish glow of neons and store front display lights was the only comfort zone as the sun went down and a hint of desert chill crept into the air.

Standing Johns sat miserably in his motel room and realized that it was pitch black outside. He switched the bedside lamp on, which merely added to his depression as he saw the infamous briefcase standing at the end of the bed.

He wore sweatpants, which was just as well because he had been doing a great deal of sweating over the previous two hours, most of it whilst attached to the toilet seat clamping his hands to the rim and chewing on a damp towel.

His suit trousers hung in a sorry state from the shower curtain rail. There was little that could be done for them, he surmised. Johns adjusted the jury rigged nappy he had made from bath towels which bulged under the pants around his 
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abdomen. He had to get a grip on things. The situation was slipping away from him.

He flipped open the yellow pages ... Chinese launderettes ... he closed it again. Why not try the hotel?

He picked up the phone and dialled the concierge.

"Hello, this is Room 666. I was wondering if you have a Chinese laundry service available?"

There was a pause at the other end of the line. 

"CHINESE laundry, you say? Er ... what name is it?"

"Mr Johns."

There was another thoughtful pause.

"We recommend the Nirvana Laundry located on Santa Monica near Beverly Hills."

Johns heaved a perceptible sigh of relief. 

"They don't pick up, do they?"

"I'm sorry, sir, they don't, but I could have a driver here in five minutes to take you there."

"Yes, thanks, that'll be fine."

Standing Johns replaced the receiver with relief and went into the bathroom to retrieve the noxious remains of his suit. 

Wakko Fanticmotor switched on his radio. "I think I see him," he breathed. "He's at the stop light ... yes, it's him all right."

The radio barked a short acknowledgement. "That's a big 10-4." Wakko switched it off in irritation. He loathed having to work with amateurs, as he termed the Nirvana monks. Especially when they had a sense of humour.

He had failed the "Sense of Humour" class at the "How To Be An Unseen Alien" class at spy school. He was a little touchy about jokes, laughing too much when it wasn't funny, or smiling politely when he should have been paralysed with mirth.

He resumed his vigil, double-checking the identity of the car driver. The blue sports car stopped outside the Nirvana Laundry. The driver got out and entered carrying a small attaché case.

Wakko relaxed with his back to the wall for a second. For once in his life it seemed that he was getting somewhere.

*
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The door of the laundry "dinged" as the customer entered. Ippon Futon appeared from the back room grinning inscrutably. His eyes were unsmiling as he made the smallest movement of them and an eager monk locked the door, drew the curtains, and put up the "Closed" sign.

The monk's companion appeared and they both took up positions with their backs to the door.

Charlie Bogdanakowskevich looked around nervously. 

"What's the problem?" he asked.

"No problem," replied Ippon.

"I hope there's no problem," he continued menacingly. 

Charlie slung the briefcase across the counter. "This is what you wanted. I hope you're satisfied."

Ippon seized the case and nodded at the two monks, who grabbed Charlie's arms and pinioned them to his sides.
"Hey, hey, let me go..." Charlie protested.

Ippon ignored him and cracked the locks on the front of the case, flipping it open. "This is shit," he declared flatly.

"It's a bit out of date, but I wouldn't go so far as to dismiss it as "shit" out of hand..." Charlie countered.

Ippon spun the briefcase around, Inside it hung several pairs of red boxer shorts and a ten pound bag of human faeces.

"This is not the failsafe system for Air Force One," Ippon charged angrily.

Charlie stood open-mouthed in surprise. "I have no idea what happened..." he blurted out. "I mean I ... well, I grabbed the briefcase from the seat of the guy who was supposed to have it while I was doing maintenance on some bullshit fault I had dreamed up to give me an excuse to get to the back of the plane..."

Ippon was not interested in Charlie's excuses. He was busy examining the name tags on the underwear. "You say that the guy who was in this seat was the guy supposed to have the real briefcase?"

"Yes. For sure. I double-checked with the pilot."

Ippon exhaled nervously, hissing his breath through his teeth. "I think all is not entirely lost. The name on these underpants is "Standing Johns". We have a long relationship with the man if he did but know it. I think it is time to bring 
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him in. We may yet be able to locate the briefcase, but it will require much greater visibility."

Ippon slowly removed the black plastic sack of human dung and placed it in a plastic tray. He motioned one of the monks over. "Take this to the lab and have it decoded."

Ippon hoped to God he could find Johns before he panicked and started to air his dirty laundry in public. He looked back at the miserable figure of Charlie, being held in a strong-arm hold with his wrist halfway up his back.

"Take him away," Ippon ordered.

"What do you mean?" Charlie demanded. "I was supposed to do you a favour, that's all. You can't just kidnap me ... that's against all of our religious beliefs ... whatever happened to tender loving care and good vibes ... and ... and ... er ... Nirvana?" he added.

Ippon regarded him with contempt. "Let me put it in terms which even a genius like you can understand..."

Charlie was alert for this piece of received wisdom. 

"Ever been had?'
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Chapter 23

Minnie and Harold Hill trudged in the deepening gloom towards the distantly lit outline of a phone booth.

"You've definitely done it now, Harold Hill," she scowled. "Not content with abandoning our luggage to some itinerant Ukrainian, you've now successfully got us lost for three hours in a residential neighbourhood when all we needed to do was find a telephone and call the police to ask for help ... aaatishoo."

Minnie ran out of wind and sneezed simultaneously.

"Minnie," Harold began. He adopted the self-righteously reasonable tone of voice that he had developed over the years. He had tried for decades to wind her up into a state of apoplexy sufficient to induce a stroke or other respectably catastrophic illness sufficient to induce death at best, or cataleptic trance at the very least.

"Don't adopt that tone of voice with me!" she screamed. "You infectious, catatonically boring cretin. You have not done one thing right in our marriage from the word go, and yet you STILL adopt that tone of voice with me. You'll be the death of me, I swear..."

She snuffled again and blew her nose loudly.

"There's a phone box up ahead," Harold noted quietly. 

Minnie shut up for a second and made a swift visual confirmation. "What do you expect me to do about it?" she charged. "Get down there and make the bloody call before my hip gives way from all this walking ... I'm having it done privately when we get back ... you'll just have to work overtime..."

Minnie sat down in the middle of the road, crossing her legs in a fairly athletic fashion considering that she was considering hip-replacement surgery.

"It was the usual story, Minnie crying wolf," thought Harold as he continued his walk down the street. He felt grateful for 
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the privacy as he opened the door of the glass phone booth and dialled the emergency number.

The phone was dead. Not even a crackle or a hiss came down the line. Yet the call box looked in perfectly good condition. It had not been vandalized, covered in graffiti or peed in.

He replaced the receiver and turned to speak to Minnie. 

She was not there.

Harold stepped out of the booth unable to believe his good fortune, but unwilling to accept responsibility for his wicked thoughts. "I hope nothing has happened to her," he lied to his conscience.

"ARMED POLICE OFFICERS. Turn slowly round and place your hands against the glass door, palms down, and spread your legs."

A brilliant and dazzling light was shone upon him. In the distance he heard the sound of a helicopter approaching, and the closer sound of a vehicle turning into the road. Harold heard the metallic snap of bolts being drawn back on automatic weapons. He did as he was told and faced the glass doors of the phone booth.

A hand grabbed his clothing and he was patted down, body searched. More voices and bodies flitted about behind him, but he couldn't identify faces or uniforms, the light was too bright.

He heard the sound of the vehicle pull up and a door being thrown open. From the road he heard a voice declare: "OK, he's clean ... let's take him in."

Harold was manhandled into the back of a large van. He just managed to see the letters "DPS PARCEL SERVICE" on the side. The door slammed behind him and his eyes gradually adjusted to the dim red light which illuminated its interior. He blinked as he focused on the other figures seated in various poses of submission or domination around the walls.

One of the amorphous forms spoke. "You've really done it now. When I get out of this van I'm going to sue you for divorce and every penny you've got in the world."

"Minnie?" Harold's gaze came rapidly into focus as it rested on the handcuffed form of his wife. "Minnie, what are you doing here?"

"The police are rather hoping YOU can assist them with that particular inquiry," Minnie replied sarcastically.
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"I have no idea what you're talking about..." Harold gasped. 

"Never mind, honey. It won't make any difference what you say anyhow. They're gonna fuck you over whatever."

Oral Slither delivered her drunken advice from under a police blanket in the corner. "I been inside this truck for four hours already They still ain't charged me. But I can guess what the deal is."

"You can?" Harold asked hopefully.

"Sure. You must be the English friends of Casper's that he was gonna invite over..."

"That's right," Minnie chimed in. "Mr Walbo invited us personally. We've come to visit our niece, Cecilia. Mr Walbo was most kind and I'm sure when he hears about this outrage he'll make sure that heads will roll in the appropriate departments."

Oral Slither shuffled up from under her blanket. She mimicked Minnie.

"Oh ... so MR Walbo is SO concerned that HEADS WILL ROLL, huh?" Oral heaved out an ironic hacking cough.

"Do you happen to know Mr Walbo?" Harold asked wearily, feeling that the answer was somewhat inevitable.

Oral smiled and gave him the titty-bar dancer's once-over glance, the glance designed to calculate how much in tips she could screw out of a guy in twenty minutes.

"Minnie and Harold Hill ... meet your niece ... Cecilia Smokestack, late of Rawtenstall and all points west of Hainault." Oral half stood up, but a combination bump in the road and handcuffs led to her immediate downfall.

"You ... are ... my ... niece," Minnie began in horror. "But you are supposed to be an actress..."

Harold already had a pretty good idea what kind of an act this actress performed.

A metal hatch slid open revealing a grille through which a police officer's face was visible.

"Hi there," greeted the young man with a smile. "Glad to make all your acquaintances. It's a shame we couldn't have all met Casper Walbo in person tonight, but there'll be plenty of time for that later on."

"You can't hold us here without charging us. This is simply outrageous. I shall write to my MP," Minnie admonished.

"You can write to who the hell you like, lady, after we let you 
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go ... IF we let you go. BUT I can assure you that your letters will go unanswered in any case."

"Is this another drugs bust?" Oral gave the officer a lop-sided grin. "If so, it's the fifth one in six months and I'm getting bored with them. You know you can't make anything stick."

The officer gave her another one of his smug smiles. "Oral Slither," he declared, reading from his notes. "Née Smokestack Cecilia. Born England 1964, moved to America aged ten, lived in trailer park and ran away aged thirteen. Appeared in first porno movie at that age with forged papers. Made quite a name for yourself by appearing with raw fish and animals in that year. Shall I go on?"

"So what's new?" Oral was bored with her life history being recounted yet again. "I'm no angel. Neither is Casper. But you got nothing on us."

"I'm afraid the situation is somewhat different now. The reason that you are all here is because of national security."

Harold was appalled. "Spies ... us ... ME?"

"This is absurd. My Harold is so stupid he can't even load a film in an instamatic camera, let alone commit treason with microfilm and all the rest of it," Minnie snorted.

"At the moment we suspect everyone that has any dealings with Mr Walbo. Until you are positively cleared you can expect to remain in this van indefinitely." The grille slid shut and the van tilted around a corner throwing its occupants against the wall again.

"Heavy shit, man," murmured Oral.

"I thought you said in your letters that you were a serious actress?" Minnie scolded, turning on Oral.

"Not now, Minnie..." began Harold. 

"Shut up."

He did so.

"Well. What have you got to say to that, young lady? You are guilty of the worst of deceptions. We came out here in good faith ... and well, really ... here we are being accused of being Reds under the beds..."

"Have you ever faked an orgasm with a dead squid?" enquired Oral, matter of factly.

"I've eaten squid," Minnie replied defensively. "I actually quite like calamari ... er ... what's an orgasm?'
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Oral laughed. "Holy shit, lady, where have you been? Never mind ... tell you what. When we get outta here I'll teach you all about it."

"Very kind of you, I'm sure," Minnie replied tartly.

"Ya gotta learn to fake it," Oral muttered. "The real thing sure as hell don't pay the rent."
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Chapter 24

The white, dripping-wet, toga-clad lump that was Casper Walbo hammered on the closed doors. Ricardo sat in the limo in despair. His boss had finally flipped.

"Open up, come on, I haven't got all day..." Casper yelled. "Open up or I'll ... yike!"

The door opened suddenly and two pairs of enlightened forearms grabbed him in a stranglehold, forced him inside and shut the doors again.

"Oh shit," mouthed Ricardo. He moved off down the street. This meant trouble. Casper had plenty of enemies. Ricardo picked up the mobile phone.

"Hi, Ricardo here. Casper's been taken prisoner by a bunch of fuckin' Buddhists ... yeah, you heard right ... Buddhists. Yeah, we'll get down here with the boys, we gotta dig him out pronto."

Ricardo kept circling around the block. It wouldn't be too long till nightfall. He had some friends with some fairly heavy artillery, anti-tank rockets, that sort of stuff. He didn't want to make a fuss, but he would follow Casper's example. Mr Walbo was never one for using a nutcracker when a sledgehammer would do.

In the foyer of the Nirvana Cult a platinum American Express card lay neatly severed on the floor.

Wakko held the Ninja blade that had done the severing next to Casper's wobbling throat.

"We don't take American Express. What do you want?"

"I ... I just wanted to join ... b ... but now I'm not so sure."

"Let him go." Mine's a large one stepped out from behind a fibreglass Buddha.

Wakko slowly released his captive and stepped away, sheathing the wicked-looking katana.
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"Wakko gets a little over-zealous in his attitude to credit control these days." Mine's a large one studied Casper carefully. "Where do I know you from? Ah, yes ... Casper Walbo ... the famous recluse."

Casper's eyes narrowed in irritation. His identity was not something he chose to share with just anyone.

"Yes, I'm sorry the Press have helicopters these days ... I thought you would have seen yourself in the hot tub with the porno star ... it was all over the front page of the National Snooper ... so, you want to join the Nirvana Cult, eh? A somewhat sudden conversion away from the ways of the flesh, I think?"

"Shit like that happens sometimes," Casper grunted.

"Indeed it does. Shit happens in here more often than merely sometimes ... as you will discover."

 "Like I said ... I ... I ... er, don't really want to join up now ... maybe I'll just go home and think about it for a bit. Gotta go, er..."

"Lock him up," Mine's a large one ordered. Wakko thrust the point of his blade back into the niche of Casper's neck.

"You fucking yellow-bellied dumb shits ... whaddya think you're doing ... my guys'll be round here and blow your asses out of the water ... slimeballs," Casper screamed as he was prodded towards the basement.

"On the contrary, Mr Walbo. I think it is your ass which will be the subject of aquatic expulsion," smiled Mine's a large one. 

The jumbo wheels burnt rubber as they smoked and screeched, hitting the runway at LAX airport. In the darkened interior of the plane its sole passenger dozed in his First-Class seat. NAL Flight 25 was scheduled all right, but every seat had been purchased in advance by the Nogo Corporation. Tsunami Hoochiekoochi disliked mixing with his minions and disliked mixing with the rest of humanity even more.

As the plane slowed he removed his eyeshades and donned a pair of sunglasses. He flipped up the blind to peer out at the dying rays of California sunshine. He scanned the horizon carefully, dividing it methodically into strips until he found what he wanted.

In the distance could be seen the massive cranes and 

149

scaffolding surrounding what resembled an enormous toadstool. Tsunami expelled a satisfied hiss and sank back in his seat. He felt in his pocket for his constant travel companion, a rubber golf ball. He rolled the ball around between finger and thumb, then squeezed it, and squeezed it harder until tears came to his eyes and his nails gouged into his palm.

He really hated America. Why had God given them so many golf courses?

Casper was dragged kicking and profaning to the basement. The cell door was thrown open and he was thrown in. The door clanged shut.

Casper looked up from the floor where he had landed. 

"What about these wet clothes? I'll freeze to death..."

"Then you'll be lucky," Wakko grinned. He locked the steel door and his footsteps echoed up the staircase.

Casper sneezed violently. Green lumpy mucus splattered over his grimy damp sheet and hung in elastic fronds from his much-abused nose.

"Hi there, dahling."

Casper heard the low hoarse voice coming from the nextdoor cell. He peered on his tiptoes trying to see through the bars in the small ventilation window at the top of the cell wall. Casper grabbed the iron bed and hauled it over against the damp brickwork. By standing on it he could just get his eyes over the level of the parapet.

"Well hallo, handsome..." growled Cynthia West. She was hunched up in one corner, staring. A shaft of light played across her eyes which stared manically back at him. Flecks of dried blood still stuck to her pale cheeks.

"When I get out of here I'd like to make a mess of you," she smiled, tossing back her head until her canines reflected yellow in the light beam. Pieces of Lord Iffy's dead relative still stuck in the gaps between her teeth. "A good flossing would help," thought Casper.

"I gotta tell ya, honey, you're the reason I'm in here. I'm gonna get you out real soon. I know a classy English chick when I see one."

"Classy ... English ... Chick?" Cynthia replied lowering her eyeline into the light again. "Let us start this relationship by you
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discovering that you do not refer to the product of one of England's finest all-girl schools as a "Chick''."

"Hey, hey, sorry. Er, what do I call you?"

"You may refer to me as Miss Cynthia until we have been formally introduced by a third party."

Casper looked away puzzled. "Sure thing, Miss Cynthia," he grinned. He wanted her more than ever. Boy, was he gonna slap this bitch around. "Anything else I can do for ya?"

"I am rather peckish," Cynthia remarked tartly.

"Nothin' I can do for ya on that score, honey," Casper laughed.

"Well, I'll just have to eat you later, won't I?" Cynthia hissed. 

Casper gave a sharp cry as the bed slid from the wall and his wobbly bulk slapped and slobbered its way to the floor with a leaden thump.
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Chapter 25

Standing Johns stepped out of the hotel minibus. He tipped the driver and said he would make his own way back home. The driver had winked at him knowingly. Santa Monica around Hollywood is a notorious gay cruising spot. The driver pocketed the ten-dollar tip and drove off, whistling, "All You Need Is Love".

Johns shuddered in the chill desert wind. He clutched a black bin liner containing his day's shortcomings. The neon "Nirvana Laundry' sign blinked in the darkness like a beacon. He turned his collar up against the cold and nuzzled his jaw into his neck to avoid recognition. He crossed the road and opened the frosted-glass door. A blast of warm steamy air smelling of burnt cotton wafted over him.

"Looking for this?"

Johns whirled around to face a smiling Mine's a large one, standing behind a table, tapping his fingers quietly on top of Johns' stolen case.

"Who are you? Where did you get that case?" Johns snapped. He went to grab it.

"Not so fast, Senator Standing Johns." Johns stopped. "You know who I am?"

"We know all about you. We even know some things about you that you don't know yourself. We certainly know all sorts of things that a lot of your political opponents would pay a lot of money to hear. Do I make myself clear?"

"You're talking about blackmail. Are you threatening me?"

"Yes. I'm threatening you."

"Well, it won't work. The Vietcong never broke me..."

"The Vietcong never got hold of your dirty laundry over a period of ten years, did they?" Mine's a large one replied softly. 

"Ten years," Johns echoed, aghast.

"For ten years we have used the most sophisticated computers 
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to analyse your droppings. The contents have been most remarkable."

"Contents..."

"Yes. There was a time when it would have been quite safe for a man to literally eat his words. But that time is passed."

Johns turned bright red around the ears.

"Your father was an obsessive, even paranoid, man, who gave you instructions never to shred your secret documents, but to eat them. Ironically it was the dark secret of your laundry that enabled us to crack many White House strategies in advance. You see, Mr Johns, your bowels work so fast that a secret document hardly gets a chance to enter your stomach, before it is expelled into one of your beloved black plastic bags. Result?"

Mine's a large one held up a batch of facsimile copies of top secret documents. Johns remained silent.

"We are not asking a great deal of you. We merely want to borrow the briefcase you have with you for a few hours."

"Oh no ... you can't ... I mean it's got the failsaf ..." Johns clamped his mouth shut.

"We already know what's inside it. We already have the man who built it. We can build another one ourselves if we have to, but you will save us a lot of inconvenience if we can borrow yours."

Johns jutted out his jaw.

Mine's a large one shrugged. He pulled a sheaf of photos from under his coat and tossed them on to the table.

"There goes your political career, and a long spell in jail for spying, I shouldn't wonder."

Johns grabbed the pictures and rapidly scanned through them. "This is revolting. These can't be real ... you've faked them."

"While the cat's away, the mouse will play as your saying goes."

"My wife would not allow herself to be degraded in such a way..."

"Not by you, perhaps," remarked Mine's a large one, "but you'll notice that the donkey is quite a regular customer."

Johns shamefacedly identified his wife's four-legged friend in several of the photos.

"You can see he's smiling," grinned Mine's a large one, "and he does have a very cute white spot on his bottom."

"When do you want it and for how long?"

"I knew you'd see sense."
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Chapter 26

The DPS PARCEL SERVICE van sat in a lay-by, its engine chugging quietly away in the night air. The two detectives munched on their hamburgers.

"What have we got on Walbo after three weeks?" murmured Frank Goitre.

George Vornunk jun flipped open his notepad and perused it. "Nohin' " he muttered. "These nutty limeys are the most interesting thing since we filmed him getting a blow job."

Frank chewed some more on his hamburger. "I don't think blow jobs are illegal," he advised.

"They are in Georgia," mentioned George helpfully.

"They're fucked up in Georgia," opined Frank. He screwed up his hamburger wrapper and tossed it out of the window.

The radio squawked into life. George grabbed the handset and listened in briefly.

"Goddamn it, they got a trace." He slammed the truck into gear. 

"Gonna give me indigestion," rumbled Frank, belching loudly. 

"Fuck your indigestion ... we got ourselves a goddamn spy ... see? Look at the trace."

A white blip moved off on the quadrant of a radar screen installed in the dashboard.

"Santa Monica Boulevard. It's that Chinese Laundry next door to the fake religious cult..."

"Nirvana?"

"Sure thing ... it's the freaky singers with the open-toed sandals. Casper Walbo is in there somewhere" - George gunned the throttle as the truck eased off the sidewalk and pulled into the main street -"but for now, he's small fry."

"Since when?" enquired Frank.

George listened intently to a further message on the radio. "Since we got ourselves a US Senator hooked up with these crazies," he muttered.
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The truck lurched round the corner and accelerated into the night, regardless of its human cargo. Harold, Minnie and Oral were wrenched from their slumber as the vehicle skidded into Santa Monica Boulevard.

"What the hell is going on?" demanded Minnie. "I insist on seeing a solicitor."

"I can recommend a couple of solicitors if you're really serious about it, honey," shouted Oral, above the roar of the transmission.

"I don't think Minnie wants to be solicited by your solicitors," shouted Harold. "I think ... aaagh."

The van lurched violently. Harold's head bounced athletically against the metal side of the truck. He expired with a low moan. "Oh dear," he muttered, as his limp corpse landed across Minnie's knees.

"Oh my God, he's dead as a doornail," she screamed.

Oral cast an experienced and jaundiced eye over the proceedings. "I've had politicians wheeled into my room in much worse states ... Idaho for one, they don't call it the potato state for nothing... he ain't dead..."

"He should be," Minnie growled. "He'd be better off dead now rather than when I get hold of him."

"He ain't worth it, honey. None of them are."

The truck slowed to a crawl and stopped.

Frank and George peered through the windscreen at the cold blinking sign of the Nirvana Launderette.

"He's in there."

"Well, he's gotta come out sometime."

"When do you want me to fetch it?" Standing Johns asked glumly, handing back the sheaf of photos.

"I think you'd better be as quick as you can. You can have it back by early tomorrow. Nobody will be any the wiser."

"Yes, well, I hope so, for your sakes," Johns muttered.

Mine's a large one nodded and Wakko opened the door. Johns slipped out into the night. The door closed.

"You have done well, Mine's a large one, san."

Tsunami Hoochiekoochi rumbled congratulations as he moved out from the shadows.

Wakko had already prostrated himself and was licking the

155

floor clean in deference. Mine's a large one bowed deeply from the waist.

"He suspects nothing?" Tsunami enquired. 

Mine's a large one shook his head. "Nothing."

"Then we will await his return with eager anticipation. A few games until dawn?" Tsunami's request was not optional. "Nothing would be a greater honour..." lied Mine's a large one, deadpan, nervous perspiration breaking out at the thought of the electronic tee.

George nudged Frank hard in the ribs. "Wake up."

"I am awake."

"Well, don't snore when you're awake, it's very confusing."

"I was practising pretending to be asleep ... when you disturbed my concentration..."

"There he goes," George pointed to the furtive figure of Standing Johns lurking from doorway to doorway. He picked up the radio. "OK, he's on the move. We'll stay with him."
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Chapter 27

Butler's eyes were wide and disbelieving. "You cannot be serious, Your Lordship," he croaked hoarsely.

Lord Iffy held the rubber tube in front of the manservant's face with appropriate missionary zeal.

Butler lay on a reclining table. Leather straps lay open around his chest. Clearly they were designed to be used. At the head end was a well-chewed piece of wood.

"It's all right, old boy," Iffy cackled softly. "I have a plan." He winked so intently that his monocle fell into a zinc bucket full of buttermilk out of which poked a stirrup pump to which the rubber tube was connected. Iffy picked up the buckle to fasten the leather restraint around the manservant's middle.

Butler slid nimbly off the table and backed away to the door, shaking his head. "You can't, sir. I've done most things for you in the past ... but this is too near the bone..."

"Dammit, man, I'm not going near any of your bones," Iffy retorted.

A camera high on the dungeon wall swung around to follow him as he slowly backed Butler into the corner.

Hyapatia watched on the video monitor in her office. Without taking her eyes off the screen she pressed the phone line to Jimmy Reptile's office.

"Get a load of this," she muttered.

Jimmy Reptile was counting his money, one of his favourite pastimes. The computer system made it even easier. He simply watched his personal bank account click up telephone numbers twenty-four hours a day as the donations rolled in around the clock. A telethon here, a prayer-revival meeting in another time-zone, his money spinning-machine revolved remorselessly. He answered the phone.

"They're doing it?" He was incredulous. "This I gotta see."

*
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"Drop 'em, my good man." Iffy pointed to Butler's pants. He spat on the end of the rubber tube for lubrication.

"You CAN'T," hissed Butler.

"Smile for the TV cameras." Iffy rushed at him and pinned Butler to the wall. "This tube is going up your bum, otherwise we're sunk. They'll never believe that I'm a raging pervert."

"I thought you said you had a plan..." squeaked Butler. 

"I lied..."

Butler shrieked and pushed Iffy away. The hose-wielding aristocrat toppled to the floor, skidding on his stilettos. The terrified manservant grasped for the heavy iron door handle. 

"This is great stuff," Reptile agreed enthusiastically, adjusting the volume on the TV.

"They can't get out..." Hyapatia's voice replied down the phone link.

Butler flung open the door. He froze in fear.

The heavy fowled pit-bull terrier grinned its evil teeth at him. A heavy chain tethered it to the stone wall, connected to the spiked leather collar around its bulging neck.

"Oh, fucking 'ell."

The dog and Butler stared at each other with undisguised apprehension.

"Don't stare at it, you imbecile," Iffy hissed.

 "I'm not taking my eyes off it ... are you mad?"

Iffy considered this last point. His eyes lit up. "I do believe I am, Butler ... I do believe I am." He swooped around the room, searching for something.

The pit-bull growled and lowered itself ready to bite. 

"Oh God..." Butler prayed.

"With you in a tick," Iffy replied brightly. "Entertain it for a couple of minutes ... they usually answer to a name ... often inscribed on the collar..."

Butler could see the name. It had been tattooed on the beast's forehead. Its name was Ballripper.

"Sit?" Butler offered.

"Got it," Iffy cried brandishing a wooden stick. "Here, catch." He threw it at Butler.

With a look of sheer terror Butler watched the slowly arcing 
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piece of stick tumble towards him. Butler caught the stick. 

Ballripper leapt from his haunches to' rip him to shreds. A mass of slavering jaws quite capable of tearing his arm off hurtled forward, a whirling epiglottis surrounded by jagged white fangs.

Butler instinctively shot his arm out in panic and closed his eyes. He felt the hot breath of the beast on his hand ... Ballripper bit down hard on the outstretched stick and arm. The momentum of his leap knocked Butler flat. Ballripper stood on his chest howling and growling.

"Bravo, Butler. Top hole, old chap. Never knew you had it in you," Iffy applauded loudly.

The stick had jammed in the animal's mouth wedging its jaws open. Froth and spit coughed over Butler's face as Ballripper fumed and foamed at his impotence.

Butler kept hold on the stick for dear life and continued to thrust it deep down the creature's throat.

Iffy set about removing Butler's trousers.

"What the hell are you doing?" he shrieked, fearing the worst.

"I told you I had a plan..." Iffy muttered, pulling the ankle hem over Butler's boots.

"You swine..." Butler screeched, expecting to feel the unpleasant sensation of half a gallon of buttermilk being delivered on his back doorstep.

Iffy swiftly wrapped the legs of the trousers around the beast's neck. "Pull your hand out when I tell you," Iffy yelled. He tied the legs tighter.

"NOW!" he shouted. 

Butler withdrew his hand.

Iffy stuffed the dog's massive gagging head into the seat of Butler's pants, zipped up the flies and tightened his belt. Ballripper was temporarily but effectively blind.

"Quick, man, give me a hand..."

Butler grabbed the furiously kicking hind legs, while Iffy hefted the head end via the trouser belt and dumped the squirming Darwinian catastrophe on to the table with the leather straps.

"Tie the bugger down, Butler," Iffy roared in triumph. "Not since my Greek ancestors slew Cerberus has a Boatrace shown so much courage and resourcefulness," he boasted. Iffy played 
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to the all-seeing video camera like a matador. He stood on the tiptoes of his slingbacks and pirouetted, stamping his stiletto heels and clicking his bony fingers in a hopeful flamenco facsimile. 

Butler sweated and heaved on the leather buckle fastening.

"Done it, Your Lordship," sighed the trouserless servant. 

Lord Iffy fastened his monocled eyeball on to the video lens and stared. "Now to tame the savage beast..." he cried.

Hyapatia watched in stunned silence. Jimmy Reptile's jaw dropped in surprise.

Ballripper the killer pit-bull froze in mid-writhe. Iffy's fishnet stockinged foot pumped vigorously on the stirrup pump as half a gallon of buttermilk coursed through the rubber tube to irrigate Ballripper's vitals.

"Soothe the savage beast, eh, Butler, what," Iffy winked. He peered at the wretched animal's sphincter.

"Stand well back, old man," he ordered. Butler retired to a wary distance.

Hyapatia just managed to hold her food down as she watched Ballripper's abdomen distending on the video monitor. Jimmy Reptile used the zoom control to examine things in more detail. 

Iffy grasped the rubber tubing and pulled firmly.

Jimmy Reptile recoiled.

The video screen went dark. 

Dark brown with buttermilk. 

Ballripper howled with relieved expulsion. 

Butler sighed at his exertion.

Iffy smiled at the excretion.

"Goddamn it, this guy is magnificent," yelled Reptile into the intercom. "He's hired. If he can pull off anything like that on Prime Time we'll have the biggest show this side of the bombing of Baghdad. Hyapatia? Hyapatia?"

Hyapatia couldn't hear. She was busy chucking up in a wastepaper bin.
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Chapter 28

Harold Hill was recovering consciousness. His eyes opened blearily: Minnie thumped him around the ears. "About time, too. What time do you call this?"

"Where am I?" he groaned.

"Exactly!" snarled Minnie. "Where are we? Me being claustrophobic as well. . ."

Harold tried to raise himself. "I'll have to speak to the king about this," he muttered

"Huh?" Oral grunted, puzzled.

The truck lurched to a halt. Harold toppled forward and slammed his head into the steel partition wall at the front. He slid down the polished surface with a resigned groan and fell into limp unconsciousness.

"He's done it again. I swear he does it deliberately," breathed an incredulous Minnie.

Standing Johns tipped the driver of the cab before briskly walking through the lobby of the hotel.

The marine on duty saluted. Johns nervously saluted back. The marine looked askance at Johns' unusual attire.

"Er ... nice weather for a run, soldier," Johns mumbled. He fumbled with his jacket and tie nervously, he cleared his throat. "Ahem . . . mustn't be underdressed even when I'm out jogging."

"NO, SIR," snapped back the reply.

Johns stared at him for a second. An idea came to him.

"Say, soldier. Could you just check under my window outside with your flashlight ... I think maybe there were some kids fooling around out there . . ."

"RIGHT AWAY, SIR." The marine went to move. Johns stopped him.

"You'd better leave those here. We don't want the Press 
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saying we're being heavy handed. I'll guard them for you."

The marine's face split into a naive grin. "I guess they couldn't be in much safer hands than with you, sir ... be right back."

He undid his belt pack which held, among other things, four hand grenades, and laid it over a chair.

Standing Johns waited for him to leave, grabbed the belt, and quickly ran into the toilet.

Frank and George killed the lights on their truck. 

"He's in there. Do we take him?"

"Leave him till he goes back and meets them with whatever they want," Frank grunted.

"Check. I'll call in the guys to seal the place off in case he tries anything smart."

"I don't think this guy is so smart. Not so far."

It was a quiet crossroads just off Fairfax Avenue in the chilly early morning air.

Two black Lincoln town cars pulled up from opposite directions. Four men got out of each car. All wore sunglasses, despite the fact that it was pitch darkness. As if at a prearranged signal they exposed their eyeballs and whipped off their stove lids. With perceptible relief each group finally recognized each other.

Ricardo Barcelona spoke to all of them. "Casper is in deep this time. Maybe the Triads ... maybe the Yakuza ... maybe some new bunch of freaks we never heard of ... but they got him down in this laundry place ... kind of a front sorta outfit. We gotta take him out of there at first light. You dig?"

Eight pairs of hands reached for shoulder holsters and pulled out pocket-size Uzi machine-guns.

Eight magazines slammed home.

Eight pairs of shades went back on, and eight heavily tinted doors slammed shut as they climbed back inside their limousines. There was a short pause while they tried to find where to insert the ignition keys. The cars started up and reversed in opposite directions for about half a mile to ensure that they weren't followed.

*
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Casper was cold and miserable. It was his first experience of sleeping on dry land for some considerable time. He didn't like it.

The iron bed was just that. No sheets, no pillows, just Iron. He dozed fitfully, shivering from cold and cold turkey cocaine withdrawal. He snored repulsively, blowing out more great strands of mucus like a whale spouting out geysers of water, only to re-inhale them again like the tentacles of an octopus furling back on itself.

Cynthia amused herself by filing her teeth on the cell bars in preparation for the next blood feast coming her way. She had a gut feeling it would be soon.

Standing Johns shut his bedroom door behind him in a panic. He scrabbled under the bed and retrieved the case. He slipped it open. The mechanism was all intact. Johns ran into the bathroom and started to flush the toilet in manic fashion. He had to rid himself of his curse ... of the evidence of his curse.

He peered out from behind the curtains into the parking lot below. All was still.

He switched on the TV to cover the sound of the toilet being flushed; in any case the early morning religious shows made him feel better.

He worked by the flickering blue light of the set. He checked the time on his portable alarm clock. He only had a couple of hours before dawn started to break. He would have to get back under cover of darkness.

Feverishly he started to unscrew the maintenance cover of the briefcase. The small screws were fiddly, but his penknife did the trick. Carefully he exposed the innards of the electronics. Laying them to one side he fished in his pocket for the innards of something else.

Very gently Standing Johns removed a small stick of high explosive from his breast pocket. Until a few moments before it had lived in a hand grenade down in the hallway. He figured it would be a while before the Army threw that particular one.

He placed the explosive in the case and reached for his alarm clock. He looked around for some packing material to stabilize the parts in transit. He didn't want his time bomb to fall victim to a loose connection.
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Chapter 29

The huge, hundreds of feet high, red-concrete toadstool erected in Los Angeles by the Nogo Corporation had been the subject of much controversy. All the problems had been solved quite easily by the administration of bribes, drugs and prostitutes to the protesting individuals and local city organizations.

A local newspaper was going to run an exposé. Nogo bought the paper the day before publication.

The city was still elsewhere, yet the lights blazed ever more intensely over the construction site tonight. The gantries and towers, the cranes and scaffolding which had surrounded the strange object for so long, they were all moving back. Like watching some gigantic space vehicle being revealed prelaunch, they backed off down railway tracks, petals retreating from some strange red stamen, waiting for a vast bumble bee to fertilize it.

In the night air could be heard the buzzing of power lines, as the metal sinews slid to a standstill. Another noise in the distance. A deeper note sounded.

"Whump, whump, whump", came the rhythmic thud of heavy-duty freight helicopter blades.

The searchlights caught them from the ground. Four choppers, each with twin rotors, deliberately positioned themselves over the head of the toadstool.

In the centre of the structure, a small man in tweed plus fours and a deerstalker looked up with reverence as the backwash from the blades threatened to tear his hat off.

The searchlights played down below the helicopters and caught the subject of the little man's admiration. Suspended by metal hawsers from all four choppers was a megalomaniacsized golf ball, almost one hundred metres across. Tsunami Hoochiekoochi grinned broadly up at it and secured his deerstalker. He had dressed for the occasion.
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When he pushed the button and launched his mighty golf ball across America, he wanted to make 'sure that the Royal and Ancient Club wouldn't accuse him of being improperly attired.

Jimmy Reptile was still flickering on the early morning TV delivering his pre-recorded hard-sell on the live extravaganza to be networked that very evening.

A truly international cast of hopefuls ... including a lastminute addition to the bill ... a TV exorcist named Reverend Iffy Boatrace ... Standing Johns didn't have time to listen to the finer points of the ad. He checked the room for any remaining excrement and sniffed under the bed to make sure.

He levered off the screw that prevented you from opening the window more than six inches, and slid it wide, climbing out and inching his way across the railings of the fake balcony till he came to the drainpipe. Gripping the briefcase tight, he slithered down until his feet landed on top of the overgrown weeds which dwelt in the drains.

A quick look round and he was off across the artificially landscaped parking lot. He figured he could make a phone booth in a few minutes and call a cab back to Santa Monica. 

Frank and George got the call.

"He's on the move again. Just jumped out of his window."

George picked up the radio. "This is the one. We're cleaning up on this one..." His voice was raised in excitement.

Frank was concerned. "What do we do about them?" He jerked his thumb at the bulkhead to indicate Minnie, Harold and Oral.

"I guess we gotta take'em with us. Sure as hell can't let'em go now."

"Something bad is gonna happen. This is the worst thing that's happened to me since somebody kidnapped my pet gerbil for the slave trade..." Oral looked resignedly despondent.

"Don't be so silly... you're a silly little girl... whoever heard of kidnapping a gerbil," Minnie snorted.

"This is LA, honey. City of weirdos. You don't wanna know how many famous celebrities have had gerbils up their asses. Ever heard of the Pet Shop Boys?"
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"They're a pop group, aren't they?" Minnie replied hopefully. 

"Never heard of 'em," snorted Oral. "I'm talkin' about the boys who steal gerbils for brown slavery ... but you ain't interested ... somethin' bad is gonna happen..."

"I wish you'd stop saying that. I wish my ridiculous husband would wake up ... aaaatishooo. That's it ... I'm going to sue them for causing my hay fever when I get out of this tin box ... I am, you know..." Minnie rattled on as the van rattled on into the night.

But Oral was right. Something bad was going to happen.

The roar of the helicopters had died away. The gleaming white golf ball rested snugly atop the first tee of Nogo Corporation's crazy golf course. The first of fifty-two holes to be sunk in North America. Whether the natives liked it or not.

Tsunami was in an uncharacteristically jovial mood as he strolled down Santa Monica in his plus fours. Hence the unprecedented act of strolling down the street without bodyguards and heavy artillery surrounding him.

A couple of heavy-leather joints wolf-whistled him as he passed, but Tsunami took it in his stride. He could afford to make exceptions in this, his moment of triumph.

Tsunami wanted, almost nostalgically, to savour the last moments of the culture he was determined to destroy.

Frank and George waited down a side-street. 

"Here he comes."

Standing Johns was soaking wet.

Perspiration bathed his head, and he had pissed in his sweatpants before crapping himself messily at a pedestrian stop sign on red. He staggered the last few feet to the Nirvana Laundry and feebly, but desperately, rapped on the door.

Eager hands pulled him aside. 

Frank reached for the radio. 

"Time to take 'em out, George."

"NO." George grabbed Frank's wrist and pointed to a small, tweed-clad, bow-legged figure ambling down the side-walk. 

"Jesus Christ, do you know who that is?" George gasped.
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"No idea."

"Tsunami Hoochiekoochi. Head of one of the world's biggest industrial corporations..."

"Well, what the hell is he doing dressed like Sherlock Holmes on Santa Monica at four in the morning?"

Tsunami stopped outside the laundry door and looked both ways. He walked inside.

"He sure as hell ain't getting his pants steam cleaned," George remarked firmly. "We'd better find out the whole story before we kill everyone."

Inside Nirvana, Ippon Futon and Wakko stood to attention after their customary head-butting of the floor.

They stood behind tables groaning with the produce of every takeaway joint for a radius of five miles.

Mine's a large one entered. "I trust you found the project as well as you expected," he smiled. "We have prepared a little something to take the edge off your appetite ... we have something of everything here. It is one of their strange American customs to prefer alien foods to their own historical dishes..."

"I like to keep my edge sharp," grunted Tsunami.

"Oh ... er..." Mine's a large one hesitated. He didn't want to incur the Hoochiekoochi wrath over a pizza or ten. 

"Nevertheless ... I am pleased with the work. The ball is on the tee. Do we have the case?"

Mine's a large one nodded. "It's down in the cellar."

Tsunami nodded wisely. "Then I shall have a piece of watermelon. It is my favourite American fruit." He looked expectantly at the table.

Wakko and Ippon looked expectantly at each other.

"I can't see any watermelon," smiled Tsunami quietly. "It must be out of favour this season..."

Mine's a large one turned white with fury. "WATERMELON, YOU IMBECILES," he shouted. "WELL ... GO ON..."

Wakko and Ippon scuttled out, cramming themselves simultaneously through the exit.

"I am most humbly sorry." Mine's a large one prostrated 

167

himself across the table. "My servants are ignorant. Oranges are not the only fruit."

Standing Johns sat despondently in the cells, his head cradled in his hands. He sobbed and squirted the night away in the dank blackness.

He had been betrayed by those oriental fiends. God only knew what devilish scheme they had up their sleeves, but he was sure that it would make Pearl Harbor look like the aftermath of a Club 18-30 beach barbecue.

It was his duty to escape. He knew that. It was part of his training, but short of a miracle he couldn't begin to think of a way out.

Something howled down the corridor. He shuddered at the thought of what beast could make such a hideous noise ... but Cynthia was just yawning.

"Get a grip on yourself," he muttered fiercely, and grabbed at the knots being twisted in his stomach with every pang of guilt. "They can't do anything without the launch codes ... and you'd have to be a rocket scientist to figure those out..."

Charlie Bogdanakowskevich reflected on his career as a rocket scientist. He lay manacled on the fiendishly conceived apparatus that was the dreaded Nirvana vegetable torture.

Sometimes the very sight of green vegetables was enough to make strong men raised on boiled cabbage and school dinners recant. Charlie was already screaming as the monks manhandled him towards the cellar ... he knew what lay behind the aubergine-coloured door...

"Not the pips, no ... no, not the pips ... I hate the pips." Charlie tried in vain to shake his head from side to side to avoid the spout that forced its way between his lips.

Tsunami had seen to it that his head was held rigidly in a vice. Tsunami had seen to everything personally.

The Hoochiekoochis had an unpleasant family history of torture - several of Tsunami's distant and not-so-distant relatives had pasts they wished to conceal, particularly the parts about live chemical-warfare experiments on Allied prisoners during the Second World War.
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Tsunami took great satisfaction in tailoring the humiliation of his American scientist in much the same way as his ancestors had delighted in exposing Russian prisoners to Anthrax. It was, after all, the Americans who had purchased much of the results of Japanese experiments and who had turned a blind eye to their perpetrators.

"Talk," Tsunami demanded. "Give me the launch codes."

"I don't know them ..." Charlie mumbled through the tube. "Only the president knows them..."

"But you could work them out." It wasn't a query. It was an order.

"Impossible..."

Tsunami looked at the smallish grain-hopper poised over the funnel. It held maybe a couple of hundredweight of raspberry seeds. First Charlie would choke, then his belly would start to swell. He would have to breathe ... the pain would shake his stomach as he gagged for air. Finally, as Tsunami opened up the valves fully, Charlie's navel would split like a ripe plum, spilling its meat and bloody seeds over the cellar floor.

"OK ... OK!"

Tsunami's hand relaxed over the starting lever. He removed the funnel and smiled down at the panting scientist.

"What kind of computer system you want?" Tsunami enquired. "We got the lot to choose from."

He snapped his fingers. The aubergine doors opened and trolleys full of VDU's were wheeled in. One of everything. IBM, Wang, Apple.

"Apple Macintosh..." Charlie sighed.

"Good choice," Tsunami grunted. He had recently bought shares in the company. "You have two hours to come up with something. Otherwise the pips will be getting between your teeth. Most inconvenient."

Tsunami felt a rumbling in his own stomach. All the talk of pips had made him genuinely hungry for a little watermelon. Those two scoundrels must be back by now ...

Ippon drove. Wakko looked.

"7-Eleven are right out of watermelons," Wakko announced getting back into the car.

"Twenty-four-hour supermarket," Ippon suggested. "They 
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always have a truckload of everything." The blue Econoline Nirvana van headed up the hill to the neon glare of Sunset Boulevard.

The Hand of Fate was pretty bored and depressed. Life had taken a turn for the worse that fateful day in Whitechapel High Street. For terrible moments he could see the value in a steady and reliable existence on an ambrosial cloud with Dolly. Anything was better than his current predicament.

The Hand of Fate was right at the bottom of the barrel. Several hundred watermelons lay on top of him, ensuring that he would be the last choice to be chosen, the last to endure the terrible fate of all watermelons.

Although the Hand of Fate had been in large part responsible for most of earth's creations, he was denied an intimate knowledge of the lesser species' specific problems.

He simply didn't have time to attend to something as feebleminded as a hazelnut, or an asparagus tip, whatever they may be up to in their spare time.

The watermelon, he decided, was due for promotion. A couple of arms and legs and an increase in size was called for. Quite possibly the addition of teeth was to be considered.

The Hand of Fate was fed up with being squashed, chewed, having his pips spat out, gouged out or retrieved from burst appendixes. He abhorred the cramped accommodation provided for watermelons and was determining steps to improve them when he was quite suddenly hoisted from the bottom of the barrel and into the glaring light of the twenty-four-hour shoperama.

"A very fine choice, sir. You are clearly an expert." The spotty youth was built like an anglepoise lamp composed of matchsticks. He wore a white tunic and white top hat, and a lapel badge: "HARVEY. HERE TO SERVE YOU AT SHOPERAMA".

Harvey had studied the watermelon for months to get this job, working the late shift on the fruit and vegetable counter. It was that or an apprenticeship as a hedge trimmer - you needed qualifications for that.

"Watermelons, sir ... I love 'em. I swear that they even talk to me sometimes, sir. Late at night ... about four in the morning I can hear their little voices ... kind of squeaky ... but cute ... 
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saying, "PICK ME, PICK ME", you know how it is, no one wants to be left on the shelf. Take the,one you have just chosen. Magnificent ... ripe ... green with fine striations on the skin . . . not too big . . . not too small . . . so wellproportioned it seems a shame to eat 'em ... oh, well ... there ya go ... ya might as well slice 'em and slurp 'em, that's what I say ... although I can't personally bring myself to ... er ... well, you know I get kind of attached to 'em. Sometimes I even take 'em home ... course some people would think that kinda weird, but I just say to them ... some people have a hot-water bottle ... but I prefer a nice cool watermelon ... I think that would be a good slogan for one of them advertisement campaigns to eat more of 'em ... I suggested it to the watermelon association, but they turned me down. They sent me a letter telling me that they thought I should seek help. I got a friend of mine to help me. We did a painting of me in
' bed with a watermelon and put it up on a hoarding on Sunset. We got arrested, but it was worth it. I phoned up The Johnny Carson Show. I think they should have a watermelon on the show ... you know they've never had a watermelon on TV ... I think that's discriminatory ... I wrote to the TV company and said so..."

SQUELCH!

"OOOH ..." Harvey expired with a sigh as Wakko felled him with a ten-pound honeydew melon.

"Thank God," Ippon muttered. "Let's get out of here."

Ricardo stared hard at the blackness. He took his shades off. That was better, he thought. Now he could see.

"Shit, man," he gasped. "There they go, guys. Let's move." Ricardo slammed the black limo into gear and floored the gas pedal as Ippon's blue van passed him at the intersection. The car's tyres squealed as it pulled out into the main drag followed closely by its comrade.

The Hand of Fate sat on Wakko's knee. It felt sick. It hadn't been flung around in this manner since it arrived on the boat. Its pips were positively aching and its flesh was bruised from rough handling. Despite the desperate plight of the watermelon, the Hand of Fate decided it was time for a change of 
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image. In the meantime he would see where these two peculiar humans were taking him.

Ippon looked in the mirror. "We've got company." He accelerated hard.

Ricardo struggled to keep the limo on the road as it swayed around the corner in pursuit. He cursed the slack handling and soggy shock-absorbers of the gas guzzling monster. It was like driving a boat.

Ippon concentrated grimly on his task. He had been specially trained in evasive driving, and he was about to put his training to good effect.

He spun the wheel and yanked on the handbrake. The tyres smoked as the van spun through 180 degrees at over sixty miles an hour, skidding backwards as the rear wheels fought for grip, then bit into the concrete, fishtailing the rear end, propelling Wakko and Ippon head on towards the two limousines.

"Jesus Christ..." Ricardo saw the van coming towards him at a closing speed of one hundred and twenty miles an hour. He saw the grim set determination in the eyes of Ippon and he knew that they would cheerfully sacrifice themselves rather than be interrogated.

Ricardo swung the wheel hard over. His limo mounted the kerb and smashed through a shop window front. He held up his forearm to shield his face in a futile gesture of protection ...

The second car was not so lucky. Its occupants had not removed their sunglasses, preferring to remain cool until the point of death approached. The point of death hit them.

Their gleaming cosmetic dentistry disintegrated as their heads collided with upholstery and steel. Four pairs of black sunglasses somersaulted forwards through the windscreen - the only survivors in the twisted wreckage.

The first thing the Hand of Fate knew about it was when the violent 180 degree turn had rotated him on to Wakko's lap. He became alarmed. He heard the crash as Ricardo's car smashed into the shop. He saw the green dashboard lighting up Ippon's features ... grim-faced ... fanatical.

The next thing he was torn from Wakko's grasp.

He became aware of Wakko's head colliding with the windscreen and his wig flying off - funny, you'd never have thought that an international assassin would have needed a wig, but 
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there you are- the next thing was that the Hand of Fate rapidly overtook the spinning hairpiece as he somersaulted through space and the shattered window on a collision course for a lamppost.

Behind him the two vehicles burst into flames.

The lamppost loomed ever closer.

The Hand of Fate didn't have time to bother with his whole life flashing before him ... eternity would have taken too long to replay ... so he fast forwarded and did a quick brain scan on the area.

"Shit," he thought. "There was no alternative..."

The watermelon thumped into the lamppost. Pips and red flesh split and splattered across the grey concrete post, while the remnants of the green hide came to rest in the gutter - shredded lifeless pieces of a watermelon cut down in its prime.

Tsunami fumed gently at the delay. He tapped his watch accusingly outside the aubergine-coloured door. Mine's a large one was as apologetic as was possible as he lay face down licking his master's big toe.

"When I say I want watermelon I do not expect this sort of delay. It is good that I am here to supervise you at this time. Who knows what other delays you might have caused me ... ?" Tsunami flipped open his mobile phone.

"The ball is on the tee. Prepare Phase Two." He returned the phone to his pocket with a smile of satisfaction.

"Just one more call to make. The most important one ... I think we should disturb the president at lunch, don't you?"

At the Port of Long Beach the skipper of the container ship, Nogo Maru, put down his ship to shore line. He turned to the assembled group of scientists and engineers who waited expectantly in a semi-circle behind him.

"Phase Two begins at once," he ordered. "See to it."
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Chapter 30

Lord Iffy stood triumphantly before Jimmy Reptile. The VCR screen went blank.

"That was the most goddamned perverse thing I've ever seen..." He began.

"It was nothing really." Iffy smiled, polishing his monocle with undisguised conceit. He breathed on it. "Ah. Nothing to what you will witness tonight ... of course."

"Sure, sure..." Reptile fiddled in a drawer for his standard contract. He placed it on his desk for Iffy to sign.

Iffy reached forward and scrutinized it down his beaky nose, using his eyeglass to examine the small print. He held out his hand and clicked his fingers.

Butler snatched a pen from Reptile's desk and placed it in the outstretched palm. Iffy scribbled an illegible and wild scrawl. 

"That's it?" Reptile held the document upside down in an attempt to read the signature.

"For generations the Boatrace Family has used the same signature. Derived from traditional Arabic sources obtained during the crusades when Templar Boatraces rampaged through the Holy Lands in the service of... er ... er..."

"God?" Butler offered.

"Oh yes, that's the fellow, that's who they were in the service of. At any rate that's my signature. You can READ, I presume?" 

Reptile hurriedly put the paper down.

"Of course I can read," he snapped. "How the hell do you think I read my autocue, you think I know the Bible word for word?"

Reptile flicked on his intercom. "Get in here..."

The door opened and Hyapatia entered.

"A little green around the gills, my dear, eh, what?" Iffy chuckled.

"I stop short at animal abuse," Hyapatia grunted. 
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"Nonsense. Fine tradition of it in Royal families, all those stories about Catherine the Great and her donkeys, Nero and his asses."

"His Lordship is very fond of animals," Butler offered.

"Put some trousers on. You look ridiculous," Hyapatia retorted.

"Was there something between you and that awful beast?" Iffy enquired.

"No, there was not!" Hyapatia snapped.

"Hell hath no fury like a woman spurned," Iffy sighed.

"Might I suggest that we leave now that we have accomplished our initiation test, sir..."

"DO shut up, Butler. We have only just arrived. I want to stay around and get the lie of the land before our appearance tonight. I'm sure that the Reverend Reptile will extend us every hospitality under the circumstances." Iffy flashed his crooked teeth in a predatory smile.

Jimmy Reptile smiled for the first time. He beamed a grin around the room, at the green-faced Hyapatia, the trouserless Butler and the slippery smile of Lord Iffy.

"It's almost dawn and I've got to nail up the first Christ of the day and open up the front gates. Be my guests. You can stay in the penthouse suite..."

Iffy was furiously shaking his head and wiggling his fingers nervously.

"What? You don't want to ... ?" Reptile began. 

Iffy twitched his head in the direction of Butler. 

"Oh ... you don't want HIM to ..."

"Servants' quarters ..." Iffy declared. "And he'll need a decent pair of trousers before tonight."

"Leave him to me, JR," Hyapatia chimed in. "I'll make sure he's stitched up."

"Do you need a rehearsal?" Reptile asked. "Most of the acts prefer it. You've only got a five-minute slot to do your thing. That's a long time on network TV."

Iffy replaced his monocle and breathed in deeply, almost managing to puff out his weedy chest to impressive proportions. 

"A true artiste ... does not need a rehearsal. It's all up here." He tapped his receding hairline and wiggled his toes with self-confidence.
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Butler groaned inwardly. There was no turning back now. Another one of his Lordship's mad enterprises was about to turn bad. God help them all that evening. He didn't have a clue what he was going to do.

Hyapatia grabbed the label on the back of Butler's long johns and yanked him towards the door.

"See you later, old chap ... around five, I should think..." Iffy winked at him. "Don't pet any strange doggies."

Butler was led out of the office.

The sun crept up outside the window. The sound of hammering came from outside, powerfully amplified across the park via the PA system.

Mortimer Glute, a second-hand car salesman from Montana, was wailing powerfully as he partook of the first crucifixion of the day.

Reptile looked down on the scene with nostalgia.

"Lucky guy. If I were twenty years younger I'd be down there with him as one of the robbers. We used to have them as well, but everybody wanted to be Christ so we had to change the rosters. Shame."
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Chapter 31

The crane swung along the body of Nogo Maru under the watchful eye of the skipper. The deckhands ripped the covers off the long crates attached to the deck and started splitting the wood with crowbars. Underneath the pine shuttering the dull gleam of steel could be discerned in the dawn light. The skipper looked up at the rising sun and his eyes narrowed to slits. There wasn't much time.

The sun rose above the stands surrounding the football stadium. The hoardings were already swinging into place. "THE REVEREND JIMMY REPTILE POWER HOUR."

Like ants swarming from a hill the workers scurried around the ground laying out chairs and duckboarding to protect the pitch. The finishing touches were being put to the web of scaffolding and staging under the sign.

Outside the venue, mobile recording and outside broadcast trucks had their overnight covers dragged off as the morning dew evaporated from the green lawns and the sprinklers buzzed into life.

Jimmy Reptile had obtained special dispensation to waste water outside the stadium.

The folk who ran his money and publicity machine couldn't afford Joe Public seeing the Reverend Reptile standing on anything else other than a card-table-green surface. Who would trust a man with a brown lawn?

No one would. They had done surveys. You never saw the White House with brown patches.

The heat was starting to come through from the sun now. The fire hydrants were warm to the touch. Yet the vast stadium was overshadowed. Its floodlights and TV galleries, its twelvestorey rabbit-warren of concrete parking lots, all were dwarfed by the long black arm that elevated slowly in the southern sky, 
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above the red mushroom which overnight had spawned a peculiar white ball atop it.

Aboard Nogo Maru the skipper watched his cargo being erected. He thought it a marvel that such a vast piece of civil engineering had been made to snap together like a fishing-rod. At the bottom of the shaft was a gondola. At the other end was a counterweight weighing several tons.

The shaft pivoted around a fulcrum mounted upon a tripod. At the appointed time the gondola would have the toughened club-head attached to its face. It would be winched skywards and cocked back over the ball, pinned in place by steel hawsers.

The tension on the rod would be immense. At one end was the club-head, a driver. At the other was fifty tons of steel. Shortly before the tee-off, the rocket pack would be attached to the gondola.

The hawsers would be released by explosive bolts. The counterweight would drop like a stone, hurling the club in an arc like a slingshot. As the counterweight dropped to the floor and the club-head was at the top of its trajectory ... the arm supporting the weight would drop off ... and the rockets would fire, propelling the already awesomely fast driver to speeds exceeding Mach One.

The ball would be struck. With a bit of luck it might reach Nevada.

As the skipper recalled that was where Nogo was digging the hole for it to land in, although he wasn't sure how many houses would have to go in the event of a chip shot being necessary. Of course everyone hoped that a chip shot would not be necessary.

It had not been left in the lap of the Gods; after all, golf is a game of skill. The split-second timing to determine if the shot would be hooked or sliced, too high or too low, was not a matter of chance. It was a matter for the pilot.

The door to the bridge of Nogo Maru opened. An athletic Japanese man dressed in Bermuda shorts and a leather flying hat stood in the doorway. His name was Tokyo Jones. He was the pilot.

The skipper bowed deeply to him.

"A fine day for a round of golf," he exclaimed. 
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"Totally awesome, dude," Tokyo Jones replied.

The skipper looked up the word "dude" in his phrasebook. 

"I have never harvested cattle," he replied innocently.

"Nope, pardner. Neither have I. Jest going downstairs to have some more beans and cawfee." Tokyo gave the skyborne golf club a last look and disappeared down the hatch for breakfast.

The skipper allowed him his eccentricities. One was allowed such things when a glorious death was a certainty.

Charlie Bogdanakowskevich sweated in front of his Apple Macintosh. The moist droplets fell on to the keyboard as he mopped his brow. The numbers crunched before his very eyes.

The door opened. The aubergine frame swung slowly, revealing the compact form of Tsunami Hoochiekoochi.

"You have a result?' he enquired.

Charlie nodded nervously. The screen remained blank. A lump formed in his throat. He sighed with relief as the smiling Macintosh Icon appeared on the screen. He pulled down the menu bar and clicked on the command, "Calculate".

"Six figure number," Charlie muttered. "First one in a sequence of six. You need all six to launch."

Tsunami looked at his watch. "Very good," he remarked. "If you need a job after this is over, you can come to Tokyo. You should be coming up to number six by lunchtime. I'll see you then."

Tokyo Jones retired to his cabin. The walls were decorated with posters featuring famous golf swings.

He had his own golf simulator personally installed by Tsunami, complete with slow-motion replay.

His impending and certain death, impacting with a stationary object at the speed of sound, could be accessed and replayed at will, along with the resulting trajectory of the ball.

For weeks he had been practising the ritual. On with the headband, a quick prayer to the shrine, and then grab hold of the joystick to guide his gondola at the exact angle to ensure maximum thrust imparted to the ball. On a good day he could devastate Reno.
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His remains would be burnt and his ashes scattered over the nineteenth hole.

There was no further need of rehearsal. He was confident of success.

The fireball erupted as the Nirvana Van and the black limousine exploded.

Frank and George pivoted both their eyeballs simultaneously.

"Holy shit," Frank mouthed. "Let's get after it..." 

The van swung out into the street.

The call went out on the secret service radio. The agents began to converge on the Nirvana Launderette and Vegetable Cult.

Regardless of who was involved ... there was no turning back.

Ricardo Barcelona came round slowly and painfully. He found the world fuzzy at first. Dialogue sounded like it was taking place down at the bottom of a well. As focus returned he found himself staring into the barrel of an automatic pistol.

"This one's alive," George Vornunk pronounced, waving the pistol at Frank.

"He's the only one," Frank declared grimly. "The others are stone dead."

"Better get him in the back with the others," George ordered. 

"I am the..." Ricardo began.

"Shut the fuck up." George thumped him on the head.

They dragged Ricardo's limp body from the smoking wreckage of the limousine and dumped him in the back of the truck. 

It was already light.

Frank slammed the rear doors.

"Guess this is it. We can't hold out much longer. They have to figure out that we're watching them in broad daylight."

"We already got a cordon around the launderette," George replied. "Let's get back there."

Ricardo's body landed across Oral's lap. She screamed for an instant and then subsided. "Like a bad penny..." she muttered. 

"You know him?" Minnie was appalled. Ricardo reminded her of the Spanish waiters that her father had warned her about 

180

before he deserted her mother in favour of a Spanish waiter. 

"Yeah. He's ... uh ... in love with me. Stupid asshole. He gave me this ring." Oral displayed her finger.

"Clearly a fake," snorted Minnie. "Anyone who knows gold can see that. . ."

"Well, that's where you're wrong, honey. I had this checked out. I had it ASSAYED. You know what that means?"

"Of course I know what it means. What do you take me for?"

"Honey, this ring is so pure that the assayist figured they couldn't even MAKE gold like this. He figured it was a fluke. It's worth ... a fortune." Oral stroked Ricardo's head affectionately.

Harold groaned in the corner.

"I see that Peter Pan is awake," Minnie observed.

"The king ... the king ... THE KING IS DEAD." Harold sat bolt upright, eyes open wide in a state of shock. "Are you Normans?" he demanded. "Are we defeated then? What will become of the bladder? of England now?" He fell back asleep. 

"He's gone,' Oral remarked casually.

"He's been "gone" ever since I married him," Minnie muttered.

The cleansing department operative wailed as his dustcart picked him up and loaded him into the crusher located on the top of the vehicle.

The window cleaner watched and cried out in alarm from across the street. He stepped out, off the scaffold and plunged into the canopy of the exclusive health food restaurant underneath. Inside a glut of gluttons from the millionaire waistline of Hollywood had an exclusive and highly confidential lunch to discuss the addictive nature of inserting gerbils in their bottoms for fun.

The psychologist was just explaining how, with care and love and a hundred thousand dollars worth of medical fees, the gerbils could be rehabilitated into happy homes where they would overcome their fear of used cardboard toilet roll tubes. More relevant to the modern-day Caligulas munching on their vegetable purée and Chablis was the guarantee that the National Describer would never get within a rodent's whisper of their activities.

181

As Hiram, the window cleansing operative from Gleaming Glaziers, ripped through the canvas, he landed squarely across the main dish, Ratattouille.

The gerbils escaped. Hidden under the coattails of an unreformed gerbaholic they squeaked and fled across the table in terror.

Flash bulbs flashed. The photographer lay hidden in the back seat of a Ford Pinto parked kerbside.

Hollywood executives and film stars hid their faces in panic. The taxi cab swerved to avoid the ambulance come to recover the mangled limbs of the career cleansing operative being munched by his own truck. The cab shunted into the back of the Ford Pinto.

It blew up. Perhaps the rumours about Pintos were true, maybe you would have been safer driving a can of gasoline whilst smoking a cigarette.

Dolly Hand of Fate didn't care. She was having too much fun down here. She rather enjoyed the cruel omnipotence that it offered. She especially enjoyed walking around on two legs and power dressing. She cast an amused glance over the carnage she had wrought with her day-dream before entering the cool interior of the pawnbrokers.

The bell dinged. The pawnbroker was a suspicious little man with an Uzi strapped to his waist belt, a bullet-proof vest and a twitch.

"Do you get a lot of robberies?" Dolly enquired, indicating the heavy artillery.

"Just kids, ma'am. This is a safe neighbourhood."

"I'm looking for a ring. A gold wedding-ring."

The pawnbroker moved out from behind the counter and locked the front door. He moved back and opened up a steel cabinet, pulling out tray after tray of gold rings.

"Quite a selection."

"Divorce is popular," he grunted. 

Dolly examined all of them.

"I'm sorry, it's not here," she sighed at last.

"I got pretty much every kinda ring on the planet here, lady. What I don't have ... there just AIN'T."

"I'm looking for something very specific ... a ring of such purity that if you had it, you would know it immediately. You 
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would never have seen a ring like it. A ring identical to this." Dolly extended her left hand and showed her wedding-ring. 

The pawnbroker put on his eye lens and peered closer. "I sold it last week," he declared.

"What? To whom?"

"Lady, I don't ask to whom. It was a cash sale. To a guy from er ... Ricardo, that's it, he said his name was Ricardo, Latinlooking guy. Kinda flaky, if you ask me..."

"Thank you very much," Dolly hissed through clenched teeth. She was already walking through the door.

"Hey, lady, it's locked..." he called out after her, but she had already closed it behind her. He shrugged in puzzlement.

"I guess it wasn't locked."
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Chapter 32

The president took aim.

Swipe. A discus-size divot of earth flew lumpenly through the air as the golf ball rose feebly skyward and dropped fifty yards away. It dribbled on, skipping in a desultory fashion through the rough until it came to rest by a pine tree.

There was tumultuous applause from the assembled crowd of press aides and ambitious hangers-on.

The president shook his fist in triumph. "God darn it, thar goes the neighbourhood."

He strolled off towards his buggy. Secret service agents lurked in the woods. They lurked in the sky in helicopters. One of them lurked behind a pine tree. He reached out and tossed the golf ball into the middle of the fairway.

The golf buggy approached it.

"Well, hell, I do believe my game is improving..." the president declared. "All I need now is to win a dang good war and throw a party."

He leapt off the still-moving cart and pointed to the ball. The press cameras whined and cracked as their auto-wind spools rattled off another couple of hundred positive images.

The phone rang on the cart. The secret service man answered. His face looked grave. He approached the president.

"It's for you, sir." He offered the receiver.

"Not NOW," the president hissed. "I'm about to hit the shot of my life from the centre of the fairway."

"It's the national security adviser on a conference call with NORAD ... it's pretty urgent."

The president snatched the phone with a fixed mirthless grin. "Yes. This better be good."

He listened. He turned pale. "Golf's cancelled," he declared, grimly throwing his driving iron back into its bag.

"How about fishing this afternoon?" queried one inexperienced journalist hopefully.
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"AND FISHIN'S CANCELLED TOO," the president shouted back as the golf cart sped away over the hill.

"Where the hell do they dig these assholes up from?" The president swore. He redialled a number. "Hi. Yes, I know. Well, just how bad is the situation?"

Tsunami replaced the receiver and poured Charlie Bogdanakowskevich another cup of tea.

"Guilty?" he enquired.

Charlie sat sullenly. Tsunami pushed the cup towards him. 

"Drink it. It will cheer you up. You have a bright future in Japan when this is all done. We need computer innovators."

"You're going to launch them, aren't you?" Charlie said. 

Tsunami smiled. "If necessary, yes. I will launch some missiles. But I hope it won't come to that. I just want to play my game of golf. Rather a small request, don't you think?"

"The codes might be wrong. You can't be sure..."

"I think you underestimate your abilities. I do not believe the codes are wrong, and neither does NORAD."

"You've called..."

"Yes. I called NORAD and told them what would happen in a few minutes. I programmed in some of your information and transmitted it via one of our communications ships docked right here in southern California."

"So, you really are mad," Charlie declared.

"Is it so mad merely to want a simple round of golf? At any rate, your nuclear forces have just gone to DEFCON 1. They are seconds away from an appalling nuclear catastrophe. All I have to do is feed in the last few numbers."

Charlie's face was white and bloodless. Tsunami took a sip of his own tea and sat back in his chair.

"No, Charlie, I think your numbers are quite correct. Let us see how long it is before the president picks up the phone and returns my compliment."

Mine's a large one was worried. His fear of Tsunami's displeasure at not getting his midnight melon was replaced by worry over the disappearance of Wakko and Ippon. Radio silence for several hours. The first shift of monks had arrived as usual and Mine's a large one had left them to their farty pleasures uninterested. He had no more time for playing 
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charades with high-fibre Buddhists.

The stakes had been raised. He felt himself to be in imminent personal danger. He could not believe he had been naive enough to imagine that he could divert Tsunami from his insane folly. He stared through the window at the truck parked across the street. He checked its number plate against scribbled notes that he had been taking since first light. Its number appeared no less than eight times.

"Damn," he swore under his breath.

Frank and George hid under the dashboard. They shared the same periscope, scanning the front of the launderette.

"I'm hungry," Frank complained.

"Is that all you can think about at a time like this?" demanded George.

"Yes. It is. I'm hungry," Frank declared.

"Well, get a load of that ..." George replied enthusiastically, ignoring him. He focused on the delivery truck pulling up to the front of the Nirvana Building.

"That's our way in. It's the second delivery of food today. Breakfast, lunch, and what's the betting that they eat another ton of carrots for dinner."

"Don't mention food..." Frank groaned.

"Carrots ain't food except for rabbits. I thought you were a hamburger-and-fries type of guy."

"My wife turned vegetarian last month," Frank muttered with a trace of guilt. "Something to do with hormones in the beef. She thinks I'm going to grow tits if I eat another burger."

"Hmm." George made a mental note to have Frank's security clearance reviewed.

Carrots. It sounded too un-American for his liking.

"We go at dinner time. That's about six hours or so. Better tell the guys down the road to watch out for the delivery truck so we can stop it and put our guys in it."

"Can I volunteer? To be one of those guys?"

"That's very public spirited of you."

"No. I'm just starving, that's all."

"Hmm." George mumbled. "Carrots." He thought to himself. "Carrots are red", that was what he found disturbing.
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Chapter 33

The conference room was fraught with tension.

The president sat at the head of the table. lie was frustrated. It was one of those days. He thumped on the desk.

"Goddamn it, I don't care if this guy makes the presidential bidet, I want him nailed!"

A spotty aide leafed through a file. "Er, sir. Er, sir ... I ... I ... do believe that the contract for the White House bidet was approved for a Japanese firm ... the, er, Nirvana Toilet Internal Cleansing System, I believe."

"Shut the fuck up!" snapped the president. "What am I supposed to do now? The country is at DEFCON 1 and this lunatic has us by the balls. Has he made any demands?"

"He wants to talk to you, sir," the head of national security replied.

The president tapped nervously on the ashtray. He didn't smoke. He wished he did. He weighed the situation in the balance.

"OK. Put the asshole in touch with me. We'll take a conference call."

The layout for the stadium was almost complete. Outside the concrete walls lines of expectant worshippers queued to pick up last-minute tickets.

Inside there was a final rehearsal for the acts on the early evening bill.

The Valhalla Singers had just taken the stage. Dressed in their traditional Norse costume of Viking helmets and a girdle of raw salmon, the buxom girls enthusiastically extolled the virtues of pillage and enforced impregnation of unbelievers in the name of Christ. Four-part harmony and a barbershoprendition of the Old Testament that Sweeney Todd would have swopped his razor for brought a smile to the faces of the 
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religious broadcasters assembled in the recording truck. 

"They'll sure take some beating," murmured the Atlanta delegate.

"I do like to see a REAL woman..." smiled the Alabama judge, his eyeballs rising and falling in time with their considerable chesty assets.

"Praise the Lord," shuddered the antiquated representative on horseback from Montana, his groin juddering with a vigour he hadn't experienced in twenty years.

The Valhalla Singers completed their party piece and whipped off their horned Viking helmets, holding them desperately close to their chests lest their enthusiastic pectorals should swamp the camera lenses.

"Looooo, I shall worrk true de valleeeeeeee orf durrth..." The indecipherable Viking twang faded out on the monitor as the remnants of the twenty-third Psalm picked up their missing syllables and went home in disgust.

The TV went blank.

"Who's up next?" demanded the Atlanta delegate.

The screen refocused. The cameras took a few seconds before they zoomed in on the next candidate for TV sainthood. Andre the Belgian stood proudly atop his pink Cadillac, strapped securely as he cruised across the arena towed behind a fork-lift truck. He brandished a chainsaw. The fork-lift stopped and slowly lowered the front end of the car on to the ground.

André shrieked with delight and leapt off the roof, ripping at the starting rope of the chainsaw. The two-stroke motor tore into life, causing the saw to jump and jink in André's powerful forearms.

The noise was earsplitting. The sound men covered their ears in panic, tearing off their headsets and reaching for their lawyer's phone number and their union card.

André was not a small man. He hefted the buzzing chainsaw around his head with one hand and grinned oafishly. He had auditioned for the show and won it hands down over the German, whose talent for playing melodic psalms on his head with dessert spoons had left the judges unimpressed.

André the Belgian set about the pink Cadillac with gusto. He tore through the roof with glee, swooping the chainsaw down 
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to separate the bodywork from the chassis. In the five minutes allotted to him for practice he achieved his aim.

Sweating and kneeling on one knee, smiling heavenward with undeserved optimism, he yelled at the top of his voice, "Merci ... Grace à Dieu ... Grace à Dieu. . ."

He waved the saw blade around his head again in celebration. The pink Cadillac was transformed. In five minutes it had turned from a lifeless gas guzzler to a work of the most sublime significance. The unmistakable reproduction of Michelangelo's masterpiece "The Last Supper" lay carved out of the pink coachwork. As Andre was so fond of putting it in his endearing English: "Eef Michelangelo, 'ee was alive 'ere today in zis moderne world of steel and glass 'ee would 'ave used zee moderne materielles just as I 'ave done."

"VOILA!" André got off his knees and buried the chainsaw blade in the earth where the motor stalled.

The director of TV simulcast buried his face in despair as the camera zoomed in for a close-up of Andrá's mongoloid grin. 

"Where the hell do they find these geeks," he muttered. "OK, tight shot ... hold it ... going to the Cadillac in three ... two ... one ... great, ready, commercial break ... OK, commercials coming up in five ... four ... three ... two ... one.' The director leaned back and took a sip of his coffee.

"We'll pause it there for lunch. Who do we have after André the dumb Belgian?"

The reply came into his headset.

"Lord Iffy Boatrace? He must be new. What does he do?"

The headset muttered its reply.

"TV exorcism, huh? Well, that should be good for the ratings ... whaddya mean he's not doing a rehearsal? How the hell do we know what he's going to do? Ah fuck it, they're all crazy anyhow..." The director threw his cup in the bin. "What a way to make a living," he moaned.

Lord Iffy scratched the soles of his feet with the cheese grater from the penthouse kitchen. "Ahhh bliss," he hummed to himself. Years of stalking the moors around his ancestral home in Findidnann with his feet clad in wobbly stiletto heels had taken its toll.

His toenails grew inward, outward ... in fact, any way but 
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straight. He had bunions like onions and calluses and corns which were big enough to fry up for breakfast, and would have been delicious with a bit of tomato ketchup.

He lay back on the bed and flicked through the forty or so cable TV channels available in the penthouse suite.

He closed his eyes. He was exhausted. His ability to do without sleep for weeks on end had finally caught up with him. Butler was always amazed at His Lordship's determination to stay awake at all costs. But then Butler had all his dreams during the daytime.

Iffy slept. His new monocle slipped from out of his eye socket on to the sheets. His beaky nose twitched as if on the scent of some great clue. Lord Iffy started to snore. Loudly, sobbing and distressingly, he tortured his nasal membranes, testing them to the limits of elasticity. The snoring ceased, replaced by a snuffling twitch as he breathed shallowly.

Lord Iffy Boatrace began to dream.

Butler was at the experimental stage yet again. 

"Lord love me..." he moaned inwardly.

Butler's legs were stout and strong. They carried him away from things much quicker than when they carried him into the situation in the first place. He needed his legs for his freedom of action. Which was the reason that his legs were shackled to an ironing board by Hyapatia Comebody.

"What are your plans, Miss Comebody, if I may be so bold as to ask?"

Hyapatia's voice came from through the open doorway where she rummaged through a cupboard.

"Don't you know? We're going to find you a pair of trousers for tonight's performance ... I thought I would return the compliment that you paid to my pit-bull terrier..."

Hyapatia appeared in the doorway holding a needle and thread. "I want to make sure that you don't lose your trousers again on TV. So ... I'm going to sew them on to your legs."

"WHAT?" Butler struggled to free himself.

"It's no good struggling. I've got you all to myself for the afternoon. I'm not in a hurry. I could have used a machine ... but I think I prefer to do the job by hand."

Butler began making a curious whooping noise as he fought 
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for breath against the panic that seized him.

"Steady now." Hyapatia grinned. "Do you have any preference of material that you would like ... bearing in mind that it's going to be in intimate contact with your skin ... I do love tight trousers on a man..." She came closer and seized his scrotum.

Butler's whooping went up in pitch a couple of semitones. 

"I'm especially looking forward to sewing THIS bit," she hissed. "It looks like I'll need double stitching."

The president picked up his secure line in his private office. He motioned to his advisers to leave the room. He dialled the number.

"I could eat something, ya know. It's been nearly twelve hours," Oral observed.

"How can you think of food at a time like this..." Minnie retorted.

"I WASN'T thinking of FOOD," Oral retorted. 

"Disgusting," Minnie muttered. "Mind of a sewer rat."

She struck Harold a series of blows around the face and neck. "WAKE UP. WAKE UP, DO YOU HEAR?"

"Well, hi there, Tsunami . . . how ya'll doin' today ... long time no hear, y'understand me?" The president started on a confident, friendly note.

Tsunami sat in Mine's a large one's office calmly sipping more tea. "You speak with the voice of a man eager to prove his virility." Tsunami grinned. "How's your golf swing?"

"My swing is just fine," the president snapped irritably. "Why don't you get on with your ridiculous demands ... whatever they are ... and we can get this whole stupid mess cleared up."

"I wish it were that easy," Tsunami sighed. "You see, some time ago I applied for membership of your Golf and Country Club. I was blackballed, I suspect because of my race. Now I have overcome my racial handicap in the true great American way. I have become rich, powerful and therefore acceptable in your social circles."

"So?" the president yawned rudely. "What more do you want?"

"It is a simple demand. I want to play golf with your country the way you played nuclear chess with mine. By now you should 
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be at DEFCON 1. It is my doing. I have your launch mechanism, primitive though it may be. I also have my own golf sites purchased and constructed across the length and breadth of your nation."

"You can't blackmail the United States of America -  "

"Oh yes, I can," Tsunami interrupted. "That's why you are talking to me now. Almost every microchip in your most secret defence components is manufactured by my corporation. You think we don't know your every move. We even have spies in your underwear. Amusing, don't you think?"

"I'll need some time."

"You don't have much time, I'm afraid ... however I could give you a couple of hours to think it over."

"Where exactly do you intend to hit this mythical golf ball?"

"Oh, somewhere in Nevada I should imagine ... hopefully a populated area ... you should check out of your window, Mr President ... bye for now."

The phone went dead.

The president moved to the window and parted the net curtains. "Holy shit," he mouthed. The gleaming shaft of the counterweighted kamikaze golf club towered high above Los Angeles, aimed directly at the now innocent-looking giant golf ball on its red concrete launch pad.

The president slammed the doors behind him angrily and strode down the room past the expectant line of aides.

"YOU ..." He threw his underwear at an aide. "Burn this ... NO, show it to the CIA and THEN burn it..."

"YOU," he pointed to another young fresh-faced man fresh out of college, "find out how long it's gonna take to evacuate Nevada."

He strode to the end of the line. "GET ON WITH IT, GODDAMN IT!" he roared.
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Chapter 34

Lord Iffy grimaced and curled his top lip up to touch the tip of his nose. "Oooer..." he whimpered, jerking like a sleeping puppy dog.

His head trembled on the silk cushions that furnished Reptile's penthouse overlooking the water-slide that was currently called Mount Ararat.

The children's giggles came through the double glazing as little muffled shrieks of delight.

Iffy was too involved in his dream state to care. He stood knee-deep in egg custard, clinging to a massive dessert spoon for dear life.

"Oh, good God..." he shrieked."I'm in it up to me knees ... me fishnets are ruined. . ."

Steam rose from the steaming cauldron of tea alongside. "Good afternoon, my dear ancestor." A voice boomed out so loud that he had to clap his hands to his ears. A phantasm seemed to form in the steaming teapot, like a genie issuing forth from a lamp that hadn't been rubbed. The steam seemed to wrap itself around the handle of the spoon, like tendrils until...

Iffy closed his eyes in terror. The spoon was hoisted skyward and emptied of its cargo of custard with a loud slurp.

Iffy opened his eyes. The giant eating the custard was none other than the late twenty-third Laird of Findidnann, recently cannibalized by Cynthia.

"Good afternoon, me boy," the Laird repeated. "What's wrong? Lost your tongue?"

"What the hell am I doing in a bowl of custard?" hissed Iffy, recovering a small amount of composure.

"Ho, ho. Hamlet had a skull, witches have familiars, I'm rather partial to a bowl of custard. It was me downfall really ... but that's another story ... you're in a dream, me boy. Isn't that explanation enough?"
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"I hate custard and all milk products," snapped Iffy.

The Laird pushed his whiskered face close up to examine the minuscule custard dweller.

"You look a bit pale come to think of it. You should take a calcium supplement."

"Look. Get to the point, you silly old duffer - "

"Hasty, oh so hasty. But then you always were mad as a hatter ... still you're me own flesh and blood unfortunately, so I don't just want to get rid of you." He wiped his whiskers and continued. "The POINT is that I'm a bit cheesed orf with the state of the estate, y'know. There's no money - "

"There never was - "

"That's true," agreed the Laird. "But at least we still had the house intact after all these years. That's why I've come to have a word with you - "

"Well, that's why I'm here in this wretched country with all these dreadfully common religious maniacs in awful frocks and badly fitted wigs. To get some boodle - "

"You'd better look after your Butler then - "

"Butler? What's he got to do with anything?"

"He's about to come into an inheritance. Back in London. A chap's just died. Turns out he was in jail with Butler years ago. Left him everything in the will. He was two thousand and fifth in line to the Throne as well. Not that they'd ever admit it."

"Butler..." Iffy echoed.

"You'd better hurry up. He's about to have his foreskin turned into Y-fronts."

Iffy woke in a cold sweat. He thought for a second and looked at his legs. Yes. There was the cheese grater. No sign of any custard. But what about Butler? Come into money, eh? He resolved to take action to protect his trusty manservant. He strode to the wardrobe and opened it.

"AND ANOTHER BLOODY THING," the twenty-third Laird of Findidnann glared at him out of the darkness behind the wardrobe door, "GET THAT DAMN WOMAN TO GIVE ME MY FOOT BACK!" He tossed Iffy's shoes at him and pulled the door shut on himself.

Iffy was stunned for a second, then snatched open the door again. The wardrobe was quite empty.
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Chapter 35

The sun was well over the yard arm. In the back of the DPS Delivery Truck it was nothing less than a tin sweatbox. Harold cowered in the corner.

"What evil creature are you? What chariot is this?" he whimpered.

"What are you talking about? Chariots ... creatures. You're not feeling yourself at all, are you?" Minnie was fed up with his moaning and silly comments about Ancient Britain.

Harold Hill and his wretched books. They stretched from the cellar all the way into the loft. Hundreds of them. Many he had never read and wouldn't have time to read because he'd grow old and die before he finished them.

All on the same topic. Arthur and the Britons, Celtic Hill Fortresses, The Viking Commode in Norfolk, vintage-replica maypoles in West Somerset. She had no idea where he kept finding new titles, or more worryingly, who kept writing them. The implications were that there existed more than one loony like Harold, there were plenty of them.

Then Harold had discovered his ancestral background. Most people accept the name they have been born with, perhaps with a certain amount of resignation if you were unfortunate enough to have been called "Garlic breath" or "Maggot penis", but most people lived with their name. They didn't enquire where it came from in the first place.

In Harold's case it seemed perfectly simple. His second name was "Hill". He lived in Essex, where there was a place called Harold Hill.

His parents were obviously not teeming with enthusiasm at the prospect of naming their son, but at least they didn't call him "Aldwych Piss-Pot Urethra - Dongle" like the recent Royal baby.

Harold wasn't satisfied with the mundane explanations. He 
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discovered a woodcut of the Battle of Hastings in the local library, one of the few public utilities that did not put up the shutters as soon as they saw him coming. He examined it carefully.

There he was. The same bulbous nose, the same lean frame, the same gleaming eyes stared back at him from the page as had stared back at him from the shaving mirror that morning.

King Harold had fallen and this heroic stripling tried to save him. Harold, too, tried to save things. He had a vision of saving England from decimalization. He failed.

By convoluted illogicality, consistent misspelling and the aid of a dyslexic primary-school history teacher as historical adviser, Harold gleaned that his ancestor's name was Norman. Ironically he was perfectly correct.

Harold had further things to say about everything. Fluoridization of the water supply was a very un-Ancient Briton activity. He wrote letters to The Times to say so. None of which they bothered to print, although they did send him a Christmas card once without a stamp on it.

Harold became obsessed with the mythical figure of Norman, the man who almost saved King Harold in the Battle of Hastings.

Minnie thought him quite potty.

The local history society politely asked him to stop disrupting their meetings, and the British Museum got so fed up with him that they pinned a photo of him on the wall by the admissions desk and labelled him as a virus.

Harold's contention was that he was descended from Norman, and that Norman had been given the second name of 'Hill' after his valiant act of unsuccessful self-sacrifice on the front of Harold's chariot. Furthermore, his direct lineage from the eleventh-century Rambo was proven by his parents' choice of first name.

"Harold of the Hill", he proclaimed was the derivation of his actual name, and he could clear a pub in five minutes by going into the boring details.

"...you're not feeling yourself, are you?" Minnie's words echoed around in his confused mind searching for a pigeonhole to slot themselves into.

"I'm ... not feeling ... my ... I AM feeling myself," he 
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declared finally. He stood up. "And we must take up arms against the Norman invader ... despite the death of our king. HAROLD IS DEAD. LONG LIVE HAROLD!"

"WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU. . .?" Minnie screamed. 

"SILENCE, WOMAN. You must retire to the camp and make woad."

"WOAD? What in God's name is WOAD?"

"The blue dye with which we Britons anoint ourselves before - battle with the Norman invader..." Harold explained.

Oral looked between the two of them suspiciously. She had met some crazy people before, but never without serious drugs. 

"Harold, honey - " she began.

"HAROLD IS DEAD," Harold shouted.

"Honey," Oral continued. "If Harold is dead, then just who the hell are you?"

"You can call me Norman of the Hill," Harold declared proudly.

"Oh, good gawd." Minnie buried her head in her hands in despair.
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Chapter 36

Dolly could smell a rat.

The rat's name was Ricardo, and he resided in that truck parked opposite a seedy-looking Chinese laundry.

She had been propositioned by several men on her stroll down Santa Monica Boulevard, but all of them had turned away in disgust when they found out that she wasn't a man in drag.

There was certainly a sense of her dressing for effect. She was not inconspicuous, being draped in fur from the most endangered species she could dig up. Dolly Hand of Fate made sure that her bra and corset were given rigidity by whalebone from only the most rare mammals, and she had spent a pleasant lunchtime savagely eating a live monkey's brains after bashing its head in at the table.

She quite delighted in the role of femme fatale, or perhaps that should have been fatale femme.

She waited. She had plenty of time and she had discovered that the amusement factor increased if you let these stupid little creatures act out their idiotic fantasies before she did away with them or turned them into another fur coat.

"You'll have to move, lady." The voice came from behind a wall. She turned towards it.

"And why will I have to move?" she demanded.

An earnest-faced secret service agent popped his head above the parapet and showed his identity card. "National security, ma'am. This is going to be a pretty unsafe area in a few minutes."

"How exciting," she murmured. She played along and walked away. She stopped and turned to watch and wait. How fascinating it all was. No wonder her father had to institute immigration controls for heaven, humans seemed in such a tearing hurry to get there.
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"Thank God for hell," she thought, "a place to put all the riff-raff."

"TWO DAYS?" the president shouted to the aide. "Two days to evacuate Nevada? I didn't know it was that difficult ... I mean who the hell would want to live in Nevada in any case?"

"Big transient population, sir. Gamblers ... er, prostitutes, that sort of thing. There are quite a few people in the mountains who it's gonna take a while to get to ... then there's Lake Tahoe..."

"Don't bother with Lake Tahoe."

"Don't bother?"

"You heard me. It's a lake. No golfer in his right mind would aim a shot anywhere near a water obstacle..."

The president's eye ran across the wall to the map. "Goddamn thing ... it's always falling out." He reached down and picked it up and polished it before popping it back in its socket.

"This map gives me an idea," he muttered. "You play a little, don't you, son?"

"Play?"

"GOLF, you nincompoop!"

"Oh, yessir," the aide replied with enthusiasm. "I LOVE golf."

"Where would you aim to put a ball to set up the next shot?" The president took no notice of the lack of reply. The question was rhetorical. His finger traced the elevations. He stabbed the map with his index finger.

"Reno," he declared. "Evacuate Reno." 

"That's one of the highest points, sir..."

"That's exactly why he'll go for it. And his ... next ... shot will be ... for..."

"Salt Lake City?" the aide suggested.

"IDIOT! Call yourself a golfer. Salt Lake City is the biggest goddamned bunker sand-trap you could aim for. DENVER, BOY! He's gonna shoot for Denver. A one-mile-high plateau. He could go anywhere he wanted after that."

"I'd better get on with it then, sir."

The president looked around. "Yes," he said sternly. "You better had."

The aide turned to leave.

"Boy," the president called after him, "evacuate Denver, too." 

199

Chapter 37

Butler steeled himself for the painful puncture.

Hyapatia had carefully laid the black cloth under his thighs and draped it over his lap like a loincloth. She stood with her face close to his groin. She had pulled one testicle from under his boxer shorts and was feeling it like a hairy plum. She gently pinched the chicken-like skin that covered it into a fold between her finger and thumb.

With her free hand she reached down for the two-inch needle and nylon thread that she proposed to use.

"Oh, please..." Butler trembled.

"Think yourself lucky I'm not using a sewing machine..."

She poised the point to pierce through the skin and attach the cloth to his groin.

"BUTLER!!" Lord Iffy burst through the doors. "Good God, man, pleased to see ya!"

Iffy sprang to the table and whipped off the straps, seizing the needle from Hyapatia's stunned grasp.

"Desperate measures, eh? This young man will do anything to avoid clocking up a bill for his old chum Lord Iffy, eh? Well, it won't do, Butler ... won't do."

Hyapatia looked on with a glowing fury in her eyes as Butler clambered off the table with relief.

"Fuck me, Your Honour ... er, I mean, oh crikey, Your Lordship ... just in time," Butler gasped.

"Splendid way to save on the tailor's bill, but this is not the way of the Boatrace Family philosophy. Losing one's shirt on the horses or losing your pants on the dogs ... as long as you're in my employ you can rely on being adequately clothed!" Iffy beamed.

Butler was pleased but puzzled. Since when?

Iffy led him by the arm to the door. "Just orf to get the feller a decent pair of strides for tonight."
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"You won't get far," Hyapatia growled, "if you're thinking of getting lost before the evening's show. You've only got a couple of hours..."

"Fear not, dear lady, a Boatrace's word is his bond ..." Iffy slammed the door and hustled Butler down the corridor.

"Come on," he hissed. "We've got to get out of here before they get us on to that stage. If they do we're sunk. We'll end up as pillars of salt or something..."

"Where exactly are you proposing to go, sir?" Butler enquired.

"Why ENGLAND, of course. We're going HOME, Butler. This is a dreadful place, quite inappropriate. Far too much new money for the likes of me." Iffy paused at an intersection in the honeycomb of corridors that criss-crossed through the underground grottos of Hallelujah Hillsides.

"This way, Butler..." Iffy tugged at his sleeve.

"No, sir ... I think I came in this way." Butler pointed the other way.

"Don't be so stupid. You're suffering from post-traumatic shock. Anyone can see that. Now follow me and don't argue," Iffy snapped and led off down the concrete-lined corridor.

Jimmy Reptile picked up his phone and listened. He watched on his TV monitor as another half a million dollars sloshed into his bank account like swill being thrown into a bucket.

"Very good," he grunted. "A total sell-out already. We had better make sure that we got plenty of Holy Hot Dog Stands out there."

He grinned as the reply came down the wire.

"That's a hell of a lot of dead pigs." He smiled.

He replaced the receiver. It rang again almost immediately. 

"Hyapatia ... things are going well. We got a real live one tonight ... oh ... I see." His face showed a frown. He listened intently and made his decision."'See to it," he ordered.

He thought for a second and then shrugged. Nothing that she couldn't handle, he was confident of that.

"I think we might have been erroneous in our former optimism, Me Lordship," Butler mumbled.

"Look," Iffy snapped in exasperation, "I got in here and I can 
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damn well find my way out again without your advice."

They both stood in a dank-darkened corner of an unidentifiable section of Jimmy Reptile's underground warren.

"Get a grip on yourself, man," Iffy snarled. 

He fumbled along the wall in the gloom.

"Here," he grunted with excitement. "Damnit, Butler, I've found a handle in the wall ... it's a door ... bloody hell, I think we've done it ... give me a hand..."

Butler strained whilst Iffy stood back and took stock of the situation.

"Come on, Butler old chap ... imagine that you're still in Wormwood Scrubs Jail ... give it one more go," Iffy enthused. 

Butler would cheerfully have swopped his current predicament for a slot in the cells, even if it meant a return acquaintance with his former cell-mate, 'Slasher' Munro and his roving Stanley Knife.

"It's turning, sir," Butler cried suddenly. His hands rotated the rusty wheel, unscrewing it from the concrete mounting. 

"Pull it, man, pull it," Iffy hissed.

Butler heaved on the door. The seal gave way and they could both smell the warm California air seeping through the crack in the wall. Daylight peeped through as Butler leant away from the door and pulled it clear.

"There you are, Your Lordship. No problems." Butler dusted off his hands. A job well done for once.

"You bloody fool," Iffy accused. He stared out of the open doorway. Butler followed his gaze.

Hyapatia Comebody stood with a short leash attached to Ballripper, who had an unsavoury looking grin on his carnivorous features.

She had a smug smile plastered across her face. She raised her free hand and clicked her fingers. The sound of a vehicle came closer, finally revealing itself as the Winnebago which had transported them to Hallelujah Hillsides.

"I just thought I'd hang around in case you both needed a lift to the show tonight. It's about time we were all leaving. Traffic on the freeway can be real bad this time of night ..." She held Ballripper on a tighter rein as he struggled to surge forward at Butler.

"That's quite all right, I think we can probably find our own 
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way, y'know ... the scenic route was the one we had in mind, wasn't it, old chap?" Iffy looked for support from Butler.

Butler remained locked in a life-or-death staring contest with the friendish hound.

"I ... think ... we'd ... better ... do ... as she ... suggests," Butler whispered slowly.

Ballripper growled ominously. It transferred its attentions to Iffy's legs, which looked vulnerable at the best of times without being confronted by the equivalent of a canine car-crushing machine.

"Sometimes you have a splendid sense of what is right and proper in the circumstances, old fellow ..." Iffy agreed. "Carry on." He gestured for Butler to lead on into the waiting vehicle.

"I kinda figured you'd see sense," Hyapatia smiled, and brutally yanked Ballripper back to heel, winding the leather - strap around her wrist to shorten his lunging range.

Iffy and Butler sidled past, nervously.

"What do you propose now, sir?" whispered Butler.

"It was you that got me into this bloody mess in the first place ... you think of something," Iffy hissed.
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Chapter 38

"Well, what steps can we take?" The president was becoming inceasingly frustrated. "You're the head of the goddamned CIA. YOU tell ME."

He listened to an apologetic babble down the phone line. 

"You mean to tell me there's NOTHING we can do?" He slammed the phone down.

His semicircle of advisers looked expectantly at their boots as they stood before his desk.

"You got any bright ideas?" he demanded.

"Couldn't we jam the communications equipment that he's using to get at NORAD ... ?"

"Yes... or use another back-up system...?" suggested another.

The president waved his hands in the air as if shampooing his head with a wasp's nest.

"NO, NO, NO ..." he complained. "I've told you already. NOTHING WORKS. It's like the whole US computer system just went down. That asshole must have sabotaged all the chips he's been sending to us all these years..."

"Gosh," exclaimed the aide who was evacuating Reno. "But WHY?"

"Oh, fucking shut up," snapped the president.

Casper Walbo snored in his gloomy grotto. Cynthia filed the bars of her cell on her nails. Standing Johns bemoaned the lack of sanitary facilities ...

Charlie Bogdanakowskevich sat in miserable silence contemplating his treachery.

Frank and George considered the relative merits of carrots or catharsis.

Frank crouched in the privet hedge. He was poised, alert for 
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the onslaught on the Nirvana Vegetable Carrier.

The strange-looking lady in the fur coat had been successfully diverted to a safe distance. Frank popped up his head. 

"Now," he uttered into his throat microphone.

George pushed forward the gearshift to "Drive".

The DPS Delivery Truck abandoned all pretence. The front edge of its high top dropped forward to form a flat board on top of the cab roof. Inside the cavity that opened up could be discerned the dull gleam of gunmetal.

The truck pulled across the road, blocking it.

The rest of the superstructure atop the crew cab folded aside to reveal a squat high-explosive cannon, currently pointing at the front door of the Nirvana Launderette.

The vegetable van was stationary for a second at a stop light. Frank leapt into action. He pulled the heavy automatic pistol from his jacket and sprinted up to the van, crouching low. He hurled himself at the passenger side door and clung on to the mirror. He shattered the glass and poked the barrel of the pistol through the splintered shards.

"Freeze!"

There was no one there.

Frank had not seen the driver hop out of the cab to visit his favourite Mexican restaurant across the street, whose title was roughly translated as "Chicken For The Gastronomically Insane".

Frank scrambled across to the driver's position and spoke quickly to his communicator.

"Let's go."

Four bundles of secret service carrots hobbled across the road and threw themselves into the back of the truck. The disguise was perfect. Great dangling fronds of rubber carrots hung around their persons. Apart from the secret service sunglasses and shiny black shoes they could have been any bunch of root vegetables out for a growth spurt in the sunshine. They lay on top of the real carrots and drew their weapons, evillooking sawn-off Uzis.

Frank drove up to the front door and stopped kerbside. The motor was still chuntering gently.

No one came out.
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George kept his face up to the cross-hairs on a periscope view of the scene. As he moved the viewfinder, so the automatic cannon barrel searched the road for a target.

Mine's a large one stared out through the curtain at the vegetable truck with suspicion. He had no definite reason to be suspicious; after all, the same truck had supplied them with farty greens morning, noon and night for the whole year. He waved his hand down to the four acolytes who would have brought home the bacon had they been meat eaters.

"You had better get them in. Don't bother getting it all in ... just hurry up about it. Oh yes ... and tell that fat Mexican guy that we don't need a delivery tomorrow morning."

The front door opened and the four monks stepped out to unload the truck.

At that moment the air was rent with Hispanic oaths of condemnation and speculation about Frank's intimate relationship with his mother.

"You motherfucker..." The Mexican trucker waddled around the corner in search of his cargo. He brandished a piece of Sancho Panza's unlucky fried buzzard, carefully marinaded in Sancho's forty-two herbs and spices and calculated to produce an early coronary.

"Come back here with those carrots..."

Mine's a large one heard the commotion. He looked out of the window for a second and saw the familiar sight of the obese trucker with the buttocks attempting to escape over the top of his belt.

"GET BACK IN HERE," Mine's a large one shrieked. "IT'S A TRAP!"

It was, indeed, a trap.

As the first astonished Nirvana monk heard his master's voice ... George pressed the button.

His high-velocity cannon pumped a bucketload of forty millimetre shells out in a half-second burst.

The four acolytes disappeared in a spray of exploding carrot juice, blood, limbs and open-toed sandals as the rounds tore into their group, laden down with their sacks of vegetables.

The front door hung off its hinges, the lintel smashed, as the rubber-carrot-suited SWAT team rolled off the top of the vehicle and bounced uncontrollably around the pavement on 
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their rubber carrots until they could stagger to their feet and organize themselves.

"Goddamned amateurs," George swore, pumping another burst of rounds into the foundations of the building.

The explosions gouged great chunks from the plasterwork, exposing gaping holes at pavement level.

Mine's a large one ran from his vantage point in panic as the white paint flaked off the ceiling, tumbling down around his shoulders as the explosions rocked the building.

Tsunami folded his hands on his lap and stared at the agitated figure of Charlie Bogdanakowskevich. The crack and crump of exploding shells, the smell of dust and burning masonry, filled their nostrils.

"Such fools," Tsunami sighed. He reached across the table for the nuclear briefcase and dialled in the last numbers in the sequence. He picked up the phone.

Mine's a large one kicked open the door to his office. He made a grab for a pile of documents from his desk and threw them into the shredder. It juddered under the prodigious weight of corporate guilt amassed by the Nirvana Cult. A few miserly shredded strips of paper coughed out from the bottom of the machine before it ground to a halt.

He dropped the rest of his bundle to the ground and ran through the door back into the corridor.

A vigilant pile of carrots spun around and opened fire on him. Bullets splashed around the walls before Mine's a large one darted into the cellar entrance and slammed the door. The cellar door was armour-plated.

He rested with his back to it gratefully.

The phone rang in the Presidential office. The president ignored it. He was staring at the map of Europe and idly inserting flags into the capital cities. When he got to eighteen flags he stopped.

"Answer that goddamned phone ... if it's my wife tell her to take Air Force Two and check into Detox for a week ... no, make that a month ... no, just tell her to get another nose job."

"It's for you sir." The aide held out the receiver. "It's a Mr Hoochiekoochi. He sounds foreign to me, sir."

"Give me that!" The president snatched up the earpiece. 
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"Just listen once," Tsunami said quietly. "At this moment a group of people who I assume to be something to do with you are attempting to shoot me. If they don't stop then I shall launch the missiles. My finger is on the button."

The line went dead.

"Shit," the president swore. "Better cancel the bowling tonight as well."

Frank kicked in the door to Mine's a large one's office. 

"CLEAR," he shouted.

Out in the corridor the mean mounds of carrots came to the same conclusion. "There's definitely no one here," they decided.

George sat gung-ho in his truck. Like a divorce attorney outside a brothel with a telephoto lens, he pointed his cannon at the laundry. Frank's voice came through his earpiece.

"Gotta be in the cellar, George. It's down to you ... we can't get through this goddamned steel door..."

George delighted in aiming the cannon straight at the metal grilles at sidewalk level which ventilated the basement. He opened fire in a long burst, shooting until the street was a cloud of concrete dust and burning masonry. He only stopped when he thought that the gun barrel might be in danger of melting.

"George Vornunk ... Operative George Vornunk?" 

George picked up the radio again. "Yes."

"This is the President of the United States. . ."

George went pale.

" ...under no circumstances are you to take any further offensive action against Mr Hoochiekoochi. Is that clear?"

George stared at the craters in the road, the devastation that was revealed as the smoke cleared.

"Mr Hoochiekoochi has obtained the ability, er ... possibly ... to launch some of our strategic nuclear weapons. As a result we would like to be, er ... nice to him ... at least for the time being. Is THAT clear? Hallo?"

"Oh ... oh, yes Mr President, sir, that's ... perfectly ... clear ... over and out."

George looked like death. There was a man that shouldn't 
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be upset in the cellar of the building he had just demolished. He hoped to God he hadn't had a chance to push that button before he had been blown to bits in the attack.

Tsunami was perfectly comfortable behind the aubergine door. In front of the aubergine door was a lift. The lift went seventy feet through the earth, terminating in a concealed, concreted entrance in the basement of the now-crumbling Nirvana Building.

He had food, water and air for months. The only thing that could have shifted him was a direct hit from one of the bombs that would be launched any second now.

His finger hovered over the button. 

Charlie shivered and sweated.

"What do you think, Mr Bogdanakowskevich? Will the president risk it? Or was the attack just now mere coincidence? What do you think?"

"Accident..." Charlie croaked. 

Tsunami's finger hovered on the button.

"I think you're right," he smiled. "An accident. A slight breakdown in communications. It would indeed be a shame to play my ace hand if I did not need to. But your president must be punished. I think he is trying to stall for time."

He dialled in a number on the digital communications centre. Confirmation flashed on the screen, "Nogo Maru ... on line".

"My esteemed captain," Tsunami hissed. "Inform my divine Cherry Blossom that he is to commune with his ancestors sooner than I had anticipated. In fact tell him to launch as soon as he can be ready."
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Chapter 39

Casper Walbo wallowed in the puddle of his own urine that discoloured the floor and walls around where he had squatted overnight.

He snored throughout the onslaught going on overhead. He woke up when a direct hit from a forty-millimetre-high explosive shell blew the entire wall out from behind him.

"Holy Moley," he gasped, staggering into the dust cloud. He was immediately knocked over by another blast as the next round found its mark a few feet away. He kept his head down as the third and the fourth ... and the fifth ... did likewise.

When he finally opened his eyes it was because of the overwhelming sensation that his prick was being sucked down a ribbed length of rubber garden hose. Still keeping his head down and clutching at his belly to move it out of the way so that he could see what was going on, he smiled in the face of adversity.

"YOU!" he gasped. Feeling the sensation of a freight trainload of semen being loaded into his somewhat flaccid love-cannon, he raised his head, closed his eyes and let the visual scorecard of his imagination do the rest.

"Baby, I'm coming," he grunted. His lard buttocks shivered like abused blancmange as he quivered like a rubber truncheon. `HONEY, I'M ... I'M GONNA TRANSMIT ... OH ... OH ... HERE IT COMES ... TRANSMISSION ... TRAIN TIME!!"

Cynthia's muscular throat gulped down the only thing she'd eaten for twenty-four hours with gusto. She would have eaten it with relish, too, had there been ajar lying about handy in the ruins.

"Oh Cynthia", Casper moaned, flopping his hand to his forehead to do his dying swan routine. "What a hell of a place for a blow job. LA's getting more like Beirut every day."
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The sharp click of metal brought the world into focus.

"Hell of a place for a blow job is right," the bunch of carrots repeated, poking the Uzi at Casper. "On your feet, both of you."

Iffy stared at Ballripper.

Ballripper stared at Butler's bare legs. He thought of dinner. 

Butler avoided staring at anything, just shutting his eyes and praying.

Hyapatia glared out of the window of the motorhome at the freeway gridlock. She glared daggers at her watch and quietly stared with hatred at the lurid figure of Iffy, sitting crosslegged adjusting his garter belt with one spawny eye glinting at the dog from beneath his monocle.

"Not in any hurry are we, old girl?" Iffy casually remarked. 

"We're late," spat Hyapatia. "No thanks to you two. You've wormed your way around Reptile, but you can't worm your way around me. I don't think you're religious at all."

"I can tell you, my dear, I'm just as religious as you are. Do unto others as you yourself would be done unto ... family motto ... sort of steal from the best and you'll never be robbed, eh?"

Ballripper growled, glowering at the lack of motion in the truck.

"If you think that you're going to miss this performance then you're quite wrong. We draw up our schedules to take account of the traffic in Los Angeles. If I have to drive this truck on stage to get you on, then I'll do it."

Hyapatia put her face up close and continued. "You're a fraud, Lord Iffy Boatrace, or whoever you really are."

"Oh, I'm me all right," Iffy pronounced brightly, dropping his monocle out and blowing on it, polishing it on his shirt front. "I can assure you of that."

"I'm looking forward to your so-called performance . . . because I don't think you have a clue what you're going to do. You're a spy, or a crook or just plain crazy, I don't know which yet ... but believe me, when you fuck up in front of fifty thousand people in that stadium tonight ... it wouldn't surprise me if you end up in one of our institutions..."

"Jolly splendid idea, Butler, what? What a wizard wheeze. I
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rather like institutions, y'know. Englishmen like me are jolly good at 'em. We're born in them, sent away to school in them, and then we progress to spend the rest of our lives in 'em - Army, Prison, Bank of England and the bally Freemasons."

"Shoosh, your Lordship," Butler became alarmed at the mention of the word Freemason.

"It's quite all right, Butler. I failed the initiation test. Couldn't roll up the leg of me left fishnet or some such nonsense..."

"I don't think she's talking about those sort of institutions..." Butler rolled his eyes upward in despair.

"Then you'll love to be a founder member of the Hallelujah Hillsides Halitosis Institute..."

"A founder member ... ?"

"Yes. We've just dug the foundations. Haven't filled them in with anything yet. You won't take up much space ... but every little counts."

"Yes. Yes, I'm quite sure it does." Lord Iffy polished his eyeglass with more vigour. He leant over to Butler.

"I'm sorry about this, old chap. This seems to be rather more serious than I thought," he whispered. "But don't worry. I am at this precise moment devising a brilliant ruse to throw them off the scent."

"God help us all," Butler prayed.

Ballripper growled and slavered on the carpet.
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Chapter 40

The Reverend Jimmy Reptile had a big chopper. He stared out of the window of the twin-rotored beast as it scythed its way through the grey-orange smoke of an average California commuting day. In air-conditioned comfort he rode over the traffic jams that beset Hyapatia and Lord Iffy until he came to the seething mass of people infesting the Los Angeles Jitters Stadium.

It always amazed him that he could attract such adulation. Since his humble beginnings in Odessa, Texas, Reptile had always suffered from a lack of self-esteem. The new belief in himself was fostered by Hyapatia and, latterly, by his Public Relations machine. Somehow it seemed obvious that the Lord of All Creation had chosen him exclusively to spread the word amongst the fleshpots and the flashpots of America. This confidential ear of the omnipotent being had done much to lay his self-doubts into an early grave. He firmly believed that the Almighty had chosen him for a special purpose on earth. Otherwise, he reasoned, how was it possible for the Lord to have made him so rich?

The inner glow which always pervaded him on these occasions was abruptly cut short as he gazed dreamily out of the window.

"What in God's name is that?" he demanded. He realized the rhetorical nature of the question almost immediately. He stared at the structure of the Golf Club, which towered ominously above the stadium.

"What is that thing? Is somebody opening up a crazy golf course or something? It's a helluva publicity stunt."

The pilot looked on his maps and stared back at Reptile in confusion. "Well ... er. . . I flew over here yesterday and it wasn't here. I don't know where it came from, it's not on any of these maps. It should be ... Jesus, the thing must be five hundred feet tall."

213

The helicopter flew around the silver-shafted driver a couple of times, until it was caught in the beam of a great spotlight being shone like a searchlight from the stadium.

"I guess they're playing my tune ... take her down," Reptile ordered, as he fumbled with his tie. Damn it, where the hell was Hyapatia? She knew that he couldn't ever get the knot straight without her.

Tokyo Jones sat on his haunches in front of a shrine to the Emperor of Japan. He had no problems in tying the knot of his headband behind his head. He bowed at the picture. He put on his stetson and stood up. There was a knock at the door.

"Y'all come on in thar now," he drawled.

The door was opened by the captain, who stood with Tokyo's last meal. "Here is your special request. Coffee, beans and Flying Buzzard whisky..."

"That'll be Wild Turkey, I reckon..."

"So sorry. Yes, Wild Turkey." The captain blushed at his misreading of the bottle. The logo on the label clearly depicted something he thought was a flying buzzard.

Tokyo walked over with some difficulty. His spurs clanked together as he limped up to take the tray.

"Been ridin' the fences, pardner..." He nodded at the mechanical rodeo machine installed in the corner of the room. "Gives a man an appetite." He sniffed the coffee. "Darn good cawfee." He spat on the floor. "Guess I'll eat this and git saddled up fer the showdown."

The captain was thumbing through his phrasebook in puzzlement. It always astounded him the lengths that the secret service went to in order to integrate their spies into the USA. Apart from being four-foot six and having slanty eyes, Tokyo Jones could have passed for any cowboy in a Hollywood movie.

"You are to be congratulated on your honourable mission. Get on your bike and I will give you your milk." The captain grinned in delight. He had made up his very first colloquial American sentence. He bowed and shut the door.

Tokyo stared after him. He stuck a plastic cockroach on the wall and blasted it to oblivion with his pearl-handled sixshooter.

*
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The searchlight followed the helicopter down as it descended slowly for maximum crowd effect. The wind from the rotors lashed at the faces of the spectators as they held onto their Reptile "Crucifixion City USA" baseball hats.

The loudspeakers around the ground blasted out the strains of Carl Orff's charming megalomaniac masterpiece "Carmina Burana", used as a powerplay by everyone from Ozzy Osbourne to the makers of The Omen.

Windswept faces looked up at the illuminated aircraft as it hovered over the main podium. Jaws chewed hungrily on "Holy Hot Dogs". The vendors were doing a cracking trade.

"What'll you have, honey?" the twenty-year-old hotel desk clerk from Illinois asked his forty-year-old blushing virgin wife. 

"Well." She placed her hands on the vastness of her hips in contemplation. "Well ... I'm on a diet, so I guess I'll just have two itty-bitty pieces of his body and a couple of wafers."

The desk clerk looked at the Holy Hot Dog vendor. 

"I'll have a Bloody Mary."

"I'm afraid we only have virgin cocktails, sir."

"OK. Two pieces of his body, a couple of wafers and a Virgin Mary, easy on the blood, plenty of ice."

It was truly a great day out for all the family, father, son and Holy Ghost ...

The helicopter sagged on its wheels as it touched down. Jimmy Reptile sprang from the open door waving both his hands at the crowd, who were baying like wolves.

"YO! Here he is ... your Number One holy hitman, the Reverend ... Jimmmeeeeeee ... Reptile." The compere bowed and scraped his way from the microphone as Reptile stood under the spotlights at the mike. He dropped his hands.

The stadium lapsed into silence.

In the TV truck the network had caught all the drama live. "Pan round the crowd ... cut back to Reptile ... Camera Two check out the woman with the two cute kids waving the American flag ... Got it? OK, cut to Camera Two in three ... two ... NO, wait. The goddamn kid is picking his nose ... he's wiped it on the flag ... oh shit ... cut back to Reptile ... NOW."

*
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In Reno, Nevada the TV screens in the casinos played to an empty hall. Fast-food cartons blew around the streets like tumbleweed. Only a few obstinate drunks who had been hiding from the National Guard remained in the town.

Everyone else was on their way to a transit camp in the middle of the desert. The rumours about the reason for the exodus were rife. Not even the soldiers knew the reason why, and they fuelled speculation amongst themselves.

A chemical dump had gone wrong, nuclear waste had burrowed its way out from Chernobyl, the Russkies were coming ... a jetliner was going to crash on the town ... a satellite was going to hit the earth ... a meteor maybe ...

The last theory was not too far removed from the truth of what would happen when a one-hundred-metre hardened golf ball plummeted to earth from the stratosphere and bounced all over town.
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Chapter 41

"Secret service. You're both under arrest," the bunch of carrots snapped.

"I have some rights, goddamn it..." Casper began.

The carrots delivered a kick to Casper's exposed bottom. "You got nothing ... on your feet." He waved the gun barrel upwards.

Cynthia struck. She was particularly fond of carrots and here was a well-dressed man wearing a couple of hundred of them. She went for the meat course first. Cynthia rocked back on her haunches and belched loudly. The cavernous detonation of gastric gases washed across the rubble cauterizing the inside of the bunch of carrots' nose with its acrid stench.

He fell back a step and wiped his watering eyes.

In a spray of green bile and trailing saliva Cynthia hurled herself at his wrist and bit through the flesh down to the bone.

The carrots screamed and fell to the ground with the Hound of Hell fastened to his gun hand. He tried to fasten his finger around the trigger as he struggled and kicked out at the powerful fiend embedded in his flesh. He had no finger. Not any more.

Like a piranha Cynthia tore strips from his wrist.

The Uzi dropped from his grasp.

Casper hit him over the head with a piece of masonry.

The bunch of carrots quivered and then lay still. Cynthia picked up the machine-gun. It was quite small, not much bigger than a pistol, with a long magazine extending from in front of the trigger guard.

"What the hell are you doing?" Casper was astonished. He had turned around only to see the gunbarrel poking out of Cynthia's mouth.

She strained to open her gullet to allow it to pass into her stomach, giving a satisfied gasp as the black stub slid between her
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lips and slipped down her throat into her deranged digestive pit.

Casper stood for a second, unsure of what to do next. Cynthia grinned at him.

"Light snack," she croaked.

"Let's get the fuck outta here ..." Casper grabbed her by the arm and they ran across the road for cover.

George tracked them on his periscope in the truck. He had them in his sights. He squeezed the trigger on his cannon. 

Dolly Hand of Fate paid for her cappuccino with a hundreddollar bill.

"Keep the change, waiter," she ordered. It had been a most interesting and amusing afternoon spent watching the earth creatures at play. She could see how seductive were the ways of the flesh ... indeed she had forgotten her own past ...

She wiggled her nose as she peered through the smoke at Casper wobbling across the road leading Cynthia from the wrecked building. Dolly saw the cannon pivot to swing around and aim at them.

"Now I really don't think that's fighting fair..." she declared. Dolly Hand of Fate snapped her fingers.

In the back of the truck Ricardo was trying it on with Oral.

"I'm not interested in losers, honey." Ricardo kissed the metal rivets on the walls as she recoiled from his amorous embraces. 

"Listen," he began, "I'm not that same old greaseball that you used to know ...".

"Oh no?" Oral, laughed, taunting him by admiring his engagement ring. "Where did you find a brain? The same pawn shop you bought the ring at?"

Ricardo grabbed her hand suddenly, his eyes glued to the ring. "That's mine," he exclaimed.

"No." She smiled. "It's MINE. You gave it to me ... and you ain't getting it back..."

"You don't understand ... I am the Hand of Fate. Who controls me controls the destiny of the planet..."

Oral looked at him sadly. "Honey. If your hand could control the destiny of the planet, how come I always have to use a dildo..."
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"So that's it, huh?" Ricardo snapped. "Get a load of this..."

He grabbed at her crotch like a magnetic limpet stuck to a battleship hull. His palm started to vibrate with an audible buzz. 

Oral looked down in surprise. Her eyeballs started to flick up and down. "Oh no." She started to shudder. She slammed her arms and pinioned them against the side of the truck. "OH ... NO!" she exclaimed, rather louder this time.

"Get a grip on yourself ..." Minnie complained. "People are trying to sleep..."

Ricardo slipped his finger between her thighs and pushed it under her panties, up into her vagina. He thrust it deep.

"I AM the Hand of Fate. I am the cosmologist of love. I created the deepest valleys ... the churning liquid fires that burn at the centre of your planet..."

"Aa ... aaaaA ... aaAA ... AAA." Oral's every cell was shaking. Every molecule was vibrating in sublime ecstasy.

"Behold," whispered Ricardo into her ear, which flapped like a hummingbird's wing, "the divine phlegm which made the earth move..."

He wiggled his phlegm-inducing digit.

George smiled grimly as the trigger clicked home.

Nothing happened. Nothing blew up. No bodies disintegrated. Just a small thud from on top of the roof.

He pulled the trigger again.

The entire front of the cab exploded as the barrel of the cannon burst setting off the magazine. A hail of steel fragments shredded George into unidentifiable mincemeat.

The splayed-out barrel of the gun lay smoking in the chaos of torn metal. Green mucus was evaporating from its barrel end. 

"Oh, good Lord..." Minnie screamed as her world was turned upside down.

The explosion that tore George limb from limb blew the back of the truck clean off and halfway down the street, where it lay on its side with the rear door hanging off.

Oral was the first one to scramble out. "Thank God," she exclaimed, running her fingers down her scantily clad thighs. "I never thought I'd breathe fresh smog again."

Minnie struggled clear, coughing and spluttering "POLICE 
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... POLICE ... there's never one about when you need one. Oh yes, they're QUITE prepared to arrest you, imprison you and accuse you of God knows what..." Minnie paused. She was short of breath and, in any case, had noticed the Dietrich-like figure of Dolly Hand of Fate coolly observing the proceedings.

"Harold..." Minnie hissed. "Get out here this instant." She motioned quickly with her hand.

A dazed, but combative, Harold Hill blinked awkwardly in the light. "Where is mine chariot?" he demanded.

Minnie struck him round the head.

It had no effect He neither cowered from the blow nor made any complaint. He shrugged it off as if it had been a flea bite. 

"Are you sickening for something ...?" Minnie peered into his eyes suspiciously. He did not return her gaze.

He stared fixedly at Dolly. Harold fell onto one knee.

"You have returned, O Great One," he proclaimed and bowed his head.

"What do you mean?" Minnie demanded. "Who's returned? Do you know this woman? Will somebody tell me just what is going on around here?" Minnie shouted as she stamped her feet in frustration.

Ricardo strode out of the twisted metal box looking none the worse for wear. He took a look at Harold on one knee and followed his gaze.

Dolly returned his hostile stare.

"What happened? Run out of toy-boys?" Ricardo demanded. 

"I'll thank you to mind your own business," Dolly replied frostily. 

"Do not insult my queen." Harold pivoted on his knee and pointed an accusing finger at Ricardo. He stood up. "I will defend her honour no matter what."

"Who is this pipsqueak?" Ricardo mocked.

"He's more of a man than you'll ever be. What DO you look like in that ridiculous suit ... at least I've had the good taste to choose a classic film star for my incarnation ... not a second-rate pimp," Dolly spat venomously.

"I didn't have a lot of choice in the matter," Ricardo replied haughtily. 'At the time my watermelon was heading for a lamppost."

"You should have stayed as a vegetable. You might have learned something..."
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"A watermelon is not a vegetable..."

"Well, it's no Einstein, is it?"

"DON'T bring him into it ... relativity was - "

"I know," Dolly interrupted. "Another one of your brainwaves. Fat lot of good it's done them."

"So who is he? You still haven't told me the sordid details. Holiday romance, was it?"

Dolly blushed even through her mask of make-up.

Harold looked from Ricardo to Dolly and back again. He was confused himself.

Doily sighed. She decided to make a clean breast of it. "His name is Norman. I have no idea what he's doing here at the moment ... it was a long time ago..."

"NORMAN?" Ricardo exploded. "Now I remember the face ... it was that little runt stuck on the front of the chariot ... it wasn't that long ago ... it was 1066 ... that's like only yesterday. What were you doing in 1066? Hang on ... I remember ... you went out to fetch some ambrosia for your halo ... a special trip ... you were away for the weekend ..." Ricardo broke off as he considered the implications of his wife's infidelity.

"Did you sleep with him?" 

Dolly nodded.

"Bloody hell," he swore and pointed his finger in anger at the ruined launderette.

The heavens opened for a couple of seconds.

Pellets of green, interstellar slime rained down and evaporated the three remaining carrot-clad agents.

The heavens closed again abruptly.

"It was more fun then you were," she accused. "At least he wasn't trying to show off with his multi-orgasmic finger. Any fool can use one of those..."

Oral perked up at the mention of Ricardo a.k.a. the Hand of Fate's cosmic finger. "Hey, don't knock it, honey," she advised. "It's the best thing that's happened to me since a movie I did with an unmarried squid."

Dolly flared her nostrils in rage. "That's the pot calling the kettle black, isn't it?" she accused. "Have you been sleeping with this floosie?"

"She's a slut," Minnie added.

"Yes," Dolly agreed bitterly. "She is."
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"Watch it..." Oral warned. She raised her hand to threaten Minnie.

Dolly's eyes caught the glint of gold on her finger. "That's my ring ... THAT'S MY RING," she shouted.

Ricardo looked down sheepishly. 2It's nothing to do with me . . I have no idea how she got it..."

"You goddamn liar!" Oral shouted. "You gave it to me. You said you wanted to marry me..."

"I wasn't myself," Ricardo defended.

"AHA. The truth is out at last. I don't know what filthy deceptions you had in mind, Mr Hand of Fate, but from now on you can count me out of your eternal life." Dolly marched forward and grabbed Harold around the head and cradled him to her breast defensively.

"I think it should be a white wedding," Oral snarled. "As much coke as I can get up my nose..."

"I'm sure he'll be pleased to give you Colombia to play with," Dolly snapped.

"Where afe you going with my Harold?" Minnie shrieked. 

"His name is Norman," Dolly declared. "And I'm going to marry him."

"You can't ... he's married already ... to me," Minnie moved around and blocked her path.

Dolly pointed a phlegm-laden finger in her direction.

"Very well" Ricardo shouted. "If that's your attitude, then I will marry the stunningly attractive specimen who is wearing the ring."

"Bloody humans." Dolly dispatched a ball of spit to dispatch the obstructive Minnie and the troublesome Oral Slither.

"Oh no, you don't," Ricardo muttered under his breath. He detected the quivering mass of yellow bronchial pus gathering in the heavens poised to hurtle earthwards. He raised his own hand against it.

In the great serpentine. labyrinths of the dark matter composing the universe a great struggle began. Great cosmic seas of phlegm converged and coalesced. They straggled for supremacy as they coiled and cascaded, slipping and slithering in whirling green vats of mucoid sludge like vortexes in a spitoon.

Dolly sensed the delay in executing her commands. She looked angrily at Ricardo.
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"We seem to have cancelled each other out," he grinned smugly.

Harold pointed. "Look," he cried. "A sign."

In the sky a lone aircraft was busy signwriting in smoke. "Repent Ye," it wrote, "for the kingdom of God is at hand. The Jimmy Reptile Show ... every Monday ... 7 p.m."

"That'll be my dad giving you a warning," Dolly declared. 

"Balls," Ricardo denied. He pointed his finger at the plane and waited for the universal slime to dispense with it.

Nothing happened.

"Hoisted by your own petard, I think," Dolly laughed. Her own finger pointed directly back at Ricardo's. A dim crackling light could be seen emanating from the end of it. "I can't do anything without you ... and you can't do anything unless I let you."

"I still say it's got nothing to do with your wretched father."

"I want to find out," Dolly declared.

"Don't tell me you want to go to The Jimmy Reptile Show to find out if your dad's going to be there? Don't you think he's got better things to do with his time?"

Dolly stood her ground and tapped her foot in patient impatience. "We can stand here for all eternity if you like," she declared.

"Ohh ... very well ... if you insist," Ricardo bristled with annoyance.

They both snapped their fingers at the same time and the entire party vanished in five puffs of blue smoke.
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Chapter 42

Casper was out of breath. He struggled, coughing up brick dust, as Cynthia dragged him up the hill away from the firefight. 

"Hold on, lady ...Jesus ... there'll be nothing left of me at this rate." Water dripped down the cellulite dimples of his cheeks as he sweated like a garden sprinkler.

Cynthia stopped. It was nothing to do with Casper. Just as a camel carries its hump to store fat, Cynthia reasoned that she might as well drag Casper along in case she became hungry en route..

Cynthia stared up at an advertising hoarding. It was up on Sunset Boulevard, the normal site for advertising the latest Hollywood hypes in Tinsel Town.

The Reverend Jimmy Reptile's teeth gleamed a retouched whiteness from the poster as he held out his hands. In the centre of the palms were two holes.

"IF YOU DON'T WATCH MY SHOW, THEY'LL CRUCIFY ME," read the caption. But Cynthia's eyes had already progressed to the small print ... and particularly the piece of paper that had been hurriedly slapped across the bottom corner of the advert.

"LATE ADDITION," It proclaimed, "FROM GREAT BRITAIN THE DUO THAT'S DEALT THE DEVIL HIS DUE. THE AWESOME ARISTOCRAT AND THE WORSHIPFUL WAITER ... LORD IFFY BOATRACE AND HIS BUTLER, TV EXORCISTS EXTRAORDINAIRE."

"Double crossing no good swine," breathed Cynthia, screwing up her fingers into fists of rage.

"COME ON." She dragged Casper from off his knees where he had collapsed in the road.

"Where the hell are we going now?" he complained.

"To get religion," she muttered grimly. "And when I've got it I'm going to stick it up their backsides where it belongs."
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Tokyo Jones was piped on deck to the strains of the music from the TV series Bonanza. He grinned from under his stetson at the row of smartly turned-out sailors standing to attention.

"Where's ma horse?" he drawled. 

There was an embarrassed silence.

"I am truly solly," the captain's voice shouted from the prow of the vessel. He sat on his knees atop a mat. In front of him was a pile of beefburgers. His eyes filled with tears.

Tokyo looked aghast at the pile of blackened mincemeat. 

"Trigger?" He choked back the emotion in his voice. 

The captain nodded in shame.

"Have lost face. Please accept humble apologies ... YIKE!" The captain sliced a ceremonial Hara Kiri dagger into his belly and carved it around for a few seconds before falling forward on his face.

"Hell of a way to say you don't like horsemeat," grumbled Tokyo. "What the hell am I supposed to do now?"

A young sailor cleared his throat and smiled with wellrehearsed imbecility. With great ceremony he began clapping two coconut shells together. From the side of the bridge shambled a baggy, moth-eaten pantomime horse.

Wang Dang Poontang stuck his head out of the seam of its arse and grinned cheerfully.

"Crimb aboard. Business crarse ... no stopping for tlaffic rights."

"Goddamn, it ain't nuthin' like a slant eye fer giddin' down when ya just gotta giddy up..."

Tokyo picked up his saddle and slung it across Poontang's neck. The horse sagged visibly. Tokyo frowned and kicked it in the nuts. There was a sharp intake of breath from inside the beast as its back jerked straight.

"Treat 'em mean," remarked Tokyo. He hoisted himself into the saddle and farted loudly, almost tearing the leather from the seat with the velocity of the pumping sulphurous gas.

"Cawfee and beans," he grinned as the line of sailors wilted. "Ain't nuthin' like 'em."
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Chapter 43

The Los Angeles Police Department ate the complimentary Holy Hot Dogs and burped with indigestion. Their stomachs gurgled as they struggled to digest the unidentifiable meat products which composed the holy heartburn stick. Finally the rumbling subsided.

The two officers grunted in satisfaction as the noxious wind from their belly acids whistled through their teeth to relieve the pressure on their trouser belts.

It had been a boring night. No opportunities to beat up racial minorities, long hairs or punks. There had been no drinking of beer on the sidewalk, no smoking of drugs and no opportunity to spreadeagle scantily clad ladies over the car and poke around with a night stick. Not even a chance to shoot anyone in the back.

It HAD been a boring night.

Their puffy eyelids started to droop over their piggy little eyes, for these were not Los Angeles" finest. They were two rather overweight provincial officers drafted in to guard the stage door at Jitters Stadium.

And who the hell would want to gate crash a religious convention?

Their eyelids closed. They began to snore.

Cynthia had inserted two fingers up the nostrils of the unwilling Casper Walbo. She dragged him along behind her. He snuffled and shuffled in protest.

He saw the police car. He froze. "Copth," he snorted nasally, his eyes open wide with fear.

"Get a grip." Cynthia thrust her talons further up into his face. "I think they're asleep . . . we can sneak through the line..."

Cynthia crept around the back of the cruiser and ducked under the low fence which read, "POLICE LINE. DO NOT CROSS." 
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Casper followed wriggling on his stomach.

"Quick!" Cynthia fastened her hook-like hand in almost level with Casper's eyeballs and snatched him into the shadows. 

Powerful headlights split the night as the noise of a highrevving engine approached. The Winnebago camper rolled precariously as it hurtled around the corner. It squeaked to a sudden halt in front of the police barrier. Hyapatia leant over the driver and impatiently honked the horn. The piggy policemen snorted awake and drew their guns.

"FREEZE," they yelled.

They opened their porcine peepers and, through the slits, they discerned the disappointing scenario of a camper van waiting to get through their line.

With great swagger and creaking of waistlines they clambered out of the cruiser, which had been, unfortunately, designed for a more athletic breed of public servant.

"You have a good evening, ma'am ..." They moved the wooden barricade back and subdued the Holy Hot Dog fighting its way back from the processes of digestion like the second coming.

The van moved towards the roller shutters of the loading dock which opened to greet them.

The cops returned to their cruiser, where they could belch and fart and polish their guns.

Cynthia hijacked Casper's face again and dragged him under the roller shutter as it closed behind the Winnebago.
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Chapter 44

Jimmy Reptile was uncomfortable. It wasn't often that the man who out-merchandized the Pope felt up-staged, but he was beginning to feel that tonight was one of those occasions. The crowd didn't notice. Of course they didn't, he thought to himself. They were too selfish to care about his feelings. They just wanted his message of salvation to make their own puny lives make more sense against the assaults of twentieth-century living.

They wouldn't be that mortified if he really did end up in a pine box one day as a result of one of his fund-raising gimmicks. Scrub that thought, he demanded to himself angrily. It would be an oak, lead-lined box . . . with airconditioning.

Jimmy surveyed the adoring glances of the sold-out jitters Stadium. He allowed himself a brief glance heavenward, as he always did, it looked great on TV.

This time his eyes were not on God. Rather on the goddamned metallic monstrosity that towered overhead. The gleaming shaft of the stratospheric golf driver hung like the sword of Damocles over the proceedings.

He had stared too long. He sensed the audience becoming restless, sensed that the herd had started to wake from its dream state and mutate into individuals ...

"Weell, my Holy Hamburger Helpers ... have we got a show lined up for you ... we've got Andre the Belgian ... that's Belgium in EUROPE ... not Louisiana ... and Andre is one of the great Belgian sculptors who's gonna knock your socks off by turning a Cadillac into a genuine piece of Renaissance art. AND HE'S GONNA DO IT WITH AN ALLAMERICAN CHAINSAW..."

The DIY enthusiasts in the congregation spluttered into life, shaking with excitement at the home-entertainment 
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possibilities . .. Volkswagen the Mona Lisa ... The Laughing Chevrolet ...

Lord Iffy and Butler sat in the stationary camper, parked under the glare of harsh neon in the bowels of the stadium. Hyapatia stood guard inside with Ballripper.

André the Belgian was practising the musical accompaniment to his classical revelation. His stubby fingers pumped nervously on the piano accordion suspended from his neck as he played the theme from Gunsmoke whilst reciting the Book of Genesis in Flemish.

Casper had taken a turn for the worse. He was crammed into a space behind the tall industrial dustbins standing by the ramp that led up to the main stage. He rubbed his bleeding nostrils with the back of his hand. Thankfully Cynthia had removed her fingers for the time being, but that still didn't remove the sense of overwhelming claustrophobia ... not to mention the smell. The bins were full of rotting Holy Hot Dog trash and decaying paper cups.

Cynthia was into them like a shot. She had found a small hatch which allowed drainage at the bottom of one of the bins. She opened it and stuck her head underneath. She flipped open her jaws and pulled her lips out wide with her fingers, until they almost fastened around the chute like a vacuum cleaner bag. The Human Waste Disposal Unit was chomping its way through the offal and coke sludge that slithered out of the hole.

"I can't stand goddamn piano accordion," Casper grumbled, the appalling racket from André assaulting even Casper's jaded sense. "I gotta get some peace and quiet..."

He looked around. Parked in the loading bay was a pink Cadillac Coup de Ville. With a quick glance at Cynthia to make sure she was still attached to the fast-food slurry, Casper tiptoed across the concrete floor to the rear of the car. He quietly opened the boot and slipped inside. It closed on top of him. In the blackness he could only dimly hear the atonal Flemish wailings of André.

Casper soon fell sound asleep.

"But first from the depths of the Viking Fjords of Minnesota ... and I gotta tell ya these ladies you do not mess with..." Jimmy Reptile was building back to his familiar crescendo as the 
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enraptured crowd hung on his every syllable. He paused for effect as the spotlights cut out save for one which illuminated him in the blackness.

"Ladees and Gentlemen, God save us all. Here are the Valhalla Singers performing the Minnesota WAR CRY!" Reptile swung around and pointed to the side of the stage.

The spotlights flashed into life and swung to focus on the ramp leading up from the loading dock below.

No one appeared.

Reptile flashed his TV insincere grin and hissed off microphone to the stage hand at his feet.

"Go backstage and tell 'em to go with the next act..." He turned back to the mike.

"Well ... let's see if the Lord has a surprise in store for us tonight ... he does move in mysterious ways as you all know ... I want you all to get on your knees and pray ... yes ... praise the Lord for having delivered you safely through the traffic congestion tonight ... praise the Lord for ... er ... for ... not giving you that flat tyre ... for not running your battery flat..." Reptile carried on like the super huckster that ruled his heart, playing for time.
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Chapter 45

The president was tuned into his favourite TV show.

"See." He twisted around in his seat to lecture the twenty or so aides who had been crammed into the room to watch The Reptile Power Show. "Ya see? Even the Almighty has a hard time some days. Boy, I tell ya, we could do with a prayer from Jimmy Reptile now ... God bless America..."

The phone rang. It was answered briefly and passed like the proverbial buck.

"Yeah. Hi, Ron. Yep, it's pretty bad ... look, the reason I called and left a message ... I, er..." The president thought for a second and motioned for everyone to leave the room. When it was clear he continued, "Look, Ron, I know you gotta place out here in California ... could I possibly borrow your bunker for a few days?"

The president's face showed disappointment at the reply. He put the phone down. "Ungrateful SOB," he snarled.

A scraping sound came from the window. It got louder, changing to a distinct tapping and finally to a desperate hammering. Eventually the president pulled open the right curtain after he had searched the bathroom and the wardrobe and called room service to tell them that whatever it was he hadn't ordered it.

Facing him was a brown-faced man on a ladder beating on the glass with his fists.

The president slid open the window. "And I don't want the windows cleaning either!" he shouted. "Hey." He paused. "Don't I know you?"

"My name is Standing Johns, sir ... and I have just escaped certain death to bring you news about a terrible threat to national security."

The president wrinkled up his nose in disgust. "Jesus, are you covered in dog shit?" he demanded.
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"Not exactly, sir. But that's another story."

"You better tell me this story quick and then take a bath before the biological warfare people get wind of you ... if we could bottle what you smell like we wouldn't need nerve gas."

"Sir," began Johns, "it all began with a Chinese laundry..."

The Valhalla Viking Singers from the Fjords of Minnesota screamed in terror as Cynthia flew from under the rubbish skips. Her fangs gnashing on the last drooling remnants of a wax paper cup filled with a half-chewed Holy Hot Dog, she fell on the girdle of Hilda Viking, the last and largest of the group.

Cynthia scythed through the leather belt holding the tasteful strips of raw salmon carefully arranged for their Viking feminine effect. She swallowed the fish as if they had been mere anchovies tossed down her throat like hors d'oeuvres. Ripping the seat of Hilda's leather pants off as she went, Cynthia turned her attentions to Bent Viking, Idle Viking and Bonking Viking.

The loading dock was a maelstrom of tumbling tusks, screaming Vikings and the whirling Tasmanian She-devil putting them all to flight with their specially tailored smoked fish accoutrements clenched between her salivating gums.

The stage hand entered and flew into a blind panic. "Oh Christ..."

The Vikings pushed past him as they scrambled to escape through the emergency fire exit.

"Come back ... !" he shouted after them.

The door of the Winnebago slammed shut as Hyapatia stepped down. Ballripper was held on his leash, a steel cable normally used for docking supertankers.

"ANDRÉ..." Hyapatia ordered.

André looked up from his Flemish muse. It had continued despite Cynthia's conspicuous consumption.

"Get the hell up on to that stage ... RIGHT NOW," she bellowed.

André climbed into the Cadillac and revved up the engine. With tyres squealing and smoking he popped the clutch and accelerated up the loading ramp to the stage above.

Jimmy Reptile's voice drifted back down. "Praise the Lord ... a miracle if I ever saw one ... IT'S ANDRÉ THE BELGIAN ... that's, er, Belgium EUROPE not Louisiana..."
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Hyapatia walked over and stood to face Cynthia. "You're in big trouble, honey," snapped Hyapatia, She leant over and unleashed Ballripper.

"Oh dear, Your Lordship. It seems we're out of the frying pan and into the fire," moaned Butler, as he peered through the curtains at the sight of Cynthia.

Lord Iffy sat in silence. He had been working out a plan. Trouble was, he hadn't thought of one which would work. "Never was big on cooking, old chap. That's always been your department," he replied.

"What, sir?"

"Frying pans, wasn't it you said? Never had any use for'em."

"No, sir. I mean SHE'S here, sir. That dreadful woman."

Iffy's monocle dropped out of his face. He staggered over on his stilettos and thrust the curtains apart with the bony ridge of his nose. "Oh, bloody hell, it's HER. I think I preferred the bloody dog..."

Butler managed a grim smile. A blow job from Ballripper would probably be less life threatening.

André concluded his incomprehensible Biblical Flemish wailing to stunned silence from the crowd. He put down his accordion and reached into the front seat of the Cadillac.

This was what they had paid to see.

André twirled the chainsaw around his head. He pulled the rip cord starter and it spluttered into life. Never mind where Belgium was, the audience wanted tortured metal, twelve disciples and plenty of sparks. André delivered.

Hyapatia and Cynthia locked manic stares.

Ballripper attacked. He took a few strides lunging forward before leaping for her throat. It was an unwise area to go for. 

Had she been a cow, a small elephant or anything other than Cynthia West, downwardly mobile bag-lady and amateur epiglottal acrobat, then Ballripper's well-tried strategy would have proved satisfactorily lethal.

Cynthia bared her fangs back at him and counterattacked the soft white undercarriage of the savage devil-dog.

With dismay, Ballripper found that he had not bitten off 
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more than he could chew. His jaws closed on empty air.

Cynthia had dropped underneath his flying leap. With a howl of anguish Ballripper suffered his eponymous fate. Cynthia fastened her coke-stained teeth around Ballripper's scrotum. His two testicles jostled like a pair of ripe apricots in a Cellophane pack.

She swallowed them ... and bit down hard on the puny fold of skin composing the sac which attached them to his abdomen. With mystical abandon she rotated her head, flinging the helpless beast around as it moaned in devil-dog agony, flailing helplessly with its paws and savaging empty air.

After a couple of revolutions, balls and Ballripper parted company for ever. The dog flew off Cynthia's face and bounced its head off a wall. It lay quite still.

Cynthia grinned hideously, strands of white epididymis falling from between the spaces in her teeth like cheesy damp dental floss. She swallowed and the strands were sucked back through her teeth to follow the entire Ballripper breeding apparatus down into the Aladdin's cave which comprised her stomach.

"Highly nutritious." She smacked her lips together. "Tons of vitamin E."

André cut into the door frame of the Cadillac. A shower of sparks cascaded from the bodywork.

"Aaaaahh," the crowd sighed.
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Chapter 46

The president listened carefully as André continued carving his way down the plan of Michelangelo's masterpiece. He was surrounded by a couple of generals and the entourage of aides. 

"You say that the briefcase is booby trapped?" he demanded.

"That's right, sir," Standing Johns replied by radio from within the body bag he had been made to zip himself into. "Any attempt to detonate a device will result in the destruction of the briefcase and, hopefully, the occupants of the room as well."

The president thought for a second. "What would you do?" he asked.

There was a pause.

"Well?" The president expected instant decisions from his minions.

The plastic of the body bag crinkled as Standing Johns doubled up in the armchair where he sat. Great muffled sobs came from him as his bowels collapsed completely, squirting his last remains at the thought of such a great responsibility.

"I guess that's his last word on the subject." The president frowned. "Oh, hell ... take the guy out!' he declared. "The smell is gonna kill me before the Democrats do."

The phone rang. A general answered it. 

"It's for you." He passed it to the president.

"Well, what a helluva surprise ... just for once I hope it's my goddamn wife." He snatched it and listened.

"You have double-crossed me, Mr President," Tsunami's soft tones hissed insidiously through the earpiece. "Expect a hole in one ... very soon ... do not attempt to stop me ... pop into the nineteenth hole some time for some Japanese whisky and a good selection of baseball video games ... goodbye." The line went dead.

The president turned to his generals. He smiled.

"Take that slanty eyed little fuck and blow his teeth into his 
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ass. Get a couple of F16s and take out his stupid golf club. I've got half a mind to nuke a couple of Jap corporations ... hey ... it would save the whale and a fair few elephants. People might forget about the Antarctic mineral rights for five minutes..." He thought for a second. "Nah, dammit, we'd never get spares for our Toyota ever again ... just stick to blowing his teeth through his ass."

He turned back to his favourite TV programme. André concluded his meisterwerk. His chainsaw severed its way through the boot of the pink Coupe de Ville. He held the spluttering saw aloft in triumph. The follow spots panned across the audience who bayed for more like a bullfight audience demanding blood.

André stared in puzzlement at the red stuff which had splattered all over his forearms ... that wasn't part of the show ...
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Chapter 47

The remains of the Cadillac were dragged below by fork lift truck. Andre followed down the ramp, applause ringing in his ears. The stage hand sent by Jimmy Reptile stood transfixed at the demise of Ballripper.

Hyapatia advanced on the smugly satisfied Cynthia. She suddenly stopped.

"And now ... all the way from Great Britain ... yes, that's in EUROPE, too ... that's Europe ACROSS the Atlantic..." Jimmy was building up to the big showdown. "Presenting for the very first time on Network TV an act of exorcism of evil spirits that will amaze even the Catholics amongst you ... I give you the Awesome Aristocrat and the Worshipful Waiter, the scourge of the devil's spawn ... The Reverend Lord Iffy Boatrace and Butler..."

The crowd roared as if it had been Superbowl Sunday.

Down below the stage hand looked distinctly nervous. "You'd better get them on... " he muttered to Hyapatia.

"DON'T talk tough with me, sonny," she scolded. "Keep an eye on this..." She jerked her thumb at Cynthia, who had seated herself cross-legged on the floor and began chewing on a flattened cigarette butt. "I'll be back to deal with HER later."

Hyapatia flung open the back doors. "Out," she ordered. "You're on."

"Ah, my dear..." Iffy replied with as much oil as he could manage, "we'd love to, you see ... but dear old Butler here hasn't got any trousers and ... in their absence we thought that turning up might be seen as ... well, disrespectful ... so, if you don't mind, we'll just stay here till tomorrow. Thanks for the offer though."

Iffy crossed his legs and smiled at Butler. "They can't stand it when they hear the true voice of authority. They're all just colonials at heart, y'know," he whispered.
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Butler was very aware of his spindly knobbly legs extending below his shirt tails. "Honest. I suffer from agoraphobia of the knees," he stammered. "Got it while I was in the nick ...er..." He lapsed back into thick Cockney before catching himself. "Ahem ... I acquired my affliction whilst awaiting Her Majesty's pleasure some years ago..."

"Skip it," Hyapatia snarled. From her handbag she pulled a long, wickedly sharp knife. "Get up that ramp ... otherwise this gets up YOU."

'Well, I think it's appallingly bad manners to behave in this way towards guests such as we are, but you have left us no choice. Butler ... let us do our duty and face the philistines as Englishmen, heads held high, high heels shiny and fishnets pulled up firmly above the knee." Iffy stepped down from the Winnebago and started up the ramp. Butler followed nervously.

"Don't be such a cissy, Butler ... follow me ... what am I supposed to be doing when I get to the top ... ?"

"Exorcism, sir."

"Oh, OK. What's exorcism, anyway? How does one accomplish it?"

"You've never heard of it?" Butler gasped, clenching at his thighs in terror.

"Course not. I was going to have some lessons in it but I never had the time ... bit of a rush since we got here ... still ... IMPROVISE. That's what I say. It's what we British chaps are good at, after all."

Cynthia's eyeballs tracked Butler's passage up the ramp. Memories of her former grand amour came flooding back like the ditch water she had lain in for three days when she first met him.

"I love you," she croaked hoarsely. "I want a real man..." She stood up and staggered towards him.

Hyapatia went to block her path.

Butler backed up the ramp. Iffy forged on ahead oblivious. 

Still Cynthia approached. "Real men don't need their trousers," she slavered. "Fuck me, Butler."

"Oh, bloody hell, Your Lordship, she's 'aving one of her turns..." Butler cried.

"Deal with it, man ... it's what yer paid for..." Iffy cried. 
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Butler sprinted up the ramp to join him. "About being paid, sir..." he whispered. "I 'aven't been paid in at least five years ... I must be owed something..."

"WHAT? After all your stoppages and the damage to my property caused by that confounded Pelvotron thing, you're lucky you're not swinging from Findidnann gibbet! Get a grip on yourself, man ... and, for God's sake, SMILE."

Iffy raised his hand as the fifty-thousand-strong throng stood to give them a hero's reception.

Jimmy Reptile stood to one side and motioned Iffy to the mike. "It's all yours, guy. This better be good."

Iffy waved for silence. 

The crowd shut up.

"Damn splendid to see you all ... oh yes ... A BLESSING AND A BALLY BENEDICTION ON THE BLOODY LOT - OF YOU FROM JOLLY OLD ENGLAND," he shouted.

They cheered.

"See," he hissed to Butler. "It's like taking candy from a baby."

"Go on then..." Butler groaned. "What's the plan?"

"Simple, old chap. I'm going to ask them for five dollars each ... pass it to the front ... and when we've got it stuffed down my pants we run like hell. That should be a jolly respectable quarter of a million."

"What do I do, sir?"

"How should I know? Do something holy ... hammer yourself to that post ... levitate or something."

Lord Iffy turned his attentions back to the crowd. "What I propose is nothing more nor less than an exorcism of evil spirits inside all of us here today . . . and for this I shall need five dollars from everyone present here today. Just ... er, pass it to the front and pop it on the stage, could you? Thanks awfully."
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Chapter 48

Several minutes before Iffy took the stage, five argumentative individuals had entered the stadium by the most dramatic of methods. Five puffs of blue smoke materialized their respective bodies in their appropriate lavatory stalls. From there they had made their way to the best seats in the house.

"Perfectly clear that all this has nothing whatever to do with your father," Ricardo snapped.

"It is rather quaint nevertheless," Dolly smiled.

"Don't tell me you want to stay and watch? This is the biggest load of codswallop I've seen since your dad rewrote the Bible, because the original said stuff about your kid brother knocking up that hooker..."

"Be quiet about that." Dolly slapped him across the knee. "Otherwise you will be in trouble with Dad."

"THAT'S HIM!" Minnie stood up suddenly and pointed at the stage.

Lord Iffy stood at the microphone. "THIEF," she cried. 

"What's him, honey?" drawled Oral.

"That's the man that stole my money in the airport ... the vicar."

"What did I tell you," Ricardo smiled. "The whole show is crooked."

Tokyo Jones painfully limped into the high security compound surrounding the golf ball. He had abandoned the horse after a dispute between the front and rear ends over sanitation etiquette whilst incarcerated. He had left them arguing over a shovel at a set of traffic lights.

He threw his saddle to the blue, hard-hatted security guard. A silver steel rope ladder dangled a couple, of hundred feet from underneath the capsule.

"When ya gotta go ... ya gotta go," he wisecracked. Tokyo 
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stared blissfully at the rocket cockpit mounted behind the face of the golf club.

It was silhouetted against the rising layers of smog separating into a grey mist against the growing evening gloom. He remembered nostalgically the Wild West Show in Tokyo where Tsunami had discovered him.

Lassoing king prawns and hog-tying the legs of lobsters destined for the pot was no future for a wandering urban cowboy. The romance of a sudden and squishy death on the head of a golf club seemed, on the face of it, to be a much more attractive proposition.

His last day of reef-knotting lobsters had been a beautifully smoggy Tokyo day - air that was so polluted that it could almost be classified as man-made.

Tokyo took a deep breath and felt it burn and scrape in his lungs. "What a helluva great day to die," he exclaimed.

He put his foot on the first rung of the steel ladder.

241

Chapter 49

The stadium buzzed with the problems of getting human beings to organize themselves.

Bees buzz with well co-ordinated activity. Humans buzz with badly controlled frustration at not having QUITE listened to the instructions properly.

Lord Iffy sensed something was wrong as the first row offered up five traffic bollards instead of five dollars.

The crowd was restless. They expected entertainment. They expected to be able to throw their money away in a dramatic fashion ... ending famine in one blip of their attention span ... excising the guilty images of starving children by the merest whizz-crack of a credit-card machine. They were unaccustomed to having to think about things for themselves, still less to passing their money to the person in front of them and expecting him to know what to do with it.

Reptile began fuming quietly in the corner of the stage. Butler caught his furious gaze. He nudged Lord Iffy in the back of the thigh, pinching the skin where it appeared under his garter belt as he stood bowing ferociously to the security pit.

"Sir," Butler hissed.

"What the devil do you mean by pinching my bum, man?" Iffy demanded. "Have you gone queer or something?'

Butler ignored the temptation to recall the proverb about the pot calling the kettle black. Instead he nodded towards Reptile. "I think we'd better do something, Your Lordship. The reverend seems to be a little miffed at our peformance."

"Are you criticizing my manner?" Iffy retorted. "How dare you insinuate that I am an unfit thespian. What the hell have you done to contribute to the evening's proceedings ... ?"

"Well, I'm not wearing any trousers..."

"And I suppose you think that the mere fact of exposing 
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your inadequate and misshapen pins is going to bring the house down."

"No, sir."

"ON YOUR KNEES, MAN," Iffy ordered in a suitably religious tone.

The crowd stopped mumbling and pivoted all heads in the direction of the stage. Surely this was the moment of exorcism. They had seen it on the movies, heard it preached at them often enough ... some had even found stigmata by angling a shaving mirror and examining underneath their own bottoms ... and now they were about to witness one live and in the flesh.

"Charades, Butler," Iffy whispered. "Blind 'em with pure entertainment..."

"But, sir, we're supposed to be doing an exorcism..."

"PIFFLE, MAN. I remember last Christmas when you distracted the butcher until we could pinch his turkey ... damn fine Christmas last Christmas..."

"Sir, our lives are at stake..."

"Our lives were at stake then ... hadn't eaten a decent meal in weeks."

"Oh no, sir ... I can't..."

"Roll over, Butler.'

"Oh no, please..."

"ROLL OVER."

Butler rolled over on to his back. Iffy rolled up his sleeves. A hush descended.

"He's a gonna lay on his hands..."

"Ah jes KNEW that feller was an evil spirit ... ah kin see them varmints a mile coming..."

"What do you think he wears fishnets for?"

"I guess that's to catch them thar evil spirits afore they get a hold of his vital processes..."

Iffy leant over Butler. "Come on, old chap. Christmas doggie impressions ... Number One."

Butler sat on his haunches and started to bark.

A murmer of concern rippled through the stadium. Husbands shielded their wives' eyes from the terrible sight.

"Number Two ... come on, we haven't got all night - they're getting bored."

Butler fell forwards and walked awkwardly around the stage 
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on his hands and knees sniffing at the floorboards. He cocked his back leg up at a microphone stand.

Iffy pointed his two fingers like the barrel of a gun. "POP," he shouted.

Butler rolled on to his back and shoved his four limbs straight into the air.

"See the power he has over the evil one..."

"Ah giss those thar evil varmints must be gettin' mighty scared . . ."

"He could be a baptist ... I suppose. Fishnets must come in handy if you're baptizing in the river all the time..."

"They'll be a lookin' to git ahold of his vital processes any minute now, jes yew wait and see..."

Butler played dead most successfully. It was, unfortunately, the last piece of his limited repertoire of dog impressions. "That's it, I'm afraid, sir."

"Fat lot of use you are as a manservant..." Iffy declared. 

"Might I suggest bell, book and candle, sir?" Butler broached. 

"Don't be a bloody simpleton ... where am I going to find a bell, book, and, er ... oh ..."

Butler was nodding frantically towards the Bible which stood on a lectern.

"First good idea you've had for several years," Iffy whispered. He snatched up the book and leafed through the pages.

Reptile motioned to the stage security at the side of the platform. "If he sets foot within grabbing range of you ... I want you to get him off this stage quickly and preferably with the minimum fuss. Once he's downstairs I give you permission to use the maximum amount of physical violence that you deem to be amusing..."

Iffy started to read from the Book of Genesis. He stopped after a few verses. He looked with dismay at the audience. "This really is a GOOD book," he emphasized. "Thundering good read ... can't think why I never bothered with it before..."

Butler screamed in terror."Your Lordship ... HELP!"

Cynthia pinioned the helpless servant to the boards.

"Help, sir, she's after me bits..." Butler howled in a most unseemly Cockney accent. "Get 'er 'orf"

Cynthia drew breath like a jumbo jet engine sucks in wind. 
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"I've got you at last," she moaned, grabbing at the tails of his shirt and tearing them apart up as far as the waistcoat.

"She's going for me vitals," the hapless manservant screamed. Lord Iffy watched transfixed with horror.

Cynthia's pallid face dipped down to inhale Butler's struggling crotch through his threadbare Y-fronts.

Iffy rummaged through the pages of the Old Testament seeking salvation. "Yea though I walk through the valley of death I shall fear no evil," he intoned, striding spikily on his high heels towards Cynthia. He flipped through the pages quickly. He looked down. The quotation was evidently to his satisfaction.

"Oh, bloody hell, this one'll do ..."For thou hast saved the best whine till the last"," he yelled.

Lord Iffy seized hold of Cynthia's scraggly hair and yankedback hard. She choked in surprise as her head was pulled away from Butler's shaking pelvis and forced back to look into Lord Iffy's monocled eyeball.

"S W I N E," she yelled.

The crowd of expectant amateur exorcists bayed with delight. This was beyond their wildest dreams. In living technicolour the internal processes of creation were about to be laid bare for all to see. The evil one was about to be cast out.

Cynthia convulsed and thrashed her head around in defiance of Lord Iffy's grip. Her teeth gnashed loudly together as she endeavoured to chew the fundamental parts of the Butler.

Iffy refused to relinquish his hold. He ripped her head sideways and backwards like a demented chiropractor, hanging on to the merest threads of straggly hair, whose ends were so split they looked like blackened broccoli flowers.

"Urgha ... urfha..." she spluttered as her windpipe choked against the back of her throat. Her mouth fell open gagging for breath. A foul stench of rotting food slurry drifted up from her airless jaws.

"GET THEE BEHIND ME, SATAN!" Lord Iffy commanded, rather pleased with himself at having found a quote which sounded vaguely relevant.

Cynthia West began to shake and quiver. Her throat muscles bulged. Veins erupted from the pallid surface of her eyelids as 
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her bloodstained eyeballs threatened to slither down her cheek like golf-ball-sized jellyfish.

"Oh fuck," Butler breathed, backing away from the scene. 

Cynthia's top jaw began to flip back. He could see the fold of her epiglottis hammering away like a spring-loaded punch bag in the back of her throat.

Iffy throttled her even more enthusiastically. 

The crowd were on their feet yelling.

In the TV control room the producer juggled rapid cuts from monitor to monitor like a chef with twenty-five steaks frying at the same time, all of them rare.

"OUT, UNCLEAN SPIRIT..." Iffy ordered, slightly modifying the instructions on a bottle of meths.

"She's going to do it, Your Lordship..." Butler warned. "She's going to chuck up any second..." He scrambled to his feet and started to run for cover.

The Reverend Reptile gave his own holy orders. "Get 'em." He pointed to Iffy and Butler. The two heavy-set, musclebound, born-again, steroid beefcakes advanced from one side as Hyapatia blocked the exit on the other.
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Chapter 50

"What a totally futile spectacle," Dolly sighed. "The entire programme has really gone downhill since that charming Belgian left..."

"I don't like the Belgians," Harold sniffed. "They sound too French to me."

Dolly patted him on the head like a pet dog. "There, there, Norman. I quite understand. But times have changed in the last thousand years. But I don't expect you'll remember..."

"Absolutely pathetic," the Hand of Fate snapped, giving them a contemptuous sidelong glance. "I don't know what she sees in the little pipsqueak." He thrust his pleasure-inducing digit into Oral's ear and wiggled it from side to side.

She began to moan with ecstasy, grabbing at the head of the man sitting in the row in front and banging it against her crotch.

"So much less messy ..." the Hand of Fate declared, "than all that nonsense about climbing in between each other's legs. When I get home I think a bit of evolution is called for..."

Minnie stood with her hands on her hips in astonishment. "That's it, Harold," she shrieked. "When I get you home you're done for ... divorce, mental cruelty ... adultery ... and ... and - " She searched around for something else. "- oh yes ... and GIVING ME THAT DREADFUL COLD THAT'S NEARLY KILLED ME ALL OUR MARRIED LIFE," she accused.

Harold ignored her. He was in a swoon being kissed by the divine.

Minnie was furious. She suddenly remembered that she hadn't had a good sneeze for ages. "A ... aaaaaaaa..." she began. She breathed in a glob of mucus and coughed. "BLECH, BLECH..." The mucus was stubborn.

The Hand of Fate looked around, curious. 
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"BLECH, BLECH ... ACH, ACH..." Minnie tried again. It wouldn't shift.

Dolly let the limp form of Harold Hill drop to the floor with a bump.

"BLECH, BLECH, ACH, ACH ... SPLOOTH." Minnie triumphed at last. The ball of spit hurtled out of her mouth and stuck to the seat in front.

Mr and Mrs Hand of Fate looked at each other in horror. "The word of Gob," they repeated, as one. "And the word was with Gob ... and the word was Gob..."

"What are you talking about?" Minnie demanded.

"God ... G... O... D is a typing error. It was always supposed to be GOB." The Hand of Fate frowned.

"Well, what difference does it make?" Minnie sniffed.

Mr and Mrs Hand of Fate looked anxiously up at the darkening sky.
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Chapter 51

The twin F16 fighter-bombers began their shallow dive from twelve thousand feet.

Major "Skunk Ass" Bush and his wing man, a drill sergeant known as "The Dentist", checked the target radar to lock on their Maverick air to ground missiles.

"You go for the ball ... I'll shoot for the launcher ... let's wait till we really get good visual on this one..." Skunk Ass ordered. He took a good slug of oxygen and farted. It helped him relax. 

Tokyo Jones arranged the congratulations cads around his cockpit. His many well-wishers had covered all the bases by sending him good luck messages and get well cards in the unlikely event that he survived. He found it touching. He slicked back his hair with his hand and readjusted his headband. If they found any pieces of him ... well ... he wanted them to be good looking pieces.

He opened his flight orders. They were simple. "Pull red handle marked GO," he read. "Try to steer straight for the spot with the X on it."

He turned the paper over. That was it.

He peered down at the golf ball far below. The back of it had been marked with a prominent X.

Tiny blue-suited figures waved gleefully at him from the ground. He craned his head around to view the commotion going on in jitters Stadium. Even from so far overhead he could pick out the beginnings of a riot as the crowd started to leave their seats and rush the stage. Then he saw the aircraft. Two small specks against the almost dark sky - diving steadily towards him.

He seized the small walkie-talkie linking him to the site controller. His John Wayne accent left him ...

"We have been betrayed..." he shouted. "The Yankee swine 
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have reneged on their agreement..." He strapped on his goggles. He remembered the war cry from Pearl Harbor.

"TORA, TORA, TORA," he wailed fanatically and reached up to pull the red handle.

Skunk Ass locked on his missiles. The long stem of the silver golf club was in plain view, floodlit and a sitting duck. Even if he came under enemy groundfire he could shoot the missiles and they would home on to the radar image fed into the camera mounted in the nose of each one.

The radio crackled into life as Skunk's hand closed around the launch button.

"HOLD IT, SKUNK ... I GOT SOMETHING WEIRD ON MY RADAR..." The Dentist flipped back his oxygen mask and stared up through his canopy. A strange green light reflected off the front of his teeth.

"I see it, too..." Skunk replied, a touch of fear in his voice. 

"It's real big ... and it's moving real fast ..." The Dentist warned.

Tokyo pulled the red handle.

The steel hawsers dropped away from the back of the rocket pack. The counter-weight scythed through the air with a great "WHOOSH". The G-force bared back Tokyo Jones' lips exposing his gritted teeth as the rocket pack fired at the top of the club head's trajectory.

It would be a fraction of a second before Tokyo Jones struck the hundred-metre round golf ball at several thousand miles an hour.
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Chapter 52

Cynthia spewed.

Her tortured stomach spasmed. Sphincter muscles opened up and digestion went into reverse gear. Her whole body heaved back on its haunches like a cannon recoiling on its carriage. The slimy green rotting hamburger compost rolled off her tongue like a hellish furball. It lofted out of her throat like a smooth-bore projectile and struck Hyapatia in the centre of the forehead. 

Fluid followed.

Black, slick, waxy tar gulped out like clots of congealed crude oil. The clots vomited from her distressed insides and splattered over the stage where they lay in steaming, stinking mounds.

"OUT, OUT, DAMNED SPOT," Iffy yelled in delight, throwing the Bible to the winds.

The muscle-bound hulks seemed surprised that the evil black stench underfoot was slippery - until their Gucci-loafered feet slid from under them and they rolled and writhed in the foul muck uttering threats and oaths.

"Goddamn amateurs," Reptile swore. He ran to grab the microphone and address the audience.

They were out of control. Enough money had piled up on the front of the stage to tempt the more impoverished of them to make a dive for the front. In between the hysteria created by Cynthia's externalizing her internals and the rush to grab a bit of cash a full-scale riot seemed on the cards.

"Please ... return to your seats ... for the love of God..."

A scream erupted from the crowd.

A scream of fear. Not for Cynthia. Not for Lord Iffy. It was for the Reverend Jimmy Reptile.

A hurtling ball of green spit that materialized seemingly from nowhere dissolved him in an instant.
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"The word of Gob..." Minnie echoed aghast. "Have I done something wrong?"

Mr and Mrs Hand of Fate pointed to the sky.

Green smoke rose from the slime stain where Reptile had stood. The security men got up from the stage. They saw Iffy and they wanted to kill him. It was his doing, all of this.

Lord Iffy let Cynthia fall to the floor where she continued to jerk out bile-coloured ejaculations which gulped around her in glutinous layers.

"Now, steady on, old chaps," he advised, backing away. "You really should be careful about tackling me ... I have been, er, trained ... in, er ... various things . . ."He hesitated.

The men still advanced.

"I'm jolly dangerous," he offered. "Butler ... tell "em how dangerous I am ... Butler?"

The cowering servant poked his head up from behind a lectern.

"Butler, you cowardly cur. Get over here and defend the honour of Your Lord," Iffy shrieked.

"There'll be no need," hissed a hateful Hyapatia scooping the semi-digested Holy Hot Dogs from her face. "He'll be too busy picking up the pieces." She brandished a knife and made for Iffy.

Cynthia's body arched backwards. A black stubby barrel eased out of her mouth. She gave a final convulsive shudder and it passed out of her, along with a couple of loaded magazines.

It was a pistol-style Uzi.

She lay quite still.

The holy henchmen made a grab for Iffy. He squealed as one of them hooked a finger inside the mesh of his fishnet stockings, ripping it at the seam.

"Careful, you brutes," he screamed angrily. "These are a fiver a pair."

He almost tripped over Cynthia's body in his stilettos. Iffy looked down at his feet. He picked up the gun and pointed it at his pursuers.

"AHA," he cried. "The shoe is on the other appendage ... er, so to speak."

The henchmen smiled. They carried on coming for him. 
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Butler threw the lectern he was hiding behind into the path of the on-coming Hyapatia. He ran towards Iffy and launched himself over the still figure of Cynthia. He grabbed one of the magazines from the floor, reaching up to slam it home.

"It'll work now, Your Lordship ... but I should point it the right way round before you pull the trigger." Butler sighed with relief.

"AHA," Iffy cried again. "Now you will kneel before the Boatraces of Findidnann - "

"Sir," Butler interrupted.

"Oh, what is it now?" Iffy hissed.

"Sir, might I suggest that we scarper double-quick. There is a helicopter behind you and the blades do seem to have started to rotate recently."

"What? Oh, good God, yes, man. Second best idea you've had in several years ... grab the money and let's climb aboard..."

Butler crambled and slipped across the mucus-slick, black surface of the stage vomitorium. The front of the stage was a mass of writhing bodies scrabbling to grab handfuls of cash ripped from the collecting plates and sacks.

Butler seized a mailbag that looked as though it was promisingly stuffed with five-dollar bills.

Iffy backed away to the chopper in triumph.

"Boatrace native cunning, old chap," he snarled at the musclebound missionaries.

The blades on the helicopter were chopping around at an alarming rate. Iffy's sparse covering of hair threatened to be whipped off in the gale as the nervous pilot struggled desperately to gain the rotor revolutions necessary to take off.

Iffy waved the gun in the face of the plexiglass bubble canopy of the aircraft.

"OPEN THE BLOODY DOOR," he yelled. "OTHERWISE I'LL PUMP YOU FULL OF SNAILS."

"SLUGS I THINK, SIR ... THE CORRECT WORD IS SLUGS ... AND, ER, MIGHT I SUGGEST THAT YOU HOLD THE WEAPON THE OTHER WAY ROUND ... THAT IS TO SAY ... WITH THE OPEN END FACING AWAY FROM YOU," Butler shrieked in panic as the heavies turned on him.

"ABSOLUTELY, OLD CHAP..." Iffy turned the gun the 
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right way round and pointed it at them again.

"YOU UNDERESTIMATE MY MILITARY PROWESS, SIR. I AM NOT EASILY UNDONE..." He waved the barrel and they backed away from the trouserless Butler.

"CHOP, CHOP, BUTLER... CLIMB ABOARD, THERE'S A GOOD FELLOW." Iffy sprang through the open helicopter doorway, followed by a heavily panting Butler lugging the sack over his shoulder. Inside the pilot sweated as Iffy pushed the Uzi into his neck.

"TAKE ORF, MY DEAR CHAP... TAKE ORF..."

The noise from the turbines reached a crescendo as the chopper lofted into the air, leaving behind the Hogarthian scenes of pillage, robbery and the environmental catastrophe that was Cynthia West.
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Chapter 53

Tokyo went west for his infamous last words as the rocketpropelled club smashed into the X on the back of the golf ball. 

"GELLONIMOOOO," he wailed, closing his eyes at the last instant. Nothing happened.

He opened his eyes, expecting to see his ancestors, a big jug of sake and hopefully a Japanese bathhouse where he could get a good back scrub and some anonymous sex.

There was only a green glow reflecting through the windscreen.

"HOLY SHIT ... WE'RE OUTTA HERE." Skunk Ass fired his Mavericks and flipped his F16 into a vertical climb with full afterburner.

"I'M WITH YOU..." The Dentist followed suit, pulling eight Gs for a fraction of a second before rolling out at the top. He looked back over his shoulder at the target.

It had completely disappeared. 

Minnie trembled in fear.

"What is it?" she gasped, pointing at the vast green cloud growing ever larger, approaching from the heavens.

"IT'S THE END OF THE WORLD..." screamed the man in the row in front as Oral finished smashing his head in her crotch. 

Mr and Mrs Hand of Fate pointed their divine fingers at the hurtling nemesis falling from the sky. Their arms shook with effort.

Harold looked up from the floor. "It's the divine phlegm..." he muttered. "It saved my life once ... now it's come to claim us all."

Minnie kicked him in the back. "What are you talking about? Saved your life ... you've never been ill in all of your born days..."
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"It was the arrow ... I saw it coming straight for me ... and she saved me." Harold looked misty-eyed at Dolly.

"A spot of green stuff dropped on to the tip of it and ... it missed, but it killed King Harold - that's how I got my second name, "Norman of the Hill whereupon Harold was slain by a cowardly vicious French bastard who didn't even have the decency to stand face to face with him notwithstanding the fact that Harold was hiding behind a wooden plank at the time and I was disguised as him". I shortened it to Norman Hill. It was a bit less of a mouthful."

Minnie turned purple with rage. "You mean to tell me that this hussy has had designs on you for eleven hundred years."

"He's not bad in the sack," Dolly commented, gritting her teeth with effort, still not taking her eyes off the phlegm meteor.

"He's rotten in the sack. We only did it once and that was to have children ... and even that didn't work," Minnie snapped. 

"Oh, be quiet," Dolly replied. "Go and get yourself a good horse fucking. Sort yourself out ... Norman, sort her out."

Harold stood up and seized Minnie by the shoulders. "This could be the last time for all of us ... quickly ... before the phlegm cloud hits and we all perish to reunite in Avalon ..." He ripped off her top.

"Go for it," muttered Oral, rather surprised.

"O fairest maiden of the forest." Harold grabbed Minnie in his arms.

"Who, me?" Minnie did feel a little flattered. "A maiden of the forest ... I don't know about that ... oh, but it sounds all right, I suppose ... oooh ... that tickles..."

"We must unite in the flame that forged the sword of the Celts." Harold dropped his pants.

Minnie caught her breath. "HAROLD," she cried. "WHAT is THAT?" Her jaw sagged as she viewed his slowly inflating Zeppelin rising from his crotch.

"Why do you think I saved him..." Dolly muttered. 

"Harold never had a thing like THAT!" Minnie exclaimed. 

"My name is Norman ..." Harold corrected, ripping her woollen support tights from her pallid underbelly. 

"It's quite exciting, I suppose..." Minnie mused. 

"Bend over," he ordered.
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"Oh all right then ... but I'm a bit out of pract ... YEOOW," Minnie howled with surprise as Harold entered her as she hung over the row in front.

Mr and Mrs Hand of Fate clasped fingers as Harold and Minnie made the beast with two backs over the chair.

The green meteorite filled the night sky. It obliterated the golf ball and blotted out the floodlights.

Their intertwined fingers shook with effort.

The phlegm stopped in its tracks. It hung in the air, as if uncertain of its reason for being. It had not been summoned by anything divine. The principal matter of the universe had been called up by Minnie Hill calling upon the words of Gob. The great mass of writhing phlegm was enormously relieved to find two helpful divine beings in residence who told it what to do.

"Go home," they ordered, in telepathic divine fingerlanguage. With a sense of relief it evaporated itself.
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Chapter 54

The pilot of the chopper had a new reason for terror. "I can't go any higher..." he shouted.

"NONSENSE," Iffy shouted."GET A MOVE ON."

"I CAN'T . . . LOOK FOR YOURSELF..." The pilot pointed through the canopy to the massive green cloud hovering overhead. "I DON'T EVEN KNOW WHAT THAT IS ... STILL LESS IF WE CAN FLY THROUGH IT..."

"PIFFLE, MAN ... BOATRACE ... ONWARDS AND UPWARDS ... PER ARDUA AD ASHRAM..." Iffy grabbed the stick and hauled back on it.

"NO," Butler wailed in terror and cowered in a foetal position. The chopper lurched violently as it shot up into the green unknown.

Tokyo Jones banged his head on the windscreen of his supersonic golf driver.

The impact of the club head on the back of the ball had created quite a little bump on his head.

He unstrapped himself, cracked the hatch and climbed out to stand by the side of the ball on top of the first tee. He was puzzled. He should be dead. The golf ball should be on the way to Reno.

And the green stuff... whatever it was had vanished like mist after holding him still in mid-air for several seconds while the rocket motor ran out.

Tsunami Hoochiekoochi listened to the brief message from the launch site. He reached for the detonation system and keyed in the last few digits.

"I fear your country is doomed, Mr Bogdanakowskevich." He smiled with fierce teeth.

He pushed the red button.

*
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"It's gone," Butler breathed in relief.

The helicopter soared higher, through the layer of evening smog and up to where they could see the stars.

"Yo, ho, ho, Butler. What a wacky piratical wheeze, eh? Lay in a course for England, Helmsman ... and yes ... let's break out the booty, eh, what?"

Iffy pointed to the sack of money and polished his monocle. 

"Right away, sir." Butler stood smartly to attention in his shirt front and knobbly knees and upended the sack. Out fell five fluorescent orange traffic bollards.

"IDIOT!" Iffy raged. "BUFFOON OF THE FIRST ORDER..."

The chopper swayed dangerously.

"We're going to have to land soon ..." The pilot warned. "We're low on gas."

"ENGLAND, YOU LILY-LIVERED NINCOMPOOP," Iffy commanded. He stuck the gun back in the pilot's ear. 

"England," the pilot began slowly, "is five thousand miles away. We'll be lucky to make it across the bay..."

"He's right, Your Lordship."

"SHUT UP. When I want your advice I'll ask for it. A man that can't tell the difference between five bollards and five dollars shouldn't be giving ME advice on navigation."

"Fine," the Pilot said. "Fly it yourself." In one swift action he kicked open the side door and leapt out into the blackness, carrying with him the parachute which was permanently attached to the base of his seat.

The helicopter tilted and dived to the stormy waves below, out of control.

Tsunami's finger stabbed the button again. The green light steadfastly refused to co-operate.

"Amellican infilleyore Technorragee," he spat.

He banged his fist down hard on the button. The briefcase exploded in a hail of shrapnel and shit. Ten pounds of Standing Johns" daily doings pebbledashed the walls, splattering brown ... red ... brown ... red with the shredded vitals of Charlie and Tsunami.

*

259

Mr and Mrs Hand of Fate sat down exhausted.

"That was a close shave," the Hand of Fate exclaimed. "I can do without that kind of excitement..."

Minnie and Harold screamed in passion over the back of seat Thirty-five, Row J.

"Honey ... gimme whatever you gave them ..." Oral Slithered up to the Hand of Fate and rubbed her crotch on the back of his hand. The Hand of Fate looked with an air of resignation at Dolly.

"I'm really fed up with all of this," he snapped. "It's altogether too complicated. I don't know how I managed to come up with creatures that are so difficult to deal with..."

Dolly stared at Harold, building up to an early Anglo-Saxon climax inside the writhing venusian form of the orgasmically moaning Minnie.

"They're so fickle," she agreed.

The two of them snapped their fingers and vanished in puffs of blue smoke.

"Hey ... that's not fair..." Oral stared up at the stars angrily. She tapped Harold on the shoulder as he screamed profanities, his body shaking as he came. "Hey, buddy ... wanna do a threesome?"
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Chapter 55

"I'm trying, Butler, I'm trying." Iffy struggled to keep the chopper level but in vain.

Butler could see the wave tops. The white horses crested in the starlight. "FIVE HUNDRED FEET," Butler shouted in panic, looking at the altimeter. "WE'RE DOOMED."

"NONSENSE, PER ARDUA AD ASHRAM ... MOTTO OF THE ROYAL AIR FORCE . . . BATTLE OFBRITAIN ... ALL THAT STUFF."

"NO, SIR ... THAT'S PER ARDUA AD ASTRA ... AN ASHRAM IS A SORT OF RELIGIOUS THING..."

"REALLY, BUTLER, YOU COME UP WITH THE MOST INANE COMMENTS."

"WE'RE GOING TO HAVE TO JUMP FOR IT, SIR..."

"NEVER ... A BOATRACE GOES DOWN WITH THE SHIP..."

"TWO HUNDRED FEET, SIR..." 

The engine stopped.

"WE'VE RUN OUT OF PETROL, SIR ... JUMP."

"NEVER."

"ONE HUNDRED FEET." Butler was in the doorway... 

"I CAN'T SWIM," Iffy yelled in exasperation.

"FIFTY FEET."

"OH BOTHER AND BUGGER IT..." Iffy dived out of the open doorway.

Butler followed.

The soft roar of the ocean was broken by the throbbing rumble of powerful diesel engines. The ship was blacked out, for its cargo was not the sort of thing that one advertized. Its two new passengers landed atop the green tarpaulin that had given way under the impact, breaking their fall.

"You're damned lucky, Butler," Iffy whispered. "If I had got 
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me feet wet you would have been looking for a job on Skid Row..."

Butler didn't reply. He was busy saying prayers to any and every deity he could muster.

"Where the bloody hell are we?" Iffy demanded. He peered through his monocle as if it would assist him in seeing through the blackness.

"Inside a hold of a ship..." Butler pronounced.

"I KNOW THAT," Iffy snorted. "It's most unlikely we landed on a stray frying pan with an engine bobbing around in the Pacific. It must be a cargo ship ... find a light, Butler..."

Butler staggered painfully to his feet and felt around the walls. He felt the switch. The hold flooded with a dim yellow light as he flicked it on. All around were black metal drums, stacked in steel racks.

Iffy had managed to hold on to one of his stiletto-heeled slingbacks. He banged on the nearest cylinder with the heel of it.

"Can't think what's in it, old chap ... still ... must be valuable, eh? And we are still short of boodle..."

"CRIKEY." Butler shielded his face as bright arc lamps fizzed into life from the main lighting.

"Good evening," boomed a voice through a set of loudspeakers. "So pleased you could come aboard ..."

"What ship is this?" Iffy demanded "And to whom am I speaking?"

"So many questions ... and such a long voyage in which to answer them..."

Butler didn't like the sound of it at all.

"In reply to your last question ... my name in translation means Mine's a large one, please, no ice. But you can call me Mine's a large one. We will speak later."

The loudspeaker clicked off. The room plunged into total darkness. A curious moaning filled the room.

"What's that noise?" Butler demanded.

"Butler..." came the voice, hoarse and gravelly, weak from exertions.

"CYNTHIA," Butler exclaimed in horror.

"How the hell did she get here?" Iffy hissed. "Dreadful nuisance."
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"I hung on to your chopper..." Cynthia growled.

"What an awful prospect," Iffy muttered to himself. He rubbed his monocle. He swore that he could see a light dimly seeping from the corner of the hold. He peered closer, squinting down his long beaky nose. An eerie presence glowed from the back of one of the steel racks.

Iffy could smell the familiar schoolboy smell of custard and crumble drifting across the hold.

"Look there, Butler." Iffy looked at Butler, but he was frozen, as if a statue.

"I told you I wanted my foot back..." The voice belonged to the twenty-third Laird of Findidnann. "Well, she hasn't chucked it up yet. That's why I rescued the lot of you by landing you on this barge. You'd better bloody well get it out of her ... otherwise I'll sink the bloody boat and wait for the fishes to do their work."

"Exactly how do you propose to get her to surrender your lost appendage?"

"Give her something to make her chuck up."

"What do you propose? There's nothing to eat around here." 

The twenty-third Laird chuckled.

"Oh yes there is, laddie. Take a look at these drums. Know what's in 'em?"

"I imagine I'm about to find out," Iffy remarked acidly. 

"Medical waste," the Laird replied gleefully. "Repulsive stuff. Contaminated, infectious, hazardous to marine health, illegal in most civilized countries in the world. I think even Cynthia would gag on a barrel full of this stuff."

"Assuming I get your foot back from her malodorous innards, where do we end up with this boat?"

"Oh, that's easy," laughed the Laird. "Where else would you dump all this highly toxic waste?"

"I don't know. Where?"

"Why, good old merry England, of course. You should be there in about six weeks."

The hold returned to darkness.

Iffy could hear the sound of Butler's breathing again. 

"Butler," Iffy hissed. "Give me a hand with one of these drums..."
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