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Death
Valley

 


Behind the predictable linearity
of the railway track, the derelict industrial estate loomed like a
forgotten fortress, a grey citadel encircled by palisade security
fencing and barb-wire camera turrets, a grim mausoleum that held
the bodies of the fat security guard and his silver-chested
Alsatian.

From behind the stone, the
red-haired man gazed through binoculars, checking the readiness of
the men and women concealed amongst the bin bags and rotting
mattresses. Satisfied the shooters were in place, he looked again
to the railway line, to the death that lay sleeping between the
sleepers.

Resting his rifle against the
moss-covered rock, Jude ran his fingertips over the concentric
circles carved into the fly-tipped, covered-in-shit petroglyph. His
right index finger followed the inner circuit round, round.

The breeze breathed amongst the
anodyne meadow grass sprouting between bleeding batteries and
broken bricks, tickling the hair on the back of his ankles. The
vein in his forehead pulsed. His hand jumped to his temple. Light
sparked into vision: the yellow-orange-firework that was the
precursor to a grand mal seizure. The tremor began in his shoulder,
pawed its way down his arm. It was coming, unless.

 Lying on
his back, scrabbling inside his pocket, cursing himself for his
stupidity, Jude found the foil tray, shoved four AEDs1 into his mouth and dry swallowed.

Colour slow-drained, then came
the stiletto pain, the arrow that pierced from his eye socket to
the base of his brain. Shallow breath on shallow breath, the
blurred face of time came back into focus; tick by Tag Heuer tick,
the tsunami of electricity passed through his fingernails into the
clawed soil. Shivering, Jude levered himself upright and picked up
his weapon.

Through the scope darkly, he saw
the child swinging a stick, swiping bushes at the side of the
railway line. The youngster stopped to pick up a rock and threw it
against the galvanised security fence, standing, watching as it
ricocheted into the creeping undergrowth.

Jude checked his watch, but when
he looked up again the child was nowhere to be seen.

Dislocation, spoon mouth,
father-footstep-fear prickling in his guts.

The Pride of the North swung
into the valley of Gehenna, ten rainbow coloured carriages
travelling at sixty miles an hour. The bombs detonated in sequence.
Metal screeched as the train was lifted from the track and thrown
into the dirt and detritus. All the world was dust and diesel
fumes, enveloped in a moment of unnatural silence.

Shadows fell through doors and
windows. Gunshots cracked. Jude saw the silhouettes stumbling,
rising, falling. Cries rang out around the valley as people burned
inside the wrecked train. The injured fell through the veil of
smoke, rolling on the ground in twisted agony until the English
Republican Army stilled their screams, soothed their flailing
limbs.

Fire and smoke curled higher.
The shots rang out until no one was moving, until the only sound
was the gathering roar of flame and the shattering of glass.

A small figure clambered from
the smashed window of a burning carriage. The child’s clothes were
ablaze, tongues of fire were leaping up their arms, chest, and
back.

Jude awoke from his languor: he
stood, put one foot on the rock, raised his rifle, aimed, squeezed
the trigger once, twice.

He could feel the ice-cold stone
through his boot.

Then, he was lying midst the
shit n’ slime, staring up at the vacuum in the sky. He pulled his
rifle from beneath the wheel of a rusted trike bike, crawled,
scrambled up the brow of the hill and scurried along the path.

Climbing into the back of the
waiting white van, he buried his rifle beneath the stained
tarpaulins, slammed the rear doors shut, curled into a foetal ball,
clasped his hands over his head and lashed out at the wooden panels
with his feet. The engine roared into life. The vehicle bounced its
way down the farm track, rattled over a cattle-grid, then spilled
out onto the smooth tarmac of the A38.

The van swung around a bend in
the road. Jude slid across the riveted metal floor, frantic now as
he searched his pockets. The heart-stopping realisation hit him: he
had lost his meds, dropped his tabs down in the valley of the
damned, left grade “A” evidence for the forensic ferrets of the
Mercian filth.

That fucking rock, he told
himself, that fucking possessed pebble…emptied my pockets, signed
my death-sentence.

 



 



Flowin’
Prose

 


Andy read the inside pages of
the newspaper: another Fascist atrocity, more lives wasted, the
photographs and biographies of the victims of the Midlands Train
Massacre were a cruel reminder of the fragility of life. The
message of the perpetrators was clear: difference will be
destroyed, individuality is the enemy of the collective, the LGBTQ
community and its friends and allies are all legitimate
targets.

His back to the stone wall,
anger tying knots in his stomach, Andy folded away the broadsheet
and zoned back into Jean Grenier’s hypocritical homily.

“These days, we neglect our
shrines,” the Oxford Baptiser was telling his audience, “a church
is a rent-a-venue for a wedding, Sunday mornings are for
sleeping-off a stinking hangover. Reality is getting to work five
minutes before your boss, paying the gas bill, lusting after your
neighbour’s wife, those exams coming up in May, smashing your best
friend on the golf course, watching your football team avoid
relegation, catching that new eight-part detective series on
Netflix.”

Andrew Horsley, a man who
considered himself blessed with an upper-quartile intelligence
quotient, arrived at the conclusion he been taken in by a charlatan
in a Charlatans’ T-shirt, by a fake yogi with a passion for pussy
and craving for cocaine. What kind of God, he demanded of
the cosmos, stands by whilst innocent people are incinerated
inside a train carriage, and what kind of God could allow himself
to be represented on Earth by a man like Grenier?

The others might be prepared to
forgive and forget, he was not. Andy had his Exocet question ready.
First, he was going to let Prester Jean dig himself in a little
deeper.

“We are too busy scratching out
a living to think about the life behind life,” Jean said. “We’re
too busy surviving. Our sense of the super-ordinate is cast aside
in favour of the sub-ordinate demands of now. We’re just cows
grazing in a field, never wondering why… There’s probably no God,
so stop worrying and enjoy your grass.”

Some of the men and women were
squashed into sofas, some of the listeners sat on the quarry tile
floor, others stood leaning against the tables and kitchen
cupboards.

They’re lapping up the
lies, Andy thought, here in the Bapt Cave, they all believe
the Bapt-man. He watched the showman’s performance: Jean
rapping rhetoric for the resolute, Jean spitting sermons for the
steadfast.

The Baptist prowled the floor of
the converted barn. “Inside,” he said, “is the feeling that there
is something more, and this something more is missing in our lives.
We suffer because each one of us is fitted with the human engine.
We are sense-makers, fed by experience and by art, each of us needs
to produce a creative output. If the human engine isn’t fed with
the right fuel, if it isn’t connected to the fly wheel of doing,
there is no traction, and we become lost and unhappy. When we
perceive that we have become trapped in our own small lives, when
we glimpse the sadness within, then we try to drown out the still,
small voice of the soul to find respite from the pain that living
brings.”

Andy had had enough. He
retrieved the tabloid from underneath his arse and unfolded it with
a flourish. The headline was there for all to see; investigative
reporters at The Sun had unmasked the Oxford Baptiser’s
taste in sexual depravity. Embarrassed eyes were averted, people
coughed nervously.

“Each of us”—Jean’s narrative
had faltered Andy noted with satisfaction—“needs to develop an
angle on reasoned uncertainty. We should be able to laugh at life
and live in hope that love itself is the author of what is. Rather
than a blind leap of faith that requires us to suspend our
judgement, or a blind leap of judgment that requires us to suspend
our faith, we take another option, a deliberate step into the
unknown, a step that draws on both IQ and EQ. If you choose not to
believe in a God of love, the challenge is, what do you believe in?
Do you believe that love dies with the last human being?”

April skies radiated through the
French windows, but the River Preacher rocked on his ankles,
pale-faced and quivering. “I need a cup of tea,” he said. “Can I
make one for anyone else?”

Andy punched his hand into the
air.

“Milk and sugar, Drew?” Jean
asked. Someone laughed.

“You preach a gospel for the
fucked-up, Jean,” Andy snarled, “why’s that so important to
you?”

“We’re all fucked, so we might
as well fucking get on with it.”

“And what about the newspapers?
They’re calling you Swaggart.”

Jean smiled, gritted teeth and
staring eyes. Andy couldn’t tell whether that smile was madness,
grim determination, an admission of guilt, whether Grenier was
insane or a man who had picked a fight with existence and knew he
was living on borrowed time. “Nobody’s fault but mine,” Jean said.
“Know what I mean, mate?”

Andy stared at the Thames Valley
Dowser, hatred and shame washing through his veins in response to
that feeling of nakedness, the terrible feeling of being
known by another.

The meeting broke up and the
room began to empty. People huddled together, talking, casting
glances in his direction. Andy was striding for the door when a
hand reached out and touched his elbow.

“Can I have a word, mate?”

“I ain’t your mate,” Andy
spat.

“We’re afflicted by the same
compulsion, you and me,” Jean said. “It has a name,
hyper-sexuality.”

“No, we’re not the fuckin’ same.
How dare you lecture people about right and wrong when
you’ve got your trousers around your ankles, one hand on your
testes and the other on the Testament?”

“I had an arrangement when I got
out of prison. I wanted intimacy. After all those years inside, is
that so bad? I don’t condemn people who make the same choices I
did. Yes, I choose differently now. But I’ve never ever claimed to
be perfect, Drew. I’ve never said that I’m a saint. I’m only human,
flesh and blood, just like…”

“And that man’s wife? Your
friend?”

“Is a wound I live with every
day.”

“And how do you square all this
off with your God?”

“I go to her and say, ‘Mother, I
have squandered my inheritance. I’m no longer fit to be called your
son. Treat me as one of your servants.’”

“And he says what?” Andy
demanded.

“She says, ‘Welcome back, man.
Where you been?’”

“The Mistress of the Cosmos
takes you back?”

“We gotta deal with dissonance,
Drew,” Jean said. “For some, salvation is a one-off event. For most
of us, redemption is a journey, a couple of degrees per year to get
back on track. Then we get lost in the storm, again. Repentance
isn’t a one-off act to get yourself a suit and tie and a front-row
pew in The Church of the Saved. Repentance is acuity: repentance is
getting your hands dirty. God sees us coming from a long way off:
then she rushes through time to meet us. Ours is not a Pharisee
Faith. For us, love is the law: a terrible law, sharp as glass, a
command that changes us, inside-out.”

Later that evening, sitting on a
picnic bench in the garden, Andy Horsley typed up his notes and
tried to fill in the blanks. He emailed the Word document to his
brother.

He had time on his hands
now.

Maybe I should call home and
speak to Caroline before Emmerdale, he thought. On second
thought, perhaps not. It’s the baby’s bath-time.

There was time enough to go back
to his room and visit one of his favourite porn sites.

Time enough, he decided, to
relieve the pressure. After all, what harm was there in a quick
wank before dinner.

Every man, every woman,
he reminded himself, has biological needs. Even Jean the
Baptist, the prophet with a conviction for Grievous Bodily Harm,
the preacher whose intellect was engaged in a holy war with his
dick.

Andy knew what the message would
be when he logged back into Hell.

“Welcome back, man. Where you
been?”

 



 



Apophatic

 


The man, who was afraid, kept
tight hold of his daughter’s hand as they navigated the teaming
streets of York. Abigail chatted about the hair bands that she and
mummy had bought in Marks and Spencer, oblivious to her daddy’s
anxiety, unaware of his discomfort amongst the crowds.

Pete glanced behind him. Nikki
walked with Ley, both were carrying paper shopping bags from
expensive stores, declaring to the world that they have taste and
money. His wife and children were easy prey for muggers and
murderers, sociopaths and suicide bombers, paedophiles and
purse-snatchers. Pete quickened his pace.

The Horsley family marched
through the gaggle of giggling hen parties, circumnavigated the
Chinese tourists taking pictures of themselves in front of medieval
timber-framed buildings, strode past the sandstone church that had
become a wholefood cafe, stepped over the pink-dressed girl
unconscious outside the tapas bar.

On Parliament Street, two old
men had set up a board proclaiming the good news of salvation. As
Pete walked past, he saw three boys, no more than ten or eleven,
grinning and shouting, “Prove it! Where is God? Show us.” One child
knelt before the two men in mock prayer. The two men continued
their mantra, “Believe and be healed…” acting as though the
children were not there.

The Horsleys made their way to
Coppergate, theirs the image of the perfect modern family unit;
consuming, reproducing, growing. All around them, people were busy
navigating their way through life, carving out their own niche in
existence, growing up, letting go of childish things, flexing their
will to power, and exploring what, if any, boundaries exist in
human society.

Between the retail reverie of
the Coppergate Shopping Centre and the safety of Saint George’s
Field Long Stay Car Park sat the imposing bulk of Clifford’s Tower;
the scene of the death of one-hundred-and-fifty Jewish men, women
and children, eight-hundred years before. Riot and persecution had
driven terrified families to seek sanctuary in the stronghold
during the night. Surrounded and besieged by their neighbours, most
committed suicide with the few who escaped being murdered by the
English townsfolk.

Pete hated the place: the
citadel was a lasting memorial of man’s inhumanity to man, of
separation, of genocide, of ethnic cleansing, of the reality of the
human. The tower on the mound was a permanent reminder of the
darkness that congealed in the corners of every soul. He felt this
shadow inside his own heart, the cancer of sin within, and, worst
of all, he wasn’t sure that he could live without it.

As he and his family hurried
across the pelican crossing, scurried into Tower Gardens, the
thought arrived in his mind that someone should buy that turret,
pull it down, level the mound, and build a KFC drive-through in its
place.

Beside the stone arch of
Skeldergate Bridge was a dishevelled young man on a dirty, wet
blanket. The sign in front of him read, “Ex-soldier—Hungry and
Homeless, please help.” Cyclists rang their bells as they zoomed
through the hollow, families walked through the tunnel eating
ice-cream, spoiled infants stamped their feet in temper, dogs
strained on their leads barking at other dogs, geese honked and
flapped their wings, college students shuffled past with Beats
headphones covering their ears, and Pete was in sensory overload
hell.

As he fought his way through the
queue stretching out from the burger van, Pete made eye contact
with the beggar at the gate. He had a copy of The Big Issue,
bought on Stonegate, in his bag, but still he felt guilty. The
man is probably a heroin addict, he told himself, the army
stuff just bullshit; the best thing I can do is walk and keep
walking.

He and his family arrived, safe
and unmolested, at the car park by the side of the River Ouse. They
packed their shopping inside the BMW X3, climbed aboard, and
buckled their seatbelts.

Pete reversed out of the tight
space, pushed the gear lever to D, then pressed the CD
power-button: Ian Brown’s voice drifted through the Bose
speakers.

“Are you okay?” Nikki said.
“You’re very quiet!”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just things on
my mind, things to sort out with Dad.”

Clifford’s Tower—a tourist
attraction, a stone relic that locals ignored as they hurried to
Fenwick’s Department Store to purchase luxury gift wrap and Yves
Saint Laurent Touche Ēclat.

Clifford’s Tower—a fact that
screamed for a why?

Pete knew the answer to “why?”
The townsfolk of York murdered their neighbours because the people
inside that tower were different from them: different culture,
different religion, different football shirt, skin colour,
sexuality, sex, tribe…whatever. They did it because their blood was
up. They did it because they could. They did it because evil
aggregates. They did it because each small act of malice was a
stone that built North Yorkshire’s very own Barad-dûr.

The realisation hit: God is the
opposite of the lust for power.

Every hateful stare, every
lustful look, every “fuck you,” are they all a stone in the wall of
a bigger, taller even more monstrous Clifford’s Tower? Pete
asked himself. And what about me? What if the world could see
the man I really am? What if my wife ever found out that I am
sexually attracted to other men?

And what had he seen in the
homeless man’s eyes? Was it desperation, craving, or was it
pity?

Pete found himself at the biting
point, the place where he was torn between two conflicting
impulses. He felt the call to action, long ignored, stamped on,
rejected. And, pulling in the opposite direction, he felt the
desire to run away, to find his own fortified corner of
existence.

“Daddy,” Abi called from the
back of the car. “Did Belle know the Beast was a prince?”

“I don’t think so, sweetheart.
Are you both enjoying the film?”

“Yeees,” Abi said.

“How about you, Ley?” Pete
asked.

“It’s all right.”

Abi, the little girl who loved
unicorns and pink ponies; Ley, the child who had told their parents
that “she” was a “he.” Pete’s innermost fear was that it was his
chromosomes that were to blame for the birth of this trans child.
Was it his supressed, repressed homosexuality that had resulted in
a gender-confused seven-year old? Pete and Nikki had made the
decision together to allow Ley to cut his hair and dress like a
boy. Part of Pete hoped that Ley would grow out of it. Another
deeper part of Pete knew that that would never happen.

He listened to Abi giggle. As he
swung the Beemer around a mini roundabout, Pete wondered what would
have happened if William Golding had written the movie script for
Beauty and the Beast: maybe a gore-smeared Belle would have
set the Beast’s maggot-ridden head on a pike whilst Lumière was
beaten to death in a frenzied attack by Chip, Cogsworth, and Mrs
Potts.

“You’re really quiet, P.
Are you sure you’re okay?” Nikki asked.

“I’m good. Promise,” he
answered.

Nikki smiled him a “I’m not sure
I believe you’ smile.”

He had a loving wife. He had two
beautiful children. He had a comfortable home in a decent town.
So why, he asked himself, am I so goddam messed
up?

Fuck all the existentialism
shit, Pete decided as the Horsley family glided past B&M
Bargains and Pets at Home. Nietzsche was right: we should stay
true to the earth.

He began to plan what he’d make
Nikki and the kids for their dinner.

 



 



I am… I
said

 


Tom Bauer scanned the myriad
titles in the Selfish Help, Mind n’ Body, Religion, and Pop
Psychology subcategories, publications propped and penny-stacked on
white MDF shelves.

Pop Psychology? What’s the
world coming to? he thought. What he wanted was Death Metal
Psychology, Hip Hop Head-Help, Roland TB 303 Counselling: anything
but fluff and bluff. Tom started to laugh, at book shops, at life,
at himself for being such a useless sack of shit. How have I
ended up here? he demanded of existence, desperate for a fix of
some arsehole’s fake positivity?

The woman stood next to him
reading the inside cover of The Secret slid it back onto the
shelf, then hurried away.

The man who didn’t believe in
belief pulled a volume from the packed display and examined the
recommended retail selling price printed beneath the barcode—the
book was the same price as a leg of lamb, as three large chickens.
How the fuck can I justify spending that? he thought.

There was enough money to last
another couple of months. His personal account was overdrawn, as
was the joint account. There was always the credit card and the
emergency second credit card, the one that Kristin didn’t know
about. The feeling of being overwhelmed, of drowning, washed over
him. Tom was scared: scared that they could lose their house,
scared that what had been certain, mundane, predictable was now
fuzzy and nebulous.

He picked out a copy of the
Selfish Help bestseller I can make you Bulletproof and tried
to read the introduction, but the words expanded and went blurry
against the paper. Kristin stepping up her working hours to
full-time helped, but it wasn’t anywhere near enough to cover the
shortfall in his wages: the choice was now which bills had
to be paid.

Tom knew that he was not on his
own: across the Public Sector thousands of people were being let
go, especially, it seemed, in the north of England. Every suitable
vacancy had hundreds, thousands, of applicants. His mind flicked to
the visit he had made to the Didsbury Job Centre that morning:
there was nothing, not unless he wanted to be an amusement park
squirrel on minimum wage. He had asked the stony-faced Employment
Agency manager whether a drug habit was a mandatory requirement for
the role.

Some people have no fucking
sense of humour, he reminded himself.

Once he had been on an upward
trajectory within society. Now, Tom visualised his family falling
into the abyss of poverty.

Tom pushed I can make you
Bulletproof with its free hypnosis CD back into the shelf. He
stared at the rows of crack-lit books, at the dope publications, at
the trash written by authors selling glass pipes and rocks to the
vulnerable, pushers who peddled badly cut gear to existential
junkies. Bluffers and bullshitters, he thought, the lot
of youse. And yet, I want to buy your product, get high,
face the inevitable come down, buy the sequel. The thought
compounded his sense of despair.

That was when Dave Lucas and Bob
Nielson from the Salford Health Trust Planning Department strode
past the end of the aisle and took their seats in the coffee bar.
Tom had forgotten the two spreadsheet goons read manga and graphic
novels for free during their lunchbreak. The last thing he needed
was Dave—the Lurch lookalike in his X Files T-shirt—and
Bob—his skinny anaemic monosyllabic sidekick—asking him how he was.
And he certainly didn’t want to hear how things were going back at
the office, didn’t want to see that “you-poor-bastard” smile, or,
even worse, the sparkle of glee in the eyes of those spared the
executioner’s axe. In Tom’s considered viewpoint, anyone who still
believed in “love for your neighbour” need only set up a corporate
redundancy programme to see the reality of the human: fuck thy
neighbour lest thou too get fucked.

Bob Nielson—a sadistic
un-helpful prick in Tom’s opinion—was the man widely suspected of
being the elusive Phantom Logger, that desperado of the digestive
system who delighted in cooking up foot-long turds and depositing
them in the men’s third-floor toilets and leaving without flushing.
A closed toilet bowl lid was a sure sign that Nessie was back in
town. Neilson had been spotted giggling outside Trap One just
before one particularly unpleasant discovery. Maybe Bob n’ Dave
took it in turns, Tom considered, competing in their own
ghastly gastrointestinal game.

How had those two morons
survived whilst he’d been cast aside?

He needed to escape the book
shop ASA-fucking-P. Tom knew that if he had to engage in any form
of communication with Beavis and Butthead, he was liable to murder
one, or both, of them; bash their heads in with a British Bake Off
cookery brick.

Option One was to hide in the
stinking toilets for an hour like a junkie. Screw that, Tom
decided, which left him with Option Two.

Option Two was printed on the
flyer that he had been given by a smartly-dressed woman outside
Boots the Chemist on Market Street, a piece of paper that announced
Manchester Cathedral were running a lunchtime programme of speakers
with that day’s febrile attempt entitled, “The Myth of Eden—a
new approach to Genesis.” Having someone attempt to defend the
Great Book of Fairy Tales enraged and fascinated Tom at the same
time.

He decided that facing down a
representative of a misogynistic, homophobic, corrupt organisation
staffed by paedophile pensioners would take his mind off his
financial woes, even if only for a short time. Tom wondered if he
could get thrown out of church for heckling. Watch out all you
bishops and kings, he thought, the Pale Rider is at your
gate.

He paid for a copy of The
Times at the self-scanning machine, extended it to its full
height, hid his head behind the newspaper, and strode through the
main door. Once he was on Deansgate, he stuck his tongue out at
Dave and Bob through the window. The two men didn’t notice, but an
old man drinking a latte from a tall glass stared at him in
surprise.

It took two minutes for Tom to
walk to his favourite place in the whole world, the John Rylands
library. Tom loved everything about the building—the décor, the
stillness and, most of all, the collection of ancient writings,
works that covered every aspect of the human experience across
three millennia: legal, medical, science, and the history of tribes
and lost nations. He could spend his entire life in this one
library and still only scratch the surface of the knowledge
within.

Plus, it was free admission.

Through the glass entrance,
through the gift shop and café, up the modern staircase, past the
Italian tourists, then into the red-stone vaulted cloisters, and up
the stone staircase to the third floor where Thomas reverently
entered the Reading Room. There, he was greeted by old friends:
Luther, Milton, Shakespeare, Goethe, and Calvin, evidently no girls
were allowed in Enriqueta Ryland’s library, apart from the lady
herself. Tom sat at the mahogany table beneath the statue of Gibbon
and, trusting in the presence of this enemy of Faith, he read the
newspaper, searching all the while for the one-liner that would
transform his life.

Tom finished the easy, then
started the medium difficulty, Sudoku puzzle. Thirty minutes later,
he had ground to a frustrating halt. Checking his watch, he noticed
he was late for the Genesis gig at God’s gaff. He had a choice to
make—sack off scripture or go and put the righteous in their
rightful place. Still holding the newspaper, Tom legged it from the
library, dove down Deansgate, veered along Victoria, and arrived,
gasping for breath, at the Cathedral doors.

The presentation in the Saviour
Chapel had already begun and all the black metal chairs had been
taken. Tom edged right and stood, leaning against the cold stone
wall. A slim blonde woman in jeans and a blue t-shirt prowled the
front of the chapel.

“Clothes are made from the
cotton plant,” the speaker said, “from animal hide, from nylon that
is made from oil found under the seabed. Clothes are human
constructs of naturally occurring materials. Gravity is a physical
law, but our certainty that the universe is a matter machine is a
human construct, a metaphor. Even when we are given fact, we
fashion it into meaning to wear about our person.”

“Amen,” a man in front of Tom
said.

“Fuck me,” Tom whispered,
shaking his head.

“Our certainties adjust during
our lifetime,” the woman said, “new knowledge and different
learning become more important, people we love die, friends change,
our pets grow old and die, the world around us changes, new roads
are built, and our favourite breakfast cereal has a packaging
redesign.”

To Tom’s left was a disabled man
in a wheelchair—twisted limbs, twisted face, thick oversized ears,
and jam-jar spectacles. Tom averted his gaze. Poor sod, he
thought. It would have been better for him, for his family, for
society, if he’d never been born.

“That which is our reality, our
certainty, is but a metaphor. It is unreal in the sense that it is
a construct of a construct. All our certainties are torn down at
our death. We arrive at check-in stark naked and shivering,
belonging to no culture and belonging to all. Stripped of all that
we have ever wrapped around ourselves, what is left?”

You’re shit-boring, love,
Tom thought. Wish I hadn’t come now. Behind the altar, a
huge red curtain hung from the roof. Tom was struck by how much the
church resembled the Uroz Temple in Ultimate Negation 2—the
first-person shooter game that had used a digitised version of the
building as the backdrop for all-out war between the remnants of
humanity and hordes of gun-toting alien invaders. The Church
authorities had claimed on the TV news that their Cathedral was a
“space for grace,” and the Japanese corporation who had produced
the game had violated this sacred principle. Tom had never heard
anything so stupid in all his life: most city-centre tourist
attractions would give their right arm for that kind of
publicity.

“The writers of Genesis describe
how once Adam and Eve perceived their nakedness, they went and
found clothing for themselves. The serpent in Eden did his job
well: he introduced them to despair, and so the first humans went
out and found themselves certainties in which to clothe themselves.
The question that God asks is profound, ‘Who told you that you were
naked?’ This question reverberates through the centuries. I ask all
of you today, who is telling us that we are
naked?”

Nobody answered the woman’s
challenge.

“The world believes morality is
relative and certainties are absolute. I’d argue instead that
morality is absolute and that our certainties are relative. When
someone demands proof or evidence for God, what they are asking is,
‘Is your certainty more certain than mine?’ God’s response is,
‘What do you need certainties for?’”

Tom stifled a giggle at the
absurdity of God-girl’s argument.

“The evidence for the Will to
Love and the Will to Power is all around us, scattered on the
ground, in the eyes of our brothers and sisters. Rather than gather
up this evidence, rather than spend time thinking and fitting it
together for ourselves, we want the evidence to jump together and
present itself to us. This is the real non-thinking. When we catch
a glimpse of this absolute morality, it is such a God-awful
prospect that we would rather resort to denial. Our certainties are
a strategy to support this state of denial. Like Adam and Eve
before us, we hide from God.”

Hide from God, Tom
thought. Lady, which one of planet earth’s 4,000 deities do you
want us to believe in?

“Our day-to-day human reality is
an implicit acceptance of the Will to Power. Our question is how
much power is an individual allowed before they upset the balance
across the rest of society? I can sit at home torturing myself with
online porn: but when I go out on a shooting rampage, then I cross
societies’ Will to Power line. Surely, the question isn’t ‘how much
power is too much?’ or ‘how much power am I entitled to?’ The
question must be, ‘why power, and not love?’”

Silence. No words. The
occasional cough. A scraping chair leg. The muffled sound of
traffic turning onto Victoria Bridge.

“Biology is our certainty too,”
she said. “As a trans woman, I tell you that love is all that
matters.”

Not just love, Tom
thought, but scalpels and a shit-tonne of hormones, that’s what
matters to people like you, and the world’s gone bat-shit crazy if
trannies are teaching theology. He tried to see the man in the
woman, to glimpse what the boy had looked like before cosmetic
procedures and HRT had adjusted their appearance. He could feel the
antagonism building inside the building. Homo sapiens eliminated
the Neanderthals, he reminded himself, and all the other
evolved apes on their march to global mastery… difference wasn’t
good then, difference had to be exterminated, difference led to
slaughter, and difference ain’t good now. And this girl
was different, and therefore a threat to everyone in the
room.

“This is our reality,”
she said. “We need to learn to trust the God who eternally
sacrifices her power. Our tragic optimism asks us to trust, to
struggle, to give our lives if necessary, without ever being able
to fully understand what we are about. Our reasoned uncertainty
asks us to run the risk that we are following a powerful and
convincing lie. And, in the absence of anything else more credible,
to stumble on through life towards death regardless. Norman Maclean
offers the phrase “divine bewilderment” in his book Young Men
and Fire. Separation from the Will to Love is original
sin. Pride is original sin. This land called Wandering,
somewhere east of Eden is the spiritual state of desperation. And
we walk on it, drive on it, live in it, every day. To close, I
offer you a definition of faith as a verb, not as an abstract noun
formed from a verb, and that is “the will to thy will, despite my
will to power.” So, thank you, Mister Tillich, for being the giant
upon whose shoulders I stand here, today, and thank you, all of
you, for listening to me.”

Atomic Blonde sat facing her
audience and a shiver ran through her body. Tom felt the electric
anticipation within the stone walls of the chapel, as if Chicken
Tits was facing a firing squad instead of a room of middle-class
Faith-heads. She had declared war on organised religion, organised
society, organised biology, and put God the Mother at the top of
the tree… She’s fucked, Tom decided. She doesn’t have a
prayer.

An immaculately dressed, older
woman rose from her seat in the front row and, as she turned
around, Tom recognised leaflet-lady from outside Boots. She faced
the silent, hostile audience, “Well, I’m sure that we’d all like
to…thank…err…Jessica Arkuss for her words,” she said, attempting to
clap in slow motion.

When nobody else joined in, the
woman smiled weakly at her cross-armed presenter. “We now invite
you, the audience,” she said, “to ask any questions that you may
have. May I remind you that we are in God’s house and that we
should all show due courtesy to one another.”

The woman sat down as fast as
she could, almost as if she expected a barrage of missiles rather
than questions.

Tom watched as an elderly priest
in the middle row raised his hand. The rest of the audience was
silent, watching.

“A question, if I may, to mister
speaker,” the baritone voice boomed.

“Miss, if you please,” Jess
said.

“Sir,” the old priest
said, “you preach a vacuous heresy to those of us schooled in the
fundamentals of Holy Scripture. You have insulted the freedom of
speech given to you by the elders of this cathedral by inciting
rebellion against the gates of heaven. You have ridiculed both the
common believer and those learned in the law. Tell me, who
gave you the right to leach these lies and fabricate these
falsehoods?”

A smattering of applause greeted
the red-faced cleric’s rhetoric.

“My mother gives me the right to
speak the truth,” Jess said. “And I am not a sir, I am…”

“Your mother? That same mother
who was a pregnant teenager? The same mother who claims to be the
only virgin in Wigan?” The laughter drifted around the chapel. “You
are a false teacher,” the priest said, pointing his crooked finger,
“a cross-dressing imposter who tempts the foolish and the weak away
from the true path of salvation.”

“And what is this true path,
Father…?”

“My friends call me George, so
you can call me Reverend Reinford-Bentley. The true path is the One
True Religion laid down for us by our father, Möse, who led us from slavery in Jutland, parting the
waters as we walked across Doggerland into the promised land of
England. He ascended Walbury Hill and God gave him our Common
Prayer Book. We preserve this. We protect our heritage. No war, no
foreign occupation, no famine or pestilence, no exile, and no
thirty-year old gender neutral with an NVQ in Social Work will
prevail over this one singular truth.”

“You call Möse your ancestor, but if he were here in this room,
he wouldn’t know you.”

Reinford-Bentley choked on his
answer, “How dare you speak to me like that, you vile,
perverted creature? God will see to it that you, and those like
you, burn for eternity in the pits of Hell. Repent of your sins
before you are condemned for eternity to the tortures that await
deviants and devil worshippers. As Saint Paul said…”

“Save yourself the trouble of
quoting Romans 1 at me, George,” Jess interjected. “You delude
yourself that God is the Chief Executive of your Religion. You seek
to bind the Almighty Mother with the key performance indicators of
an earthly corporation. You forget that love is the task and
the process, that love is the law, that we are all loved
irrespective of gender and sexuality, that salvation is a gift for
all, that submission to the will of God is submission to love and
to loving.”

Tom could see the puce priest
was primed and ready to explode.

“Prove to me,” the cleric
roared, “prove to all these gathered here today, that you, Joshua
Arkuss…”

Tom had had enough of the old
priest dead-naming the girl, “She’s a ‘she,’ you cunt,” he
shouted.

There were disapproving murmurs
and looks of animosity shot in his direction, but no one moved to
eject him from the cathedral.

“…that you, Joshua
Arkuss, are the Holy One of the Most-High, the chosen deliverer of
God’s people, the Christos, the High Priest of Albion, the Heir of
King Dafydd, and then, perhaps, we shall fall onto our knees and
worship you.”

“I am not…”

“Answer the question, laddie, do
you claim oneness with the Creator? Do you self-certify as
England’s Messiah?”

“You say that I am.”

The priest was on his feet and
hobbling towards her, supported under both arms by cassocked
cronies. “Your wordplay is wasted. Your exegesis excommunicates
you. Your doctrine damns your soul. You are an enemy of the Church,
and of God. There is no safe place to hide from his wrath.”

“George,” Jess said to the man
who stood towering above her, “it is time you grew younger: fatty
deposits of theology have clogged your arteries, and the will to
certainty has hardened your heart. For all your religious robes,
degrees in doctrine, doctorates in divinity, you are not prepared
to pay the price. You are not prepared to let God penetrate you.
You, and those like you, want to capture her, imprison her, rape
her, tape her, then claim to the rest of the world that you speak
on her behalf. You are worshipping at the altar of a masculine
machine that has no meaning other than the preservation of a
priestly elite.”

Reinford-Bentley turned to
address the room, his ancient face scarlet with rage. “God is a He.
It says so in the Bible!” he barked. “You, sir, are nothing but a
diseased freak who deserves to be thrown from the roof of a tall
building!” The enraged minister was led from the chapel, scowling
and muttering curses as the two young priests supported their
master’s steps.

The crowd began to leave,
standing up, murmuring amongst themselves until only a few
remained.

Tom decided he quite liked Jess,
the trans tornado, after-all. It had been highly amusing to see the
old bastard in the cape trundling off with a face like a bulldog
chewing on a wasp. But, now, it was time to call a spade a
spade.

He walked across the stone
floor—the trusty sword of sarcasm ready to strike down this
troublesome priestess.

“Hi there. Jessica is it?” he
asked. “I want to ask you, what are you offering that isn’t in the
Gita, the Dhammapada, the Tao, or The
Phantom Menace?”

“Are you the guy who shouted
out?”

“Yep.”

“What’s your name?” she
said.

“Thomas Bauer.”

“I teach the difference between
incoming and outgoing, ‘Thyself not free, but to thyself
enthralled,’ as Milton puts it,” Jess said.

“People with invisible friends
usually end up in padded rooms wearing tight fitting jackets. Are
you hearing voices, lass?”

“I’m hearing yours. What do you
do for a living?”

“I’m a planner, an out of work
planner.”

“A detail freak, right? A
completer finisher?”

“It has to be right,” Tom said,
his smile starting to disappear.

“I could use a planner,” Jess
said. “I’ve a project that needs someone to make things
happen.”

“What’s the project?”

“The project is a church, a new
kind of church, a place with space for grace.”

“I appreciate the offer, but
you’re asking a vegetarian to run a burger factory.”

“You’re the guy.”

“Reinford-Bentley says that
you’re a guy.” As soon as the words left Tom’s mouth, he regretted
it.

“That’s a cheap shot.”

“I’m sorry, I promise I’m not a
transphobe… Sometimes my mouth runs ahead of my brain. How do you
know that I’m the right guy?”

“Just do.”

Jess wrote her number on a slip
of paper and passed it to Tom.

“Think it through. It could be
something to tide you over for a few months.”

“I’m going to say no.”

“Talk it over with your wife.
It’ll be better than kicking your heels around town or watching
Loose Women every lunchtime.”

“You don’t know me.”

Jess reached out. She shook
Tom’s hand, smiled at him, then she made her way through the
Cathedral door and out into the city.

Tom went to retrieve the
newspaper he had wedged between the heating pipe and the stone
wall. The disabled man was sitting on his own. Tom could see the
man’s caregiver having a coffee with others assembled around the
baptismal font.

It is then that he heard the
man singing—a gentle sound, a beautiful melody that would haunt him
for the rest of his life. Tom listened, transfixed. He stood amidst
the nothing, framed by the beauty of a building, the song of angels
in his ears. Understanding penetrated his carefully constructed
defences.

He perceived his nakedness.

Tom bolted for the door and
didn’t stop running ’til he had passed the front of Selfridges.
Across a barren land of wandering east of the Arndale Centre, he
journeyed, on through the darkness of the Printworks, out into the
light of Dantzic Street, over the tram line to Shudehill, and a bus
ride home.

 



 



The Attractions
of the Void

 


From the mouth of the tunnel,
the fox appeared.

Across the darkness of the canal
basin, the two animals stared at each other.

Satisfied the human posed no
immediate threat, the fox started nosing amongst the garbage strewn
along the towpath.

The man watched the
night-predator scavenge for scraps inside rotten pizza cartons and
polystyrene kebab boxes.

Beneath the rippling darkness,
the drowned moon—proof, if any were needed—that all light dies.
First the explosion, then the negation. First the orgasm, then the
guilt. First the elation of taking a life, then the dead-star
dread.

The cold metal lay inside his
jacket pocket. One click and it would be over. No more
night-terrors. No more dreams of burning children. Only
non-existence.

Jude placed the barrel to his
temple. The fox looked towards him and fled. The same instant, he
felt the presence by his side.

“Coward,” the female voice
hissed in his ear. “And think of those poor school kids stumbling
across your corpse in the morning. The tigers of wrath…”

The words were a knife into his
guts. “…are wiser than the horses of instruction,” he replied.

She took the weapon from him and
placed it between them as she sat down.

Jude tried to guess how many
minutes, how many seconds, of life he had left before the assassin
in the puffa jacket blew his brains out. But it was easier this
way. This way the choice was out of his hands.

“I thought you’d be a man,” he
said.

“Men like you always do.”

“Let’s get this over with, shall
we?”

The woman picked up his gun,
removed the clip and threw both parts into the water: the two soft
sploshes were followed by tiny ripples that merged into the
undulating surface of the canal basin.

He imagined a dark, watery arm
reaching for him, dragging him into the depths of nothing. He
waited for the end, impatient for non-being.

“I’m Mulciber,” she said, “I’m
so sorry I’m late—busy day at the office, don’t you know.”

“You’re…?”

“A woman? The ERA Chief of
Staff? I’ll add being a sexist bastard to the feedback on your
performance and development review.”

The permutations flicked through
his mind: if the summons had been a hit, then Mulciber herself
wouldn’t be here—unless she was lying. But now that he saw a brief
glimpse of life, Jude grabbed for it. “I didn’t mean…”

“I’m curious,” Mulciber
interrupted. “Why does a man who repairs motorbikes for a living
not have one of his own? And why does a trained mechanic not
own a car?”

“I’m a national socialist, I use
public transport.”

Mulciber laughed out loud.

Jude looked around them, peering
down the towpath as his Chief Executive snorted and giggled.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “The
paths are guarded. We won’t be disturbed. Really, that is so
funny… The spaz pills are yours, aren’t they?” The amusement had
vanished from her voice, her face inches away from his, the words
spat through her front teeth. “Why didn’t you leave the repeat
prescription behind for the police as well you stupid, fucking Manc
moron?”

Jude gazed at the foil pack of
tablets pressed into his hand. “If I’m a dead man,” he said, “why
didn’t you let me pull the trigger?”

“Because that would be boring,
love, wouldn’t it? Because it would all begin again. You
need to graduate this time, Jude, take your rightful place inside
our father’s house.”

“I ain’t going back there.”

“You misunderstand. Tell me,”
she said, “do you believe in God?”

“No king, no god, no fat cats,
all English equal under the flag. That’s what we stand for…isn’t
it?”

“A true believer,” Mulciber
said. “Very admirable but not everyone shares our clarity of
thought. The uneducated, the vulnerable, the weak fall under the
spell of the false prophets. I despise all enemies of the Republic:
but, come the revolution, there will be a special place in our
torture chambers for the priests and the sexual deviants. I heard
an amusing story about the Thames Baptiser, the semi-autistic
retard being hounded by the press after calling our beloved Queen a
whore—apparently, he thinks it was Karl Rogers who sang Islands
in the Stream with Dolly Parton.”

“I like The Gambler,”
Jude said.

Mulciber’s grin spread
ear-to-ear, her eyes fixed on Jude. “Is that right?” she said.

“Yeah, track one on his Greatest
Hits.”

She took his hand, “Our
organisation builds pandemonium, Jude. Out of this chaos, a new
England will arise, free of the global corporations, free of
foreigners, free of religion, free of the trade agreements that
treat our country like an off-shore shit heap, free of the
homosexuals who have turned our nation into a global laughing
stock. Our island nation will reclaim its right to shape the
destiny of the globe. The sun will never set on our empire Earth.
Why would you want to shoot yourself in the head and miss out on
that?”

“There were kids on that train,”
Jude said, “I wasn’t…told.”

Mulciber shrugged. “Grow the
fuck up, Jude,” she said. “None of us can afford the luxury of
regret. There can be no remorse in our war, only necessity.”

“Why them? Why that train?”

“Are you a faggot lover now?
Mummy, mummy,” she mocked, “I killed a baby faggot.”

“No... I…”

“Are you questioning my
orders, then?”

“No.”

“So why not them,” Mulciber
snarled, “when atrocities and carnage bring us more recruits? There
is a direct correlation between body count and volunteer numbers.
Human beings would rather a bad certainty than an uncertain good.
People long to belong. People crave freedom from freedom. We offer
a ready-made solution for the anxiety of existence: structure,
certainty, and, most important of all, someone to hate. We offer
permission to murder, rape, steal, destroy, and commit genocide.
For killer apes like you and I, what is not to like?”

Her jacket was open. Mulciber’s
low cut top revealed the top arm of a swastika inked across her
left breast. At that moment, she became the most desirable woman in
the whole world. Jude dragged his eyes away from her chest, trying
to stamp down on the thought of spurting life between her thighs,
of drowning in a lethal embrace.

Mulciber lit a cigarette, drew
deep, then exhaled into the night air. She handed the burning
tobacco to Jude. “The death instinct defines life,” she purred as
Jude filled his lungs with delicious smoke. “Do you dream of
before? Do you remember?”

“Before what?” He passed the
cigarette back to her, smoke escaping through his nostrils.

“Do you remember your dreams?”
she asked.

“Sometimes.”

“And?”

“I dream of a desert and a
tree.”

“Tell me about the tree.”

“I see a noose hanging from that
tree,” he said. “Fucked up or what?”

“You are suspended from active
service… No, don’t interrupt me,” Mulciber said. “But I do have a
job for you, Jude. The job is to infiltrate the team around a
wannabe preacher, and, when I give the order, you are to put a
bullet through his eye.”

“Who is he?”

“He calls himself
Jessica.”

“Fuck’s sake.”

“Exactly, this man is a
cross-dressing nonce who thinks that a pair of black panties beats
biology.”

“All those clinics in London
fucking up kiddies’ brains with trans nonsense, make me furious,”
Jude said.

“It’s the surgeons who maim
young English bodies for money that irk me,” Mulciber said. “I
think we might pay one or two of them a little visit, maybe remove
some of their sexual organs with an angle grinder.”

“I’d love to help.”

Mulciber threw the cigarette
into the water. She handed Jude an unbranded mobile phone. “Take
this,” she said, “and await instructions.”

“I need to ask,” Jude said, “my
brothers…”

“Are under our protection whilst
they serve their sentences. Just make sure you don’t fuck this one
up, Jude. Because I’d hate to hear that the Russell boys have had a
fall or decided to hang themselves in their cells.”

 



 



Plasticity of
Existence

 


“Johnny, Shauna, this is Drew
Horsley,” Jean Grenier said. “Drew, these are the Shaughnessy
siblings, Johnny’s an artist. Shauna has a property renovating
business. Drew here is a greetings card salesman.”

“Actually,” Andy said,
“I’m…”

“Sit down, man,” Jean said. “We
don’t bite.”

Andy did as he was told. One
hand shielded his eyes from the glare of the late afternoon sun,
the other shook the hands stretched out across the gunmetal table.
The rest of the courtyard was empty: scatter cushions rested on
chairs and benches, abandoned coffee mugs and glasses sat atop low
walls, magazines and papers left on stone flags were rippling in
the breeze. From behind the brick-built garage, they could hear
voices, doors slamming, engines revving, stones crunching beneath
tyres.
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