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Christ was the last to arrive. He was late and he knew it and in defence wore the resigned, pained expression found on millions of crucifixes throughout the world, a pleading look that said: Life's tough enough already, please don't give me a hard time. His robe, his hair, his build - these too were perfect matches for all the varied icons in existence, from Poland to Guatemala, with a touch of Leonardo's The Last Supper thrown in. Somehow he managed to resemble them all. He appeared suddenly through the surrounding curtain of white firmament and stomped across to the green baize table where the other three gods were sitting. 

	"You're late," said Aphrodite, without looking at him. She was wearing one of her long diaphanous gowns, translucent and inviting. Christ kept his eyes turned away.

	"I know." He took the last free chair at the table. "What's this?" he asked, looking even more unhappy than when he'd arrived. "Two Greeks? What's the story?"

	Pan ignored Christ and carried on blatantly staring at Aphrodite. For the last ten minutes his mouth had been hanging open and he'd rarely blinked. When he'd first met her, over 3000 years ago, she'd been using the name Astarte. She'd been dark, a swarthy Mediterranean fireball, at the peak of that short bloom of beauty found in countries where the sun bakes all plums into prunes. But that hadn't happened to Aphrodite. A honey-blonde she was now, with glorious tresses of  long wavy hair. Her skin had lightened too. She'd transformed into a gorgeous Californian thirty year old, full of wicked knowledge and self-confidence. 

	She looked up and snapped her fingers across Pan's gaze. "Hey, space cadet, is it time for your cold shower?" Even her accent was more Muscle Beach than Cyprus olive grove.

	Pan grinned without embarrassment, huge rills and gullies forming high on his cheeks. His hair and beard were white and flaxen, he'd aged forty years to Aphrodite's ten, but there was still more than a touch of animal magic in those electric blue eyes.

	"I was thinking of a bath in warm goats' milk." He stared directly into Aphrodite's glare. "King size."

	Aphrodite's lips twitched.

	"Om," said Buddha, like a clock striking one. The other three waited for him to continue, but he didn't. He sat quietly in the lotus position looking sexless and overweight, although with perfect skin. Was it brown, bronze or gold? Difficult to tell. It seemed to vary depending how the light caught it.

	"I said, what's the score? Why two Greeks?" repeated Christ.

	Pan turned to face him, still grinning. "Luck of the draw."

	"There's no such thing as luck in Heaven."

	"OK then, randomness of the draw."

	Christ snorted and pulled in his chair. The furniture had a colonial air about it, dark tropical wood and foldable. Three of the walls were white firmament, the fourth was a bar. A sparse collection of bottles, glasses and mugs stood on white shelves behind the bartender's aisle and serving counter: Glenlivet, Quervo, small Carlsbergs, dusty flagons of wine. There were no other customers. The place should have looked run down but instead had a pleasant, homely atmosphere. Slow moving fans were strung from the fuzzy whiteness where in a normal room the ceiling would have been.

	"Would anyone like a drink?" Vishnu, the blue-skinned Hindu preserver and restorer, stood a few feet to one side of the table, wearing a formal penguin suit with a crisp white cloth over one of his four arms. He was perfecting his Maitre D's air of superiority. He was very good at it.

	"Ah yes," said Christ. "A glass of red wine please, Vishnu. My goblet's somewhere behind the bar."

	"Galilee region?"

	"A good Burgundy would be nice."

	"Any bread with that?"

	"Just the wine, thank you very much." 

	Vishnu moved on. "Distilled water for you, Buddha?"

	Buddha grunted a yes.

	"Can I tempt you with a double?"

	"No, not now, thank you." Buddha's voice was rich and knowledgeable but had its usual strange edge - some wayward element controlled in there.

	"Pan?"

	"Tequila."

	"A bottle?"

	"Yes please. With salt and lemon." 

	"And for you, Aphrodite?"

	"Finally got around to asking the one female, eh? Hmmm. I'll have a Bloody Mary."

	Christ glared at her. "Remind me how you were conceived, Aphrodite." 

	"I wasn't exactly conceived. I was born out of the phallus of the god Ouranus, when it was sliced off by some crazy with a sickle and thrown into the sea."

	"Hardly a regular dunk and deliver, was it?"

	"No." Aphrodite shook her head, sending ripples down her hair and Pan's spine.

	"So why keep on at my mother? A virgin birth seems quite reasonable compared to yours."

	"I'm not having a go at your mother, I'm ordering a drink. But if you want to fight about it, then remind me of something - which animal is it that has the highest rate of virgin births? It's the turkey, isn't it?"

	"Ooh, you..."

	Before Christ could continue, she added sweetly, "Well, now we're all here, shall we begin the game?"

	"Om," said Buddha. "That's a good idea."

	"Who's got the first envelope? You have, don't you, Pan?"

	Pan patted his chest and his haunches to check his pockets, then remembered that being half-animal he never wore clothes. He must have put the envelope down somewhere.

	"It's under your chair," said Buddha, helpfully. "Next to your pipes."

	"My syrinx," corrected Pan. He picked up the white manila and took out the single sheet of instructions inside. "Now, let's see. The game is... Ethereal Cluedo."

	"Interesting," said Buddha, without sounding the least bit interested.

	"What's Cluedo?" asked Christ.

	Pan silently scanned the paper. "Yeah. I've never heard of it, either."

	Vishnu came back to the table with a full tray and carefully placed the drinks on their Vishnu's Bar and Grill coasters.

	"It's a game mortals play," explained Aphrodite. "A kind of detective game. You have to work out who the murderer is, and what weapon was used..."

	"Mr Mustard did it in the dining room with the dagger. That kind of thing," interrupted Buddha.

	"...It's played on a board, with dice and special cards."

	"And plastic playing pieces." Buddha struggled to remain droll. "Miss Scarlet. That's my favourite. Have we got a board?"

	"No." Pan was still reading the instructions. He looked puzzled. "If I understand this right, we're going to use mortal Earth as our board."

	"Fascinating," breathed Aphrodite.

	"And we're to choose playing pieces from the mortal population, but create the weapons ourselves."

	"What?" queried Christ. "Real mortals?"

	"But we don't necessarily finish up with the pieces we choose, or the weapons we create. It's all a bit cryptic. Listen." And Pan read from the sheet:..



"The name of the game is Ethereal Cluedo, 

A game with a murder in mind.

There's mystery and intrigue and only one winner 

When all's played and ended, you'll find.

Take the Earth as your board and four mortals for pieces, 

One each, but select them with care,

For the pieces you choose will be dealt out at random 

Between you to keep the game fair.

Create weaponry too, in potential, 

For each piece some odd latent power.

Not an object but something more abstract and playful, 

The seed of a dangerous flower.

In potential, you hear, for the weaponry too 

Will be shuffled and dealt on a whim.

But let's leave that as part of the mystery for now. 

Good luck. May the best god win."
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Although it could never be described as religious, THE SCENE magazine certainly contained plenty of gods' names. Eos, Greek goddess of the dawn, and Athena, the warlike virgin, were there. And Mazda, the Japanese god of light; Nike, the ancient Greek goddess of victory; Mars, the war god of the Romans, and Mercury, their celestial messenger. All helping to promote cameras, cards, cars, sports shoes, chocolate and telephones. Destined, like sports and TV personalities, to spend their later years doing product endorsements.

	THE SCENE's claim to fame, as it proudly announced on its front cover, was that it was 'First with the Trends'. Whether this was true or not, Jimmy couldn't be sure. He'd started reading it regularly almost five years ago, and during that time not a single worthwhile trend had come along. He'd been fighting off maturity, holding on for the big one to arrive, something the size of flower-power or the mods or the teds, but it hadn't. Finally he'd recognised that his adolescence was coming to an extended end without him ever experiencing the pleasure of belonging to a cult. He'd caught the tail end of the rave scene, just as it was becoming hip to abandon it. Patiently he'd waited for something else to appear and fill the gap, something he'd have to wear utterly ridiculous clothes for. But it hadn't happened. 

	There'd been the odd false start, like the re-teds scare two years ago. Three days to find the right size brothel creepers and drainpipes, another two for the long jacket with velvet collar. And puff! The whole thing had collapsed over the weekend. He was just thankful he hadn't been able to get an appointment at the hairdresser.

	At least the trendlessness bothered him less these days. For years he'd been wearing the waiting uniform of teeshirt and jeans, a sign of neutral readiness, and eventually he'd realised they suited his scrawny body rather well. They were exactly right for that bored, listless look he'd been cultivating since the age of fifteen.  

	He turned to an article on designer car tyres but found he couldn't take it seriously. A random flick brought him to a fashion piece that began with the words, "Blue is the new black". He shook his head and moved on. The wild and wacky world of flower arranging? Hardly. In disgust he threw the magazine down on the kitchen table.

	Feeling restless, he stepped across the gaudy linoleum floor to the window and out of habit rather than need wiped his hands on the curtains. The view took in twenty metres of neglected grass and the back of an identical block of north London flats, their black wastepipes running sideways and down from the kitchens and bathrooms. The poor old building had varicose veins. 

	A light drizzle was beginning to fall. For a while he opened the window and watched the little drops of rain meandering down in slow motion, then turned his back to the wet outside world, let wind quietly and admired the awfulness of his kitchen. Each separate item of furniture was appalling: the blue Formica table, the wonky fridge, the work units with their balding veneer. All except the yellow cupboard with its oddly-shaped glass panels - ancient and so bad it was adorable.

	Jimmy was unsettled by that cupboard. He really liked it. He always tried to stay completely neutral to his surroundings, to hold no affection for a place or the things inside it. It was important to have that attitude, important for freedom of mind, important that everything you had inside a house you could happily take an axe to, although of course the landlord might see things differently. But not that yellow cupboard.

	He walked across and opened the left hand door. Two tins of baked beans, one mulligatawny soup, a bottle of chilli sauce, and tucked away in the warmest corner a very special carton of fruit juice. He peered inside at the layer of froth. Coming along nicely. It would be ready just in time.

	It wasn't easy getting drunk when two pints in a pub cost ten percent of your dole money. Home-brewing might not be trendy but it was cheap. Just a carton of Five Alive fruit juice, winemaker's yeast and a few tablespoons of sugar. The finished brew still tasted like juice but had a hit like poteen. His friends called it Five Dead, Six Injured, and wouldn't go near the stuff. But it was perfect for offering to nubile young ladies at parties. There was a party at Freddie's on Saturday, in two days' time.

	He dipped a finger in and licked the tip. Hmmm. A delicate number with ripe acidity and a touch of apple in the aftertaste. Bloody marvellous, actually. Nothing like the normal

crap he turned out. Touched by the hand of God, it seemed.	
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"So, this Jimmy character," said Pan, disdainfully, "is presumably somebody's playing piece?"

	"Mine," replied Aphrodite.

	"I see. A young and thoughtless party animal. What a fine choice."

	"I do believe you were young once, Pan."

	"And what's the weapon?" asked Christ. "Something to do with the homebrew?" 

	"If I recall correctly," said Aphrodite, "we're only creating latent weapons at this stage. I don't really see that I need to tell you what the weapon is."

  "Om," agreed Buddha, and there was a pause for him to continue, but he didn't.
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Cath looked up from her book and pushed her sunspecs back to stop the strong Majorcan sun creeping over the top of them and making her squint. She looked directly into the sky. A few cotton wool clouds. She liked clouds. Not, for preference, a whole sky full of them. Just one or two like these. Little counterpoints. She took another sip from her banana daiquiri and sighed. "These taste so nice."

	Helping out with the sunbeam collection was a second body lying nearby, this one belonging to Gloria and far more Amazonian than Cath's model frame. Bigger hips, boobs - now bared to the sun - and shoulders, all topped by a Medusa mass of hennaed hair. Cath had wondered about taking her own top off, but with long blonde hair and everything in perfect proportion she got enough attention without adding to the problem. 

	The red snakes stirred. Gloria nodded lightly without raising her head or opening her eyes. A copy of Cosmopolitan lay discarded next to her, half on her towel and half on the beach. 

	"How's the mag?" asked Cath. They'd been lying together silently for an hour. It was time for a conversation break.

	"I'm having trouble with it."

	"In what way?"

	"I was looking for the article on orgasms."

	"And?"

	"There wasn't one."

	"Oh," said Cath, mildly surprised.

	"Or maybe there was, but I just couldn't reach it."

	Cath sniggered. They'd only met two days ago, but already there was a nice rapport. At first Cath had assumed that someone as vivacious as Gloria wouldn't be interested in her regular mundane company. It was nice to be proved wrong. Maybe it was their common aims that had drawn them together. Sun, sea, reading. Nothing complicated like relationships or men. Though that didn't stop them talking about sex.

	"No lack of rumpty-pumpty in this." Cath held up Rompers, the latest Jacqueline Cooper. She'd left the heroine on page 157 at the end of her fourth sexual adventure of the day. The gorgeous bronzed tongue-artist was about to be dismissed and drive away in his white Mercedes, leaving the heroine just enough time to slip out to the Beverly Hills Jacuzzi shop for a touch of retail therapy before the sun went down. Then of course there'd be the ball in the evening. And a ball at the ball if she could fit one in.  

	"Do you know what really turns me on?" began Gloria.

	"No?"

	"Wearing a uniform in front of thousands of people. I can't explain it. But there's a real buzz. I think that's half the reason I stay in my job. It doesn't pay well, looking after showbiz types, guarding stage doors. It's a bit dull most of the time. But every so often it gives me this totally ridiculous thrill. I get all tingly, horny as hell."

	Cath lit a Marlboro. She hated uniforms, her own especially. She held her glass in her hand and looked wistfully out to sea. "It would be so nice to stay here longer. A couple of days isn't enough."

	"Mmmm," agreed Gloria. "Unfortunately I've got a gig back in England the day after tomorrow."

	"And I've got my damned rota to follow."

	"All the glamour of the stage and the sky."

	Cath didn't want to think about work. Tomorrow she'd be back in uniform, back on the aircraft, serving diabolical food and dealing with stupidity and whims. Being a cabin attendant wasn't half as much fun as people imagined. For a moment, her mind drifted off into a strange variation on her role. Through the little glass and Perspex portholes in an imaginary fuselage the sun disappeared into its slot beyond the horizon, joining all the used-up suns of previous days, and she became a were-stewardess, wandering up and down the aisles biting passengers' necks with her long fangs while the full moon shone off the silver wings outside.

	"Where are you flying off to?" asked Gloria.

	"Heathrow, then a Bangkok, Perth, Sydney run, but a few days to kill in the UK first." 

	"So have I. Just the one evening gig, otherwise slow days. Why don't we kill them together? A nice big house in Sussex. You'll have to put up with the RTGs, but they're harmless enough."

	"RTGs?"

	"Random Thought Generators. It's what I call my parents. Mother's not too bad, but father's a waste of space."

	Cath didn't think about it for long. A few more days in Gloria's company would fill the gap perfectly. "It's a deal."

	The conversation break was over. Gloria lay still. Cath stubbed her cigarette out in the sand. It didn't suit the heat. She picked up Rompers and stared at page 157.

	Such a shame, she thought, that even women couldn't write properly about women. The heroine of Rompers was a scheming, ambitious philosophy graduate, and just as dismissive of blondes as the average male. Why couldn't even female writers see that blondes weren't dizzy or dumb, they were just blessed with very active theatres of the mind? There was so much great entertainment going on inside that they didn't need to interact with the outside world.   

	She stared at the page for a long time. Something very strange had happened to it.  She couldn't make out the words. They were distinct, not fuzzy or dim, but they didn't mean anything, nothing more than a series of elaborate squiggles on paper, like Japanese letters or Arabic, artistic in a graphical sort of way but meaningless. The entire page was an intricate patterned mass of grey. How weird, she thought, that all those squiggles could form pictures in the mind, create emotions, change a mood, change a lifetime's direction, even. Not that Rompers could do that, but something heavyweight like The Grapes of Wrath or Animal Farm. Yet now the squiggles were little black curves and lines that meant nothing.

	Then it struck her, the very thoughts running around her head could become unrecognisable in exactly the same way, all deconstructed into electrical signals and chemicals. Not meaning anything. Simply firing across the synapses and travelling between cells in an orderly fashion but with no significance. Electrical activity without comprehension. She tried to see her thoughts this way, like the unreadable curves and lines on the page. And there were no thoughts.

	There was nothing in her mind. It went blank.

	It went blank for some time.

	"Cath?"   

	Gloria was sitting upright, shaking Cath's arm.

	"Cath?"

	"What? Oh, Gloria."

	"Cath, what happened?"

	"Nothing." Cath came back to reality. No damage done. But what a peculiar experience.

	"What were you thinking about?" asked Gloria.

	"Nothing. Absolutely nothing."

	Gloria regarded her for a moment, then took a sip of daiquiri. "This is going to sound very strange, but I could feel you were thinking something odd. I didn't get Nothing, I got a very strange perspective. I had my eyes closed and I saw everything in great clarity, everything relative to everything else, true values, and very small everything was too. And that was all down to you and your empty mind, I swear."

	Cath blushed. "Gloria, I'm so sorry."

	Gloria raised her hand to her hair. "Don't worry. It wasn't unpleasant. I suppose it could have been. But it wasn't."

	"I don't know what happened. Very strange."

	"You say you were thinking of nothing? Absolutely blank?"

	Cath nodded.

	Gloria frowned. "Don't tell any men."
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"If I didn't know better," said Christ, glancing in Aphrodite's direction, "I'd have said Cath was your piece."

	"Well you do know better."

	"Mine," said Buddha.

	That was a surprise.

	"And what's the weapon?" asked Christ.

	Buddha only smiled.

	"A blank mind doesn't sound especially dangerous," prompted Christ.

	"Don't push him if I were you," said Pan. "You'll only get one of his damned riddles."

	"A thoughtless mind may enlighten," said Buddha with a twinkle in his eye.

  "Told you so."
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The hands that picked up Dorothy's embroidery frame and placed it on her lap were her own but so wrinkled she barely recognised them. Whenever she looked in the mirror an unfamiliar face smiled back. She was still thirty in her mind, but the owner of a seventy year old body, one that had gone in its own direction. Vertically down. Eyelids, bosom, backside. 

	She'd nearly finished the homely Welsh stitch-by-numbers scene. A cottage with a tabby cat in the window, a smiling lady in traditional dress, a winding path, lollipop trees, cotton-wool clouds, and her own minor additions.	

	"It says here," began her husband, from behind his newspaper, "St Belvedere's church is closing down. Lack of support from the local community."

	"Maybe we should go," suggested Dorothy.

	"Don't you think that's taking things a bit far?"

	Around the Peterhurst Chronicle Dorothy could see the shoulders of his tweed jacket, his khaki shirt and tightly knotted club tie. He might have been a retired colonel but wasn't red enough in the face. The closest he could manage was retired merchant banker. 

	If only you weren't such an old stick in the mud, she thought, then tried to pretend it wasn't a thought she'd had at all, since it was so ungracious. It was just... when their children had grown up and left them rattling around the big house in the countryside, she'd seen it as freedom. She'd wanted to go on a world cruise, still did. They had the money. Arthur had always been well paid. But he wouldn't contemplate the idea. Even looking at travel brochures seemed to make him homesick. It was hard work just getting him to drive to the local town. 

	"If they stop using St Belvedere's as a church," said Arthur. "what do you think they'll do with it? You don't think they'll turn it into a youth club, do you?"

	Dorothy could tell from the way he said "youth club" that he was very pleased by the idea. It was so rare for anything to happen in the community that was worthy of bitter complaint. She imagined he was mentally drafting the letter to the Chronicle right now. He loved to complain. This was convenient because old people are supposed to whine about things and Dorothy, despite her dissatisfactions, simply wasn't up to it. But measured as a couple they did just fine.

	She put down her embroidery without adding a single stitch. She hated bloody embroidery. At least she'd finished all the kitsch little stitch-by-numbers bits. All she had to do now was fill in the low-flying Jaguar jet she'd added to the sky and the two travellers smoking a joint in the bottom left hand corner. She picked up the remote control and hit button 1. The screen came to life with its characteristic ping and crackle.

	 "Martha will be on in a moment," she said, more to herself than to Arthur.

	That was something else old people were supposed to do - watch enormous amounts of television. Dorothy felt that this was one of the more acceptable duties of age. Most evenings she and Arthur would prop themselves with cushions in their separate easy chairs, the cat between them on the three-seater sofa and dog lying on its side on the hearthrug, and plug their eyes and ears  into the electric lectern, soaking up its visions and aural stimulation, enjoying the beautiful trance-like state of thoughtlessness it invoked, a state that in past ages might have taken an ascetic ten years of Zen to reach but could now be found at the push of a button. They still called this room by its old-fashioned names of sitting room or living room or lounge, but clearly it was a TV room, dominated by the big electronic shrine in the corner.	

	After a few minutes of BBC promotions, the starting sequence of Dorothy's favourite soap opera, Bathroom, began. There was Martha Naaktgeboren, superbitch and undisputed star of the show, on screen in all her bejewelled glory, looking as radiant as an artificial coal fire turned full on. It was an episode covering colonoscopy and the lack of an expected wedding invitation. That much was established in the first telephone call.

	Dorothy realised with alarm that she hadn't switched the video on. She picked up the zapper and tried to press the correct four tiny buttons. There were 82 in total on the remote control - some NASA control consoles have less -  and by each one was a symbol in what appeared to be Mayan or Aztec writing. She always recorded Bathroom. On her shelves she had every single episode - at least that was the theory. In practice, twenty percent were wildlife documentaries, fifteen percent game-shows and another ten percent anything from testcards to elephants playing football. But that still left more than half as episodes of Bathroom. She was proud of her video operating skills.

	On-screen, Martha was already about to have her first showdown of the evening, with her sister's gorgeous doctor.

	"I need a pee," said Arthur. He put the paper down and sat there perfectly still for a few minutes, as if one might come to him. Just as Martha got to the exciting bit where she was starting to threaten the doctor with a scalpel, Arthur groaned and rose to his feet.

	"Geronimo," said Dorothy.

	"Thank you, dear." 
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The producer and director of Bathroom had put a lot of thought into the programme's peculiar name. Its connection with soap was no more than a happy coincidence. Actually he'd arrived at the name through careful analysis of competing programmes, such as Dallas, Knot's Landing, Eastenders and Coronation Street. He'd recognised that their names all described the places the characters came from. 

	He also recognised that nobody in a soap opera ever went for a leak, even in an omnibus edition. So obviously they'd gone just before the programme started. They'd all come from the bathroom. 
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Christ lowered his goblet, wiped the residue of red wine from his lips and pointed his finger at Pan.

	"Dorothy's yours."

	"How did you know?" Pan was genuinely surprised. A small pile of sucked lemon pieces grew at his elbow. Every so often he picked up a fresh wedge from the saucer that Vishnu had provided, and used it to dampen the crescent of his left hand where the thumb and forefinger joined. Then he touched the crescent in a bowl of salt, poured himself a stiff tequila, and shot it: salt-lick, liquor-slug, lemon-suck, a two second bounce around the walls for the taste buds. A third of the bottle had gone and his voice had picked up a trace of a slur.

	"Aphrodite's got the young idiot," explained Christ, redirecting his finger, "Buddha's got the pretty one, and I know this one isn't mine, so it must be yours."

	"I think you're probably going to be very good at this game," breathed Aphrodite.

	"Om," said Buddha. The other three waited expectantly, but he didn't continue, so they carried on.

	"And the weapon?" asked Christ.

	"A secret," said Pan. "Nobody else is giving away their weapon, so why should I?"

	"The weapon is transferable?" checked Christ.

	Pan nodded.

  "Good. Now hang on to your seats, it's my turn."
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"So as you see," the woman's voice droned on, "the elements of successful employee management are symbolised by these communication indicators." Here she wafted her pointing stick across a pull-down screen covered with squares joined together by arrows.

	It was the third in a series of company pep talks and Max had absolutely no idea what the previous two had been about either. The amazing deal with this kind of stuff was that you could pay full attention and still not know what was going on.

	Not that anybody was paying attention. He looked around at his fellow workers, gathered in a crescent of office chairs. He was thirty-eight now, married with one kid and a mortgage. Give or take a bairn or two and half a lifetime, his fellow workers were exactly the same, all working for the loan repayments and the two week family holiday, all somehow quirkily shaped - too thin, too fat, too short, too tall - the kind of people you only ever came across in dull offices like these or in the supermarket on Saturday afternoons. The mis-shapes, he called them. 

	Max's own body shape was also very special, with marginally undersized shoulders and chest but a little pot of a belly, so he could manage to look scrawny yet overweight at the same time; the type of body that never suited any clothes apart from heavily creased raincoats. Amongst the mis-shapes he blended in perfectly. They were excellent camouflage. Nobody could see that he was a cunning impostor, that he was the emerald in this handful of stones, that in reality he was a brilliant inventor just a hair's-breadth from success.

	He looked around at the crescent again. The vacant faces suggested that nobody had managed to digest much pep. If they were thinking about anything at all it was probably sex. Max smiled, which was a mistake because the young and plasticky woman they'd brought in to give the talk started looking at him more often. She appeared to be trying to stir the squares and arrows with her pointing stick. "...Some of these being of a supervisory nature, some of a feedback nature, and others" - here she paused to stare over the top of her credibility glasses - "interpersonal."

	Never mind, it was nearly over.

	"And don't forget," she added, "prioritise. Any questions?"

	Max thought of two. Is it lunchtime yet? And what's my pay rise this year?

	"Good. I think that's enough for now. I'll see you the same time next week when we'll look at the concept of individual goals within a corporate philosophy. Ciao for now."

	A tall gentleman with greying hair and a tired demeanour rose from his chair next to the screen of squares and arrows. It was Elston, Maintenance, the acting office manager. The company hadn't got around to appointing a genuine office manager since the last one had retired a year ago. "Well, that was very interesting and I think we'd all like to thank Miss Buzzward for coming along this morning." He clapped his hands very loudly and a smattering of return fire was offered by the assembled staff. Miss Buzzward bowed her head in acknowledgement. The twenty workers rose and rolled their wheelie chairs back to where they belonged.  

	Max was back amongst his filing cabinets again. They surrounded him on three sides like walls, defining his own personal space in the open plan room. Elsewhere in the exhibitions office draughtsmen toiled amongst heaps of rolled-up drawings and administrative colleagues peeked out over desks piled high with exhibition catalogues and order forms. On Max's desk there was just one sheet of paper. As a clerical minion he felt obliged to keep his working area tidy. Unfortunately that single piece of paper had been bothering him for days.



144 Imperial Moths (main course)      	 @ 50p  = £72

24  Chinese Lacewings (appetiser)          	 @ £1   = £24

12  Craneflies (dessert)    		            F.O.C. off workshop walls  = £0

                                                  	  	     Total £96

The Ecologically Sound Butterfly Company Ltd, Wells, Somerset.



Max worked at the London headquarters of Hutch Holdings Limited, wholly owned by Philip K Hutch, an Englishman who thought his name sounded wealthier with an American-style K in the middle, and with a Hutch at the end instead of a Myers - his original surname. Hutch Holdings built and sold houses. "Ding Dong," went the jingle. "Why get a house when you can get a Hutch?"

	Hutch Developments did the actual construction, using bricks fired in Hutch Kilns Ltd and partition walls rolled in Hutch Paper Mills. Max worked for Hutch Sales, in the exhibitions department, which dealt with permanent showhouses and with the single collapsible building that did the rounds of exhibitions in the UK. This unique structure was affectionately known as the Portawarren.

	It was the Portawarren that lay at the heart of Max's current invoice problem. At the last exhibition a colony of horseshoe bats had been discovered living in its eaves. Great publicity, said Hutch Marketing, let's get them on local TV. Next day the RSPCA had been in touch, pointing out that horseshoe bats were a protected species and mustn't be removed. "Public service... high profile.... look forward to hearing about them next year... etc." All very well except that nobody had a budget for bat food.

	The bat colony was still in the roof of the Portawarren, which was currently on the back of a truck travelling down the A1 somewhere near Newcastle. And the invoice was still on Max's desk looking for sponsorship from a kind accounts heading.

	"Don't be daft," McFarlane, in charge of Transport, had said. "Of course I haven't got any budget for it. You can't expect me to feed hitch-hikers, can you? Try Maintenance." 

	"Are you joking?" said Elston, Maintenance and acting office manager. "Do you know what those bat droppings are doing to my overheads? Overheads. Ha, ha! Get it? No, don't put them under Maintenance. Try Catering."

	"Moths?" said Jones C, Catering. "Moths? Has somebody been using that Nigerian catering company again? For the bats, eh? Well I'd like to help, but I don't think the auditors would swallow it. Swallow it. Ha ha! Get it? No, never mind. Try McFarlane in Transport."

	He'd have to put it under Sundries. That was always bad news. Whenever anybody checked a set of accounts they always picked a quarrel with Sundries. Still, if he was going to make the progression from filing and accounts clerk, grade 3, to accounts clerk grade 2, he'd better start using his initiative.

	Progress into accounts, a lifetime's opportunity in invoices, ledgers and numbers. A sudden wave of dizziness and nausea swept through him and he had to grip his desk hard to remain upright. Better not to think about his future career. He caught sight of the family photo on the corner of the desk, his wife Judy and son Keith. Worth suffering for, he reminded himself. Better to think about what he'd really like to be doing - advancing the inventiveness of mankind in his workshop at the bottom of his garden.

	Maybe he'd still get that big break one day. The Refrigerated Waistcoat hadn't been such a bad idea. Same for the Triple Toilet Roll Dispenser and the Place To Put A Washbag Down - two more very practical and useful inventions surely on the verge of breakthrough.  And the Foodfax. That was the best of all. Fresh food at the touch of a button, wired direct from the shop. Of course there were one or two technical difficulties to be ironed out, like how to transfer food along copper wire and fibre optic cable, but in time... 

	He'd even been down to Hutch Research and Development (floor three, room 15a, the desk in the left hand corner) to explain the idea to Davies, R&D. Wouldn't it be just perfect for Hutch Homes? Davies, R&D, had agreed, and asked how it worked.

	"It doesn't yet," explained Max. "It's very difficult to move food down a telephone cable."

	Davies, after a brief grimace, had been very positive about the idea. He'd fully inspected the broken microwave oven that Max planned to use at the receiving end, and nodded his approval. "That's an excellent concept, Max. Why don't you leave it with me and I'll see what we can do?" Any day now, Max knew, Davies would be dropping by his desk with a contract and a bonus cheque.

	"Hey, Max." Elston, Maintenance, broke jaggedly into the current daydream. He stood by the side of Max's desk sucking his pipe. Smoking was forbidden in the exhibitions office, but Elston had discovered a special tobacco so strong that he could get his fix without even lighting it. "You remember asking me about those bats? You know what puzzles me - how do the little perishers make such a mess? How do they manage to shit upside down? Great lumps of it - that's what I can't understand. Oh, and don't put the bill under Sundries, there's a good chap."

	And Elston, Maintenance, was gone.

	Max fell back into the gloom of regular employment. He could never escape it for long. Every day Hutch Holdings added a new bundle of faggots to his smouldering dissatisfaction. No biros, coarse paper, less space, more files, change floors, miss lunch, a pointless talk, petty squabbles, bad decisions, pass the buck, kick the butt (Harvard rules) stupid rules, stupid bloody job and Max was sick of it. Ten years. He'd already had ten years of this, working himself up from filing clerk fifth grade, with maybe accounts clerk first grade on the horizon. There was that nausea again. Forty times almost fifty, times ten - around twenty thousand hours in this concrete hole. A great chunk of his free-fall life frittered away.

	Life, he'd decided as he trimmed his nasal hairs one day, was like a free-fall parachute jump. Great fun to begin with, but then somewhere around the mid-thirties you realised that you were half way down, the ground was approaching at speed and you weren't equipped with a parachute. 

	He looked around at his colleagues, at the unsmiling sky-diving team. There wasn't any confusion in his mind, strangely, everything seemed perfectly clear. The office was poxy, the strip lights were hellish. All he could see through the windows was another concrete and glass monolith forty feet away. The place was shit. He'd always suspected it was so but had never been so absolutely sure. Abruptly he turned to a filing cabinet and filed the invoice under M for Moths. Then changed his mind and filed it under B for bats, bills, bastards and bugger it.

	The nearest window was twenty feet away. Max abandoned his post and wandered over to it, feeling rather queer. Everything was so... obvious. He looked out at the grey concrete block with square windows opposite. 

	"The coffee machine's over the other side, Max," said a voice. It didn't really matter whose. A voice from a desk, a voice with its own twenty thousand hours. "Mine's white with two sugars." 

	Max already knew. Take any voice in that room and he could tell you if it liked white or black and how many sugars it had. He'd make a fine blind coffee maker. Or maybe he already was one.

	Outside he could see a line, like a tightrope wire, joining his building to the next. And balancing on the wire was an ape, a big brown primate like an orang-utan, but far bigger and with wings. The ape was smiling and unfurling a banner which read, "Your job stinks, Max." Max repeated this to himself under his breath. "Your job stinks, Max." Everything was very clear. Great clarity. If the world had been out of focus before it was now crisp and well defined. He felt calm.

	"This job stinks," he said loudly, and turned to face the room. "This whole place stinks."

	His colleagues stared. 

	"We sell shitty houses to stupid people so the man on the top floor can collect more toys, and so the bank can take half our wages for our personal set of bricks piled in rows, which we call home, and which we own when we die thank you very much. We spend half our waking lives in this poxy room, trying to joke and make the best of it, while real life is passing us by. Real life. Out there. We're prostitutes, selling time. Prostitutes. Do you hear me? Prostituting time. Slaves chained to mortgages as surely as any surf in ancient..."
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"Hold on, hold on, hold on," shouted Buddha, very agitated and waving his arms around so it looked like he had eight or twelve of them. He almost knocked over his glass of water. "This is your piece, right, Christ?"

	"Yes."

	"What's the weapon?"

	"Well, I don't see why..."

	"Come on, come on. Is it enlightenment?"

	Christ paused. "Yes."

	Buddha shook his head. "Already bagged. Sorry. That's mine."

	"What?" spluttered Christ. "The stewardess on the beach? All that happened to her was she got confused looking at a page of writing."

	"Reached the Nirvana of thoughtlessness," corrected Buddha. "And more importantly, has the ability to enlighten those around her without ever becoming fully enlightened herself, since a truly enlightened person would be about as much use to their player as a... a..." he searched for the right words, "swan at a Karaoke contest." He was referring to white (mute) swans of course. Black swans do a nifty rendition of Bridge Over Troubled Waters. 

	"Wicked," said Pan, gazing at the fans on the ceiling. "A game within a game. Yeah."

	"You'll have to change yours," Buddha instructed Christ. "I thought of mine first." 

	"The weapons aren't identical," protested Christ. "Yours is the ability to..."

	"Christ," growled Aphrodite in her deepest and most dangerous voice, "stop wasting time and think of new weapon. They're far too similar."

	"Oh, for my sake," snapped Christ. "All right then. If you insist. It was a dumb weapon anyway. I'll think of another one."

	"Thank you." Buddha leaned back in his chair and started one of his breathing exercises to try to calm himself down.

	"We're all playing cagily, aren't we?" mused Aphrodite. "None of the pieces are wildly brilliant or powerful. They're all very average."

	"Starting with yours," replied Christ. "That Jimmy character. You set the standard, we're just following it."

	"Pan," moaned Aphrodite. Pan was rolling his head like an unbalanced spinning top as he tried, unsuccessfully, to keep a fix on one particular blade of a ceiling fan. "Pan, you're not taking this seriously, are you?"
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"...Rome," finished Max. Everybody in the room turned back to their desks and carried on working.

	"Don't worry," said the voice. "I'll get the coffees this time. White with no sugar, isn't it?"

	Max looked around open-mouthed. Nobody had taken the slightest notice of him. He looked out of the window again. The ape with the wings had gone. What on earth had possessed him to launch into that diatribe? There was a lot of truth in it, but people didn't go around saying those sorts of things.

	"I er... I think I'll take a breath of fresh air."

	Definitely weird.

	"It must be lunchtime," said the voice.

	"Yes, must be lunchtime," muttered Max, shuffling out of the room in the direction of the lifts and the outside world.

	As usual, the narrow City street in front of the office had turned into an accidental parking lot. Max picked his way between the stationary four-wheelers, all the while keeping an eye on the two-wheeled maniacs practising their slalom turns amongst the brightly coloured metal. He looked at his watch. It really was lunchtime, thank God.

	Most of his colleagues in the office brought packed lunches with them. They ate silently at their desks, each mulling over their own separate photocopy of The Telegraph crossword. Max invariably popped out to Fil the Greek's on the other side of the road for a cheese or ham sandwich and to avoid going stir-crazy. He'd been coming to Fil's ever since it opened, eight years ago. It was a sandwich bar with seats, and on four occasions he'd got one, although one was after he fainted when a counter assistant cut herself, so that didn't really count. For the past three years, Fil, a tall aristocratic looking man with a balding pate, nodded hello if Max caught his eye. In another five they would probably be on first name terms.

	"Cheese and ham on white," said Max, feeling extravagant. 

	"£3.80."

	"Thanks."

	A little social contact outside work always helped to break up the day. He was starting to feel better already. Fortunately, when it came to the ups and downs of existence, especially the downs, Max was blessed with a short memory. His outburst in the office was fading fast.

	He took his prize and elbowed his way through to stand by the sandwich bar window, hoping there might be something outside worth watching as he ate. A small grey delivery van, red hot-hatch and telecom van queued in the street. He recognised them from when he'd crossed the road. The man in the grey van had a cigarette dangling from his lips. It seemed to weigh that side of his mouth down. The other two drivers looked glum too.

	Stress, thought Max, as he bit into his sandwich, it's getting to us all. In the traffic, in the office, in the sandwich bar, on the pavement. Wherever you look, people are sad, frustrated, grey and unsmiling. That's what he really needed to invent - a stress reliever.

	Fil the Greek, of course, had his worry beads, all covered in margarine and shrapnel from making sandwiches, so they didn't run properly on their cord. After five seconds of battling with their stickiness he generally threw them down in disgust, swearing in his ancient language and setting fire to them with his eyes.

	No, not worry beads. They didn't make the grade. No novelty in them, anyway. He needed something different. Max studied the drivers outside for clues, and the cyclists too, grim in their weaving as if chased by demons. The drivers white-knuckled their steering wheels, the cyclists their handlebars. Max wrapped the remaining two thirds of his cheese and ham sandwich in its Fil the Greek tissue, held it centrally in his palm and, following the road users' lead, squeezed hard. 

	And that, as he would tell anybody who cared to listen to him many years later, was how he came to invent the famous worry-sausage. 
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"Wow!" exclaimed Pan. "A worry-sausage. Wicked."

	"That's the weapon, is it?" asked Buddha, cautiously.

	"A potential weapon," answered Christ. "Like your fuzzy page business."

	"And what do you do with it?" Pan was now two thirds of the way down his tequila bottle and quite animated. "Cosh somebody over the head?"

	Christ didn't bother to answer.

	"So we've all chosen pieces and created weapons, or potential weapons at least," observed Aphrodite.

	"Looks that way," answered Buddha.

	"That's the first part over, then. I've got the second envelope. Shall I open it now?" 

	Buddha and Christ averted their eyes as Aphrodite reached down the front of her dress to liberate the white manila. Pan simply stared.

	"Is it still warm?" he asked. 

	"Oh, Pan!" scolded Christ.

	"Barely touchable." Aphrodite ripped the seal open with her fingernails. "Hmmm. There's a set of cards. Eight of them. Four bear the names of the pieces: Jimmy, Cath, Dorothy and Max. The other four show the names of the potential weapons. So much for our little secrets."

	"Sometimes you wonder about free will versus destiny in this place," said Christ. 

	"The instructions are - surprise, surprise - to shuffle and deal the cards." Aphrodite read on. "Oh!"

	"Go on," said Buddha. "Let's hear it."

	"One step at a time. There's quite a lot here. Listen:



"Four pieces you've chosen and four latent weapons 

Your four twisted minds have designed. (Hmmph!)

Here's a card for each piece and a card for each weapon, 

Now all eight can be re-assigned.

Shuffle well for a while, then deal out at random 

One card each from both sets of four. 

Not yourselves, for an impartial dealer stands by 

With a clear mind and hands true and sure."



	"And?" prompted Christ.

	"Let's do that part first, shall we?" said Aphrodite. "Then move on to the rest. Vishnu?"

	"You called?" said a voice by her side.

	"I guess you're the impartial dealer."

	"With a clear mind and hands true and sure," sniggered Pan.

	"A damn sight clearer than yours," said Aphrodite.

	"Thank you," said Vishnu, ambiguously, as he picked up the cards.

	"One each from the two sets," instructed Christ.

	"I imagine I can accomplish that." Vishnu shuffled four cards with one pair of his arms and four cards with the other, for extra effect matching diagonal arms rather than uppers and lowers. The cards blurred together from the pace of the shuffle, then smoothly the movement transformed into a sweep of crossed arms and Vishnu walked away. In front of each player, on the green baize table, lay two cards in perfect alignment.

	"School of Life," muttered Christ, quietly. He picked up his pair. "Oh me!"

	"What have you got?" asked Pan, darting forward to pick up his own.

	"Not telling."

	"Om," said Buddha.

	"The next..." started Aphrodite.

	"Excuse me," said Buddha, testily. He raised his eyes from his cards. "If you don't mind, I hadn't finished speaking. I was going to say: 'Om, what a bum hand.'"

	After a moment's pause, Aphrodite began again. "The next part of the instructions is pretty interesting...



"Then each player shall make themselves known to their piece, 

In person before their wide eyes.

Melt their mortal resistance, ensure their assistance, 

For the game must rule over their lives."

	

	"What?!" cried Buddha. "I never, ever, make personal appearances."

	"Those are the instructions," said Aphrodite. "And we have to follow them to the letter."

	Pan prepared himself with a little more tequila.

	Christ fingered his beard, thoughtfully. "Haven't done one for ages. Mum usually does most of mine."
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Jimmy stood in the hallway watching Freddy's party take place around him like he was a goldfish in a bowl. He was feeling down. There were beautiful women everywhere and they all seemed to find him invisible. It was hormone hell.

	Maybe they could tell that he wasn't the healthiest male specimen around. Maybe they could hear his stomach rumbling, even above the noise of the stereo. In the last 48 hours he'd had more tins of beans than a cartoon cowboy, three eggs, six pints of beer, a take-away curry and a chilliburger. Like many immature party animals he got a strange enjoyment out of farting and made sure his diet was up to the job. But even he knew on this occasion he might have overdone it a little. It would be highly embarrassing if he did managed to pick up somebody and finished up zipping around the bedroom ceiling like a released balloon.

	He shifted to the kitchen and poured himself a plastic cup of wine from one of the six open bottles of Liebfraumilch, then went back to stand in the hall, depressed. No doubt if he searched hard enough there'd be somebody around whom he knew and liked, but for the moment he was content to wallow alone in self-pity. 

	Women, women, women. In the past few months there'd been Lucy (I'm sorry to tell you this but I've met someone else. He's ever so sweet.) Sandra (No, I'm washing my hair. Yes, I do wash it a lot, don't I?) Tina (Go out again? You must be joking.) and Felicity (Piss off, creep.). He opened his wallet and checked the prophylactic for roots. No. Getting close to its Use By date though. If only he could find a girl young enough not to have heard that line.

	A version of La Bomba played in the front room. A happy dancer squealed out of time. Despite the dim lighting, Jimmy could see the fug of sweaty odours, perfume and smoke rolling out of the doorway and into the hall.

	A new arrival knocked on the front door and Jimmy let them in. "Yeah. Freddy's place. The kitchen's through there." He didn't care who they were or whether they'd been invited. He'd never been very keen on Freddy at the best of times. The man was past thirty and his only claim to fame was that as a child he'd once gobbed on Sid Vicious.

	Sod it, he thought, time for some homebrew. It was supposed to be used on unsuspecting females, but right now he needed the alcohol. The carton in the yellow cupboard had come to maturity just in time. From his jacket pocket he took the half-pint whisky flask he'd filled with the murky brown liquid and raised it to his lips. It tasted very good. Far better than usual.

	More partygoers arrived. Freddy played his seventies tapes. A whiff of ganja occasionally wafted into the hall. Jimmy sat on the stairs and tapped his feet to Hey Ho Silver Lining and sang along with the chorus like everybody else. Maybe he was feeling a touch happier. Perhaps it was down to that extra rush of alcohol. 

	Oh dear. Here came Tina (Go out again? You must be joking.) taking a break from dancing in the front room. Jimmy tried to blend with the stairs but couldn't manage the right-angles. 

	"Hellooo, Jimmy," said Tina, with a big smile.

	Normally she totally ignored him. It was difficult to take the smile seriously. Perhaps she was feeling facetious. He stayed silent.

	"Good to see you again." She bent down to his hiding place on the step and to his great surprise forced her tongue into his mouth and kept it there, moving it around and probing and doing all the kind of things girls can do with their tongues when they've really got the inclination. Finally, after what seemed like two or three days, she was wrenched off, rather roughly, by a total stranger.

	"He's mine. I arrived here with him and he's mine. Hands off." This was a lie. Jimmy had arrived alone. But he wasn't going to argue. She was simply gorgeous. Beautiful long dark hair, lovely green eyes, and a domes and dales body squeezed into a tight party dress.

	He stared at her in a gormless daze. Tina scowled but moved away. Whatever-her-name-was picked Jimmy up by the sleeve of his jacket and shuffled him into a corner by the door. Then she stuck her tongue in his mouth and did things with it that made Tina's tricks seem like Aunt Nellie pecking goodbye. And for longer. A week later the tongue popped out and started wiggling in his ear. "I want to do it," she whispered, "I want to do it, now."

	Despite the shock of the last few minutes to most of his system, especially the rational thinking part, one sector of his body had been saying right from the start, "Nice. Mmmm. Yeah. Nice," and rounding up bloodcells and nerve signals in battle formation. That same sector of his body now sent a boarding party of special forces to his brain to establish overall control.

	"Uh huh?" he answered.

	"All the bedrooms are full, but I've got an idea," she whispered. "Don't go away." And she swept off.

	A partly normal service was restored. Jimmy noticed he was facing a number of other partygoers and was the proud owner of an enormous bulge in his jeans. He blushed and turned round to examine the coat-hooks.

	Whatever-her-name-was returned in a moment and grabbed him urgently by the arm. "Follow me." She had a grip like a tourniquet.	They were only going a few yards. Whatever-her-name-was opened the panel door of the closet below the stairs. "Get in."

	"Er..." said the rational side of his mind. "Yes ma'am," said the special forces.  An easy victory for the side with more conviction.

	A couple of amused partygoers looked on as Whatever-her-name-was followed him and closed the door behind her. It was pitch black inside. Jimmy bumped his head on the electricity meter and elbowed the handle of a vacuum cleaner, but didn't feel any pain.

	"Hold on," said Whatever-her-name-was. "I've got some matches." 

	She lit one. They could now clearly see the electricity meter and the vacuum cleaner. And the cardboard boxes full of winter clothes, the rowing machine, both the suitcases, the hat rack, ironing board, camp bed, tool box, old TV, step ladders, wine rack and spare washing machine.

	"Meow, clunk, meow, clunk, meow, clunk. No, I thought not," mimicked Jimmy. 

	"I found a candle in the kitchen," said Whatever-her-name-was, lighting it with the remains of the match.

	"That was the easy part," said Jimmy. "Now you've got to find somewhere to put it down."

	"Looks like knee-trembler time," she giggled.

	"Be serious. I can't even stand up straight."

	"Listen. If you put the TV where you're standing now, the rowing machine can go on top of the suitcases." She lunged forward and her tongue surprised his ear again. "And I do so much need some exercise."

	Jimmy moved the TV to the floor and stood on it, then heaved the rowing machine on to the suitcases. Meanwhile Whatever-her-name-was moved her panties and tights to her ankles and hung them on the handle of the vacuum cleaner, then leaped on top of Jimmy's sculpture.

	"Come on, big boy."

	"Don't you want to..."

	"I'm ready, darling."

	So was Jimmy but, bless his heart, he still fumbled for the little mackintosh in his wallet and managed, for only the second time in his life, to put it on flawlessly. The rational side of his mind was stunned. Normally it went on inside out, half way down, with a big balloon of air in the teat - if that was still intact. Past attempts had also been made at upside down and back to front, but these had failed due to the laws of symmetry and physics.

	Fortunately, the rational side of his mind was no longer at the helm. The current captain, with a leering grin, sailed full steam for the comforts of harbour.

	"Nyurgh," said Whatever-her-name-was.

	Squeak, squeak, said the saddle of the rowing machine.

	"The candle," said Jimmy. "I've knocked the candle over."

	"Put it at the bottom of the machine," said Whatever-her-name-was, "behind your bum, then at least if it gets knocked over I can easily right it again."

	"Right," said Jimmy, thinking it wasn't really right but doing it anyway, because he didn't have any better ideas. With his pelvis immobile the manoeuvre wasn't easy, but with a few grunts he managed it, then turned back to the major game. 

	In the front room of the party, and seemingly half a million miles away, Elton John's Crocodile Rock was playing.



The problem with the candle's position at the bottom of the machine was its proximity to the bottom of Jimmy. As the couple wallowed in what some would call depravity and others natural pleasure, the saddle of the rowing machine moved back and forth exactly as it was designed to do. Stroke, stroke, as the cox would say before drowning in a tide of double entendres.

	Whatever-her-name-was exercised herself with great forcefulness, bracing herself against the wall and pushing the saddle down to the far limit of it's travel, and giving Jimmy great pleasure as she did so. Such sexual pleasure is often accompanied by relaxation of the rectal muscles, unfortunately. 

	Phh-boof! A burst of orange-blue flame lit up their cosy little chamber.

	Jimmy, with afterburners on, shot forward at speed, bringing the saddle to its other limit of travel.

	"Oh yes!" screeched Whatever-her-name-was, squashed against the wall, and in a flush of excitement she pushed even harder to force the saddle back again. That same old reflex action hit Jimmy once more.

	Phh-boof! 

	"Oh, yes!"

	Phh-boof!

	"Yeeeeesss."

	Phh-boof!

	Jimmy wasn't thinking in any normal sense at all, but if he had been, he would have thanked himself for taking on enough fuel to last the whole of the journey.

	Phh-boof!

	"Yes!"

	Phh-boof!

	"Yeeeeeeeeees."

	"Ngh," said Jimmy. 

	And on that note, they flew. Each in their own craft but leaving the rest of the world a long way behind.

	Jimmy's ship took him out through the firework displays of November Five, with star bursts and Catherine wheels and Roman candles, then on to the multicoloured stars beyond, all reds and blues and twinkling gaily in the calm and beautiful blackness.

	He passed the moons of Sirius Minor, asteroids and clouds of phosphorescing gas, passed the space rangers stations of the Nylaam race and crossed their safe space lanes of blue light, with brigands and bandits in strange craft lurking elsewhere, in a comforting way, sloth-like against his speed. He passed the star ship of Zephilee, the Barisan Whore, mounting her latest rich pig and smiling and waving to him through her spaceliner's porthole, passed planet Z and at some featureless point in the vacuum stopped in front of Aphrodite's dress, and body vaguely visible beneath it.

	"Hello," said Aphrodite.

	"Hello," said Jimmy.

	"I'm Aphrodite." 

	"Yes."

	Their dialogue was very slow.

	"Are you enjoying yourself?" 

	"I seem to be."

	"Good."

	Jimmy, in his ecstatic state, was very calm and unexcitable and didn't have a great desire to say anything. 

	For a while Aphrodite was silent too.

	"I'd like you to do me a favour," she said, finally.

	"Oh, yes?"

	"A task. I'm not quite sure exactly what it is yet. But when I know I'll get back to you. All right?"

	"All right," said Jimmy, without giving the matter much thought. It seemed obvious that if a god appeared in front of you and asked you to do something then you did it unquestioningly.

	"Are you sure?" asked Aphrodite, who was far more aware of the true nature of things.

	"Yes," answered Jimmy.

	"Good."

	They gazed silently at each other for a while. Aphrodite eventually drew the communion to a close.  "Well, bye for now."

	"Woahwoahwoahwoahyargh!" yelled Jimmy, and filled up the inside of his little pocket mackintosh.
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"Would you mind closing the blind for me, please? The film's about to begin." Cath was on the Bangkok to London run, performing her cabin crew duties with customary ease, smiling the window-seat passengers into submission. It didn't surprise her that they were reluctant to close their blinds. The view outside was spectacular. 

	The sun was on the verge of setting. Beneath the plane flowed a layer of boiling cloud, dappled fluffy white and grey, with hills and valleys, cliffs and knotted craters. And from this vapoury base rose a second cloud, a mushroom, triple oyster, flattening at its peak to spread wide in filigree bands, some above the plane, even at thirty-five thousand feet. Bangladesh was down below, just one thousand feet from the bottom of the monsoon cloud and a few feet above the ocean. Chaos and destruction were raining down, sweeping the fragile people out to sea. But from above it all looked very beautiful: the reddening sun sending oblique shafts between the layered bands and the knobbled floor, throwing shadows in the valleys and gilding the edges of fairytale waisted pillars.

	The view had caught Cath's imagination too. She was talking and smiling as normal but her mind was far away. All the hard work of the drinks, food trays and clear-up trolley was over. The mediocre food had been served and the mediocre film was about to begin. Walking down the isles amongst the serried ranks of zoo-class, catching glimpses of the sunset, its rouge on passengers' cheeks and in their eyes, she couldn't help herself falling into a you-are-what-you-eat daydream. 

	The passengers had been guzzling their gin and tonics, their diet Cokes, going into a feeding frenzy on electrocuted sheep, asphyxiated fish, unborn chickens, once-frozen vegetables, mixed carbohydrates, processed sugars and twenty-three assorted preservatives, colourings and artificial flavours. Her airline had won prizes for its food.

	And you are what you eat, quite literally. Fish and chips, lobsters, tomatoes, peanuts, frozen pig fat disguised as ice cream, big white turkeys as plump as beach balls and equally intelligent, and a thousand different additives with long names - little traces of them, accidental homoeopathy. Those molecules all peel apart and recombine as triceps, ribs, skin, liver, teeth, fingernails and nipples. Especially skin and fingernails and hair, the bits on the dead surface of the live body that slough off in time and fall away, like the bark of a plane tree wise to pollution.

	And if you are what you eat then you are even more what you drink, since bodies are, like the surface of the planet, around two thirds water. Water from different sources. Birmingham tap water piped from Wales, making Brummies' bodies more than half Welsh. Evian drinkers, their bodies partly French. Tennents Extra addicts turning Glaswegian. And in London, with its tap water that's been passed and recycled a dozen times... it gets quite complicated.

	All those people she was looking at - especially the regular travellers - bits of the bits she could see, some of their skin and their hair, she might have served them to them many weeks earlier on a tray. Even their eyes.

	An odd thought.

	Cath needed a break. As the film began she quietly slipped forward to the most restful part of the airplane, the dim and twinkling cone of the pilots' lair, the cockpit. As always, the place somehow managed to smell of electronics.

	Everybody was asleep

	The first time Cath had walked into the pilots' section, many years ago, and found everybody slumbering, she'd been alarmed.

	"Wake up, wake up!" she'd yelled, shaking the nearest pilot.

	"Eh? Uh? What's up? Emergency?"

	"No, I mean yes. You're all asleep. There's nobody at the controls."

	The man had looked her up and down - as they often did - sighed and reclined again. "Is this one of you first flights, dear?" You don't really expect us all to stay awake for ten hours, twiddling our thumbs, do you?"

	"But who's flying the plane?"

	"The plane's flying itself. It's on auto-pilot. It's always on auto-pilot."

	"Don't you have to hold the joystick or something?"

	"Darling, we're not allowed to touch the controls. Every time a human interferes the fuel bills go crazy. The auto-pilot's far more efficient than we are. It's in the company rules - don't touch the controls."

	Cath was puzzled. "Don't you ever fly it, then?"

	"Take offs. We do the take offs, and a little bit of the landings - like steering, putting the brakes on. Basically we're more drivers than pilots.

	"Otherwise it flies itself?"

	"Precisely."

	Cath still wasn't convinced. "What if there's an emergency?"

	"The auto-pilot makes a noise like a ram being castrated and everybody wakes up very quickly."

	There was one obvious weakness to this system, which Cath spotted straight away. "What if there's something wrong but all this electronic wizardry doesn't spot it?"

	"My dear, if the electronics decide to stop working properly then you're probably better off sleeping than being awake. Unless you've got some important last wish, like making love with the nearest available nubile. Talking of which..."

	"Can I get you anything? A glass of iced water for your lap, maybe?"

	"I was just wondering what you were doing tonight, that's all."

	"I was thinking of growing an oak tree from scratch. You know, from an acorn. I'll give you a call when it's fully grown and maybe we can go out for dinner."

	"Hmmm." The figure had closed its eyes and slipped back into compliant unconsciousness.

	This time Cath didn't wake anybody up. She moved noiselessly to the main windscreen.

	The sunset today really was spectacular. Fiercely red with golden trimmings amongst the dark and shadowy clouds. The light was even more oblique now and showed the plateau in clear relief, with its waves and rising bubbles, rocks and islands, inlets, headlands, mountains looming on the land beyond. It looks just like a sea, thought Cath, and we're a speedboat skimming over it as the sun goes down. Indeed, the floor of clouds usually did look like a sea, and the analogy became boring after a few months in the air, just like the view. But this one was a special sea, with magic, a sea where things might happen, a sea for a honeymoon voyage with a handsome captain.



Talking of honeymoons. Out of view, in the engines, marriages were all the rage. Tiny carbon and hydrogen atoms sped through the labyrinth of fuel lines to keep their appointments with oxygen atoms rushing past the turbines to meet them. They wed - a very short ceremony - and with their new partners spilled out of the exhaust for a new life in the atmosphere. Most of the hydrocarbons had spent half a million years in stupid oilfields so they greatly appreciated the change of scene.



Cath stared harder at the clouds. With good grace they changed their shapes and formed dark images for a daydreaming child. A water buffalo over there, sleeping, with one twisted horn and occasional misty breaths from its nose. A face from an Indian totem pole, with closed eyes and a serious jaw. Two mice scurrying along the cloud horizon. A domed temple, half hidden in a coll. A floating statue, legs a-trailing, looking down. An alligator. No, was it a crocodile? And finally a devilish figure with little horns and cloven feet but smiling and with sparkling eyes.

	The devilish figure moved in ever-closer and became more real. It hung in the air, approaching without moving its feet, and stopped just the other side of the cockpit glass. Cath, sunset-hypnotised, tried to ignore it for a moment, looking over its wiry shoulder at the brilliant sunbeams behind. 

	The devilish figure turned its head to follow Cath's gaze, then jerked back in surprise. 

	"Wow!" it said. "What a mother of a sunset. That's brilliant. And look at the clouds. Look." It pointed. "I can see an elephant over there, and something that looks like Mount Rushmore, and... and an alligator..."

	"I think it's a crocodile," said Cath. They were the first words she said to the apparition, and in future years would take a lot of explaining at dinner parties when she drank too much and recounted the tale.

	"It's amazing," said the devilish figure.

	"Don't you see this kind of thing all the time if you're floating around the sky?" asked Cath. The fact that they could easily converse through almost soundproof armoured glass while travelling at more than 500 miles an hour didn't puzzle her in the slightest.

	"No. It's always gentle sunshine where I stay. Apart from the white firmament - and that's terrible stuff. You can't judge distances and you've got to watch out for snow blindness."

	"Really? I thought it was all flames and boiling oil?" 

	The figure turned towards her "Eh?"

	"Hell."

	"Oh, not that again. I'm not the devil. I'm Pan. Look." He produced his syrinx as identification.

	"Oh, your pipes,"

	"Syrinx," corrected Pan.

	"Can you play that thing?"

	"I can do the scales," he said, cagily.

	"You do look like the devil."

	Pan grimaced. "Personally, I blame the Christians for that.  Not content with a civilised bit of empire building, they had to give me a load of bad press as well. I get on all right with Christ, don't get me wrong. Great guy, good company. It's just that... give mortals any form of organised religion and..." He raised his hands in despair.

	"Do you live with Christ then?"

	"Not in the, er, current sense of the word, but we stay in the same place."

	"In heaven?"

	"Yeah. Personally I was happier with the old Vallhala scene. But then Thor started throwing the lightning bolts around one night in a drunken rage. Once the smouldering had died down we had to start from nothing again."

	Pan scratched his rump and for the first time Cath noticed that her conversation partner wasn't wearing any clothes. She looked him up and down. Half human, half goat, eh? And enough confusion where the two joined for a touch of horse to be slipped in, though it was hardly unnoticeable. 

	He definitely wasn't her type, though. Too old, for a start. It was hard to characterise him, but he came across as some kind of nude and jovial drunken uncle. 

	"So," said Pan, "I suppose I'd better get to the point, hadn't I? The reason I've come to see you is that I need you to do something for me."

	"Do what?"

	"Er... I'm not sure, really. We're playing this game, and you come in to it somewhere. I'll be giving you a weapon at some point soon. Then I expect you'll have to do something with it."

	"Sounds pretty vague."

	"Yes. It does rather. But I'm a vague type of guy, so it suits me fine. Are you happy to be involved?"

	Instructions from a god? Surely one could hardly refuse? Cath had no hesitation. "Yes."

	"Good. Well I'll be getting in touch again later, when I've got more idea of what's going on. Bye for now."

	He turned to leave. "I know," he said, pointing. "Look at the jaw. It's a caiman."

	And then he drifted away, legs still not moving, until he merged with the spectacular clouds.
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Dorothy's Revelation of Christ occurred in Ye Olde Tea Shoppe, Peterhurst, Sussex, a few miles  from the Thompson family home. Arthur wasn't with her. He couldn't face the journey. 

	She was indulging herself in a cup of tea and home-made breadcakes with strawberry jam and fresh cream. She'd been feeling slightly depressed, which was unusual for her, but one of the few advantages of age was that she knew how to get herself out of the gloomy mood - by treating herself to something delicious.

	She took her first bite and sighed. All those textures; doughy bread with a crunchy crust, heavy jam and glutinous cream all gooey on the palate.  On the second bite she groaned and closed her eyes. It couldn't get better. On the third, Christ appeared. She recognised him from a reproduction of Leonardo's The Last Supper in a Readers Digest book. He sat down in the vacant chair opposite her.

	"Hello," he said, impassively. "I don't usually do personal appearances. I hope I haven't startled you."

	Dorothy's first thought was to wonder whether she was dressed properly for the occasion. Although she didn't go to church, if she did would she go like this? Then she sensed that her visitor really didn't give a damn about respectability. It was a strong sensation and after a lifetime of conformity mixed with trivial rebellion it felt very pleasant indeed.

	"Not at all."  Her mouth was still full but to her mild surprise she found that she could speak perfectly clearly, without the embarrassment of half-chewed debris gushing out as if from a volcano on its side. "Are you sure you came to the right person? I'm not a very strong Christian, you know."

	"Yes, I do know." 

	"If you're looking for the vicar, he only lives down the road. The house with the big yew trees. On the left." She pointed. "You can't miss it. And actually Canterbury's not very far away." But she hoped he wasn't going to leave. He had a presence. It wasn't awe inspiring, it wasn't humbling, it was intimate, elating and rather nice, even if he did look a touch grumpy.

	"I'm not a great one for religious hierarchy. That's all human powerplay. Nothing much to do with me."

	"I haven't even read the Bible," said Dorothy, apologetically.

	"Don't worry. Neither have I. Or at least not all of it." He paused for a badly silenced truck to pass the tea shoppe window. "It was first written down eighty years after I died. Ever heard of a game called Chinese Whispers?"  	

	"Oh, I am sorry," said Dorothy genuinely. "Still, I am glad to meet you. You're not at all what I expected. I thought you'd be all stern and unapproachable."

	"Hmmm," murmured Christ unhappily. "For some people, I am."

	"You do look the same though. Just like that painting - The Last Supper. How did Leonardo know? Did you visit him too?"

	"It's a long story. I haven't always looked like this. I had to change when the painting became popular."

	Since it didn't seem to interfere with conversation, Dorothy took another bite of her slice of sensual heaven. If anything, it tasted even better. It came close to bringing tears to her eyes. "I might even go to church," she said, perfectly clearly, "now that I've met you." After all, it was something that old people did, one of the traditional duties she'd neglected so far.

	"If you like the singing and the community atmosphere," advised Christ. "The vicars are often nice, too."

	"Tell me," Dorothy didn't want the opportunity to slip away, "are you really...  all-powerful?"

	"Ah." Christ allowed himself a smile. "The old omnipotency business."

	"Hmmm."

	"Let me ask you something first. How many Hindus, Muslims and Buddhists are born into the world every year?"

	"Lots of them."

	"Indeed. Tens of millions. And if I were omnipotent, do you think I'd be letting that happen?"

	"I suppose not."

	"There you are then. Beats me how anybody can see that happening and still think I'm all-powerful."

	"People do."

	"My dear," said Christ. "There are lots of nutters in the world, and many of them are deeply religious."

	Dorothy stared at her teacup for a moment. She hadn't touched her tea. "I'd never thought of it that way. So all the little children dying of cot-death and leukemia, you can't do anything about it?"

	"Not really. I'm a philosopher. I don't know very much about medicine."

	"I'd often wondered about it. People do, you know."

	"I should think so too. I certainly would if somebody told me there was an all-powerful god." Another very loud truck was approaching. Christ looked out of the window and frowned. Either the truck suddenly gained a perfect exhaust or the shoppe was instantly double glazed. Whichever, the noise was no longer there. He might not be all-powerful but he could still manage the odd party trick or two.

	"Surely you could do something about wars, especially religious wars? Maybe come down and visit the military chaplain, give him a good talking to."

	Christ leaned forward in his chair and explained gently: "Believe me, dear, I've tried. I used to descend on the field marshals, the cardinals, and the chaplains, and really give them a good ticking off. Lay down thy sword, peace and brotherly love, that sort of thing."

	"And what's happened?"

	"Nothing. They'd wake up the next morning and blame the wine or dodgy foreign food. Never a peep out of them."

	"Oh."

	"On the other hand, once or twice when I really felt a cause was worthwhile, I'd come down and fill somebody full of fire and brimstone and the righteousness of battle. Next morning they'd be waving their arms and ranting to capacity crowds." He leaned back, clearly happy to have put his point across. "But there you are. That's human nature for you."

	Dorothy was fascinated. She wanted to ask a lot more questions, but realised she ought not to be giving Christ an interrogation. She didn't want to appear rude. Anyway, he'd probably got better things to do. "Talking of visitations..." 

	"Oh, yes. I'd almost forgotten. I'd like you to do me a favour."

	"Certainly." She pointed at his gown. "Is that a bloodstain? From the crucifixion?"

	Christ looked down and brushed the mark with his hands. "Red wine."

	"The last supper?"

	"This lunchtime, actually. Anyway, about this favour, I'm not sure what it is yet, but it's quite important. I'll be giving you a special weapon to accomplish it with."

	Dorothy looked puzzled. "You mean a weapon that hurts people. Like a sword?"

	"More subtle than that, but at least as dangerous."

	"I don't normally hurt people. But still, if you say it's all right."

	"Oooh!" groaned Christ. "Please don't phrase it that way. Too many people do."

	"Sorry."

	They were quiet for a moment. Christ reached across the table and placed his hand in hers. "You're a nice lady. I'm actually enjoying this visit, but I should be going now. I probably won't see you again, so, good luck."

	Dorothy looked thoughtful. "Not ever?"

	"Probably not."

	"So there isn't an afterlife?"

	Christ frowned. "Oh dear. That was a bit of a giveaway, wasn't it? I... er... come to think of it, there is one, yes. Just, I don't always get involved with it."

	"Never mind. I never really thought there was one."

	"Now close your eyes and take another bite, I'm going to disappear."

	"Can't I watch?"

	"I don't mean it that way, at least... not here. I'll have to go out of the door. There's somebody watching."

	Dorothy glanced towards the counter. The shoppe's proprietress was staring at them. "Better hurry." Quickly she withdrew her palm. In an odd way she felt like a teenager once again.

	Christ rose and looked out of the window. "Bit busy outside," he muttered. "Looks like I'll have to take a taxi to a quiet field. Sorry to ask you this, but can I borrow some money?"

	"Pieces of silver?"

	"A note would be easier," said Christ, completely missing the wordplay. 

	Dorothy took out her purse and handed him ten pounds, then, as instructed, picked up her treat and took another delicious mouthful. When she opened her eyes, Christ had gone.
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Back in north London, Max was busy tinkering in his garden shed, or workshop, as he preferred to call it. Through a tiny sample of fibre-optic cable he could make out the refrigerated waistcoat hanging on its reinforced hook. It brought a smile to his lips. His most famous invention yet. It had even managed to get into the newspapers. The articles were facetious, even Max could recognise that. Still, it was nice to be famous for a day.

	The waistcoat looked utterly futuristic. Dan Dare would have been happy to find it in his wardrobe. He would have been especially fond of the epaulettes, festooned with radiator coils where the heat from the back-mounted refrigeration plant was released. Unfortunately, although the waistcoat cooled the torso effectively, the radiator coils braised the head. A trivial design flaw that the press had been quick to pick up on. 	

	Max twisted the fibre-optic cable around as he looked through it, a single eye from an alien in War Of The Worlds. He was trying to figure out how to transfer food down it, as part of his development of the Foodfax, though so far he hadn't made much progress. Abruptly, he gave up and put the fibre down, accidentally catching the perpetual motion machine with his elbow. "Oops." Three weeks now and still going strong. A shame he kept bumping into it. 

	Ah, this was the life. Real work at last. Saturday morning in the freedom of his workshop. Not the mind-numbing tedium of the Hutch office with the mis-shapes, but real work, for pleasure, testing the limits of human ingenuity and beyond. He looked around proudly. On the wall opposite the refrigerated waistcoat hung the triple toilet roll dispenser, unbeaten for issuing tissue in thicknesses of three, no awkward folding involved. Nearby was the portable Place To Put A Washbag Down - a little invention he'd seen the need for on a camping holiday, since so many communal showers didn't have shelves. It looked like a miniature pew. And there, leaning against the bench, looking to the casual eye like a pair of prosthetic limbs, were the two arse-kicking machines.

  	Enough of this smug contemplation of past victories. To work. The original worry sausage from Fil The Greek's was turning green and furry, he needed to devise a synthetic replacement. Already he'd worked out what he could use for the outside skin, but what about the inside?

	He rifled through his raw materials beneath the workshop bench, the crates of dead biros, fast-food containers, plastic bottles and other useful items that people call rubbish. In one crate lay four gross of used condoms waiting for their own inanimate version of the afterlife. All his own work and well washed of course. His sex life, and that of Judy, his wife, varied in intensity according to his inventive confidence, which, as Judy was the first to point out, was a reasonably enjoyable kind of regulator.

	In one of the crates he found a few hundred small off-cuts of foam. Too soft as a filling on their own. Ha! But there behind the carpet trimmings was a biscuit tin full of soap scraps from the bathroom. Excitedly he worked the soap into the foam, like a baker kneading dough. It was perfect. The texture was exactly right. No matter how much time he spent, he wouldn't be able to improve on this.   

	He looked up, feeling very pleased with himself, and it was at that moment that he noticed the fat man sitting on the stool at the other side of the workshop. Max couldn't understand how he'd managed to creep in, then, with a shock, he recognised the aura of a god.

	"Om."

	A big fat god wearing a loincloth and sitting in the lotus position. That would be Buddha, then. What did he know about Buddhists? According to The News, that they lived in Tibet and were so harmless they were getting wiped out by the Chinese. So that was all right. No danger there.

	"Aren't you supposed to have eight or twelve arms?" began Max. "I saw a statue once in the British Museum." 

	Buddha waved his arms around at speed forming that certain impression.

	"That's amazing! Ever tried juggling?" Max, without realizing it, had started on one of his confidence trips. Not as major as his outburst at the office, but still a long way from his customary meekness - the meekness that Life, as a supervisory power, felt best suited him.

	"I leave that to my Californian disciples," replied Buddha. "Personally I'm never quite sure if the ball is truly where the eye sees it, or is elsewhere, or exists at all. Or actually whether the hand is really mine. It all gets very confusing."

	"Yes, I have that same problem, bad hand-eye co-ordination. I'm terrible at squash. Never play it. Problem is, with sedentary jobs, like yours and mine, if you don't play sport you get a gut." Max patted his protruding belly.

	Buddha looked down at his own. "It enhances the power of the solar plexus, a very important energy point."

	"I don't know about that. When mine gets too big, Judy, my wife, starts leaving pregnancy testing kits lying around." Max kneaded the soap and foam mixture in his hand. It felt very comforting. "Aren't you a little off your patch? Wouldn't you be better off visiting Tibet or Thailand? We're all lapsed Christians around here. Not really your territory."

	"That's an interesting concept," said Buddha. "I'd never thought of it that way before. Patches, territories. You mean, like urban gang warfare, with all the different gods squabbling over who controls where, who gets the rights to supply all the drugs. You know, religion being the opium of the masses and all that."

	"Eh?" said Max. This was getting a bit too metaphysical. 

	"Priests instead of warlords," continued Buddha. "Colours for the gang. Blue for Christian nuns. Black for the Orthodox Coptics and Jews, saffron for my lot." He chuckled to himself. "I like it." Then turned almost serious for a while. "Of course I never intended that, you know, Buddhist priests and idols and uniforms. It's supposed to be an individual's religion. But for some reason humans just don't seem able to cope with that. Give them a religion - any religion - and they'll add on temples, holy books, strict rules, priests and personality cults. Makes you wonder if it's all worthwhile sometimes."

	"I don't really understand," said Max.

	"Congratulations. Only when we say we don't know, can we be sure we're telling the truth."

	Max pulled a face. The aura was fine, but he was beginning to worry about the god's sanity.

	"Einstein was almost one of mine, you know," started Buddha.

	"What?"

	"Almost one of my disciples. Almost quite a coup."

	"Listen. All due respect, but I'm starting to find this conversation a bit weird."

	"And I haven't even told you why I've come yet, have I?"

	"Will I know if you tell me?"

	"Well said." Buddha nodded approvingly. "I want you to do me a favour, a task."

	"I can't say I'm very keen."

	"Good."

	More than weird, thought Max. The conversation was more than weird. "What is the task?" he asked, rationally. Somebody had to be rational here.

	"I don't know yet. I'll tell you when I know."

	"Listen Mr er..."

	"Buddha, but you can call me Sid if you like, short for Siddhartha. It does wonders for my humility."

	"Listen, Sid. If you want something done, surely you'd be better off visiting a religious freak. I'm too sane for all this."

	"Ah. I'm afraid the deeply religious usually have their own agendas: power, money, security, that sort of thing, even in Buddhism. But you're fine. Just the man I need. Will you help?"

	"I don't think so."

	"I'll take that as a yes."

	"I think I just said no."

	"It's a very interpretive religion, mine."

	Max shook his head in disbelief. He stared at the floor and tried to work out what to say next. But when he looked up he found that Buddha had gone. 
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"So we've all made our personal appearances?" asked Aphrodite, a few moments after Buddha had re-seated himself at the playing table. Vishnu glared at the feet regaining full lotus position on the classic furniture but on the grounds of religious tolerance didn't say anything. 

	There was a general round of grunts and nodding.

	"Can we do visits at shower time next?" Pan rubbed his hands together vigorously. 

	"No," said Buddha, with emphasis.

	Vishnu made his presence felt at the side of the table.

	"Ah, yes." Christ placed his empty goblet on Vishnu's tray. "Something celebratory. A Montrachet 64 would go down nicely, thank you."

	"Same again," said Aphrodite.

	Buddha waved his hand over his glass, giving a momentary display of forty fingers and thumbs.

	"Very wise," said Vishnu. "We wouldn't want to peak too early, would we?" He started to walk away.

	"Oi!" shouted Pan. "If we're not moving yet, then I'd better have a beer."

	Vishnu's didn't break stride.

	"Please?" added Pan.

	"Right," began Aphrodite. "Let's keep going. The last section of my instruction sheet: 



"And to finish stage two, move the weapons between you 

And unveil their powers concealed.

Let the traffic in arms match the cards in your palms 

And potentials of all be revealed."



	Aphrodite frowned. 

	"That's simple enough," said Christ, seeing her expression. "Is there something else?"

	"No. It's just that I'm wondering why we bothered to deal the cards face down. We already know who's got which piece. That came out when we did our appearances. And now, when we swap the weapons around, we'll find out who gets which weapon."

	"Hmmm." mused Buddha.

	Pan placed his cards face up on the table. "No reason why not."  

	Christ followed his example. "I can't think of one."

	Aphrodite and Buddha did likewise. The gods leaned over the table and inspected each other's cards, their heads darting from side to side like curious chickens.

	"Interesting," said Christ.

	"Hmmm," pondered Aphrodite. "Shall we get on with it?"

	"Let's," agreed Pan. "I want to go on a ride."

	 "Om," said Buddha, because he hadn't said it for a while. 
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	Their own inexplicable desires, actions and the coincidences of life often make human beings wonder what on earth's going on. But they rarely wonder for long enough or with great clarity. If only they had the intelligence to realise that they're nothing more than little pieces on a god's board-game, that free-will is a load of bollocks, then everything would make perfect sense.

	Jimmy couldn't understand why he was in his local pub, The Trouble With Fish, drinking a pint on Saturday lunchtime after the party, when what he really needed was sleep. Whatever-her-name-was had turned out to be one awesomely energetic nymphomaniac, taking him way beyond the pleasure threshold into a world of sweat, pain and utter exhaustion. Despite his pleas, she'd only released him from the broom cupboard a few hours ago. He looked like he'd just spent a wet weekend outrunning timber wolves. He sat quietly at the bar sipping his malt and hop medicine. A few half-familiar faces nodded greetings from time to time.

	The Trouble With Fish was a beautiful pub, built in the heyday of stern morality and gin guzzling - the Victorian era - complete with stained glass windows, etched mirrors, glazed tiles, flocked wallpaper and carved wooden fittings. Foliage trailed down wall pillars and spilled out of free-standing urns. In two months' time the management company would gut the place and turn it into a plastic and Polyester paradise.

	"Max!" said Jimmy. "What are you doing here? You never come in on Saturdays."

	By grand ethereal coincidence, The Trouble With Fish was geographically Max's local too. Max and Jimmy had known each other as pub acquaintances since Jimmy was old enough to pretend he was eighteen. As a family man, Max didn't visit very often, once a week, maybe twice, never on Saturdays. He usually drank two pints and always went home happy and refreshed, which made Judy happy too. She didn't like pubs but felt that one of them ought to go now and again, if only for the sake of tradition.

	Max took off his well-creased raincoat, folded it badly, placed it on the bar, and scratched his head. "I dunno. I ought to be at Sainsbury's, mixing with the Saturday-afternooners, but I got the urge to come down here. Celebrate a new invention, I suppose. Whew! Jimmy, you look awful. What happened to you?"

	"I got attacked by a mad woman."

	"On the street?"

	"In a broom cupboard."

	"Ah," said Max. "A party."

	"I think so. I think there was a party going on. I could hear music."

	"Me too," said Max. "It kept me awake until 3am." He didn't seem too upset. He looked at Jimmy's half-empty glass. "What are you drinking?"

	"Not sure. Whatever it is I need something stronger."

	The bartender arrived. Max looked at the range of beer pumps and made his order. "I'll have a pint of Elsewhere's Best, and for Jimmy a Wesley's Old Embolism." He turned to Jimmy. "Still on the dole?"

	Jimmy nodded. "They're trying to cut off my rent, force me to move back in with my parents. Can you believe it? They've got some weird ideas about age in this country. At sixteen you can have sex and buy a packet of fags. At seventeen you can drive a car. At eighteen you can have sex, smoke a fag to celebrate, drive home afterwards, pop down the pub, drink eight pints and stagger out to vote for the nation's government. But at twenty, like me, they want to know why you're not still living with your mum." A pint of ruddy liquid arrived on the bar in front of him. "How's work, Max?"

	Max smiled. "Same as ever. The better I do my job, the more people live in crap cardboard houses and the more money that shark on the top floor makes."

	"He was on TV the other day, your boss."

	"Party political for the neo-Nazis?"

	"No, it was a BBC2 programme about work, how English companies are learning from the Japs and Americans and getting more involved in things like - what was it? - worker participation and training and things like that."

	"What?" said Max incredulously. "Philip K Hutch? Are you joking?"

	"No. That's him. It was on in the afternoon. I watched it at my Mum's. Then she switched over to that stupid soap - Bathroom. Martha Naaktgeboren's going into counselling. Mum never shuts up about it."

	"On in the afternoon?" Max looked puzzled at first. "Ah. So nobody at work would have been able to watch it. That figures."

	"You don't rate your boss, do you?"

	Max struggled for the right words. Eventually one came to him. "No."

	"What's wrong with him?"

	"He's a monster, Jimmy. If I stepped into the road in front of his Bentley he'd have me fired for wearing down his tyres and brakes."

	Jimmy rubbed the light stubble on his chin. "If you had the choice, how would you like to earn a living, Max?"

	"You know what they say: find something you like doing and persuade somebody to pay you to do it."

	Jimmy thought about this advice for a moment. Perhaps he could apply it to himself. But then who on earth would pay him to masturbate? Maybe he should give the sperm bank a ring.

	"Personally," continued Max, "I'd just like to be paid to invent things all the time. I know it's what I should be doing. Look, I invented something this morning."

	Jimmy didn't hold his breath. He'd seen some of Max's inventions before. The refrigerated waistcoat, the electric baby-belcher - out of kindness nobody mentioned the incident with that one. Max's son seemed to be growing up normally.

	Max flopped the new version of the worry sausage on the bar. "If you're feeling dodgy it could be just the job."

	"It looks like a stuffed Durex," said Jimmy.

	"It's been cleaned."

	"How did it get dirty?" 

	Max sidestepped the question. "It's a worry sausage. Like worry beads, but you squeeze it instead."

	Jimmy picked it up and did as suggested, then burst out laughing. "Max... you can't... you know what that feels like?" Eventually he stopped laughing. "Bloody hell, Max. It works. It really does get rid of tension. I feel more relaxed already."

	"You think so?"

	"How did you think of it?"

	Max told him the whole sandwich bar story, from beginning to end. 

	"Ham and cheese, eh? And now bits of foam and soap? I think it's great, Max. Wonderful." An idea was beginning to form in Jimmy's mind, as inexplicable as his decision to go from broom cupboard to pub. There was a definite childlike quality to Max. Throw him a new toy and it was likely he'd forget the old one.

	"I invented something the other day, Max. Or at least I think I did. It was supposed to be a regular batch of homebrew, but I think it's turned out to be a love potion. I took some of it last night and women started molesting me right away. I'm sure that's what did it."

	"Wow. If it really works, it would be worth a fortune." Max was enthusiastic. "What's in it?"

	"Just fruit juice, yeast and sugar."

	"Sounds too good to be true."

	"Here." Jimmy dug the flask out of his pocket. It was still half full. "Don't try any, for God's sake. Look at the state it got me into."

	Max held the flask tenderly and peered inside.

	"Tell you what, Max. This may sound odd, but you like the love potion, and I really like the worry sausage. Why don't we do a swap? A straight exchange. There's plenty more of this poison back at home. You can have the lot. After what it's done to me I'd be glad to get rid of it."

	"You mean, like a formal transfer? We swop all the rights and everything. So it's just as if you really invented the worry-sausage and I really invented the love potion?"

	"Exactly."

	"You're on." 
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Max's boss, Philip K Hutch, would have sued for slander if he'd heard Max associating him with the neo-Nazi party. In his view they were a bunch of raving pinko softies.

	Monetarism. Now there was an ideology a man could do business with. Restrict the money supply. Make sure the man on the street doesn't have any. Even squeeze him out of a job. That way the retailers are forced to keep their prices down, and inflation, that statistical Beelzebub, is vanquished.

	Philip K Hutch did his bit for monetarism by paying his employees as little as possible and always spending the millions that he himself personally earned. So there was no nasty cash lying around anywhere, no even in a bank's computer memory. Of course all this had nothing whatsoever to do with monetarism, but Philip K Hutch liked the word, so had adapted its meaning to match his point of view.

	Through spending all that cash he'd collected many possessions. He had six mansions, five of them uninhabited, unless he was currently living on one of his two yachts, in which case it became six. They were great places to store his cars and paintings. Each garage contained two classic automobiles, well-greased, covered in protective wax and vacuum-sealed in polyethylene. They were never driven, since that would have reduced their value. 

	Nor did anybody every look at the great works of art he'd collected. They too were chemically embalmed, wrapped and sealed to protect them against the rigours of light and wrong levels of humidity. He felt that the painters would have been proud to know that their works were so well preserved and had risen in value so much after they'd died. Some had even become more valuable before their painters had perished. Philip K Hutch's favourite was a modern art masterpiece. He couldn't stand the sight of it but adored its value. One of New York's most famous artists had dipped the feet of a duck in paint and allowed it to meander over a canvas. It rose in value five thousand percent a year later when the duck died. 

	Philip K Hutch had never talked to Max, but had glimpsed him once when the Bentley was being driven through the underground car park from one side of the London office to the other. A weedy looking man in an awful raincoat had stepped out from behind a pillar and got in the way. The driver had braked so hard that half Philip K Hutch's rejuvenating tonic had spilled out of his glass on to the floor. Who knows how that had affected the value of the vehicle? Unfortunately the car park lights were dim, helping to keep overheads down, and the Bentley wasn't using any at all, so he hadn't been able to get a proper look at the face through the darkened window glass. But at least he'd been able to fire the driver. 
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"Lovely meal," said Cath, as Gloria's arm snaked around her from behind to carry her empty dessert plate away. The summer pudding had been exquisite. 

	"I hope the chef's listening," prompted Gloria, since her mother hadn't replied.

	"Oh. Yes. Thank you," said Dorothy, rather blankly. 

	Another grand ethereal coincidence was falling into place. Gloria's full name was Gloria Thompson. Her parents were Dorothy and Arthur. When Gloria, on the Majorcan beach, had invited Cath to stay in the Sussex countryside, it was at Dorothy and Arthur's house near Peterhurst. 

	And they say miracles are a thing of the past.

	"Where did you say you'd just been, dear? Thailand? What was the food like there?" asked Dorothy.

	"Hot and spicy," replied Cath. "Delicious seafood."

 	"Don't like seafood," snapped Arthur. "You never know where it's come from."

	Dorothy must have noticed the puzzled expression that Cath was trying to hide, because she said: "He means you don't know what nationality it is, dear."

	"No, I suppose not," said Cath, weakly. Was that an explanation? She turned to Arthur, hoping to steer the conversation on to fresh grass. "Have you ever been to the Far East, Arthur?"

	"No. I like it here."

	Even after a just few hours, Cath had reached full agreement with Gloria's views on her parents. Dorothy was sweet, even if a little batty. Arthur was a right royal pain in the backside.

	"Did you learn any mystical secrets in the Orient?" asked Dorothy.

	Not in Thailand, thought Cath, but I did learn a strange trick with a book in Majorca.

	"Martha Naaktgeboren's going into counselling," continued Dorothy. "You missed it."

	"I'm sorry?"

	"Do you watch Bathroom, dear?" asked Dorothy.

	Ah. The soap opera. "Yes," lied Cath, though she wasn't sure why.

	Gloria gave her a puzzled look. Cath remembered telling  Gloria she hated soaps. But then Gloria's expression changed, as if she understood. "You should see mum's video collection. She's got almost every episode."

	"I've recorded the last one, if you missed it," said Dorothy.

	"Why don't you go into the lounge with mum and watch it, Cath?" suggested Gloria, forcefully. "I'll stay here with father and try to loosen the knot in his tie."

	

	"I don't suppose people watch much TV in Thailand, do they?" said Dorothy, as they entered the lounge.

	Cath chuckled. "You'd be surprised. You can find twenty or thirty Thais crammed into one room watching soap. I mean... not that that's a bad thing. Everywhere I've been, people watch soap operas and game shows and detergent adverts. I suppose it's nice that across the world we all have something in common."

	Dorothy sat in her usual chair. Cath took the end of the sofa next to her. The Thompsons' cat, Russ, snoozing in the middle of the sofa, opened her eyes and looked at Cath expectantly. Cath stroked the car's neck.

	"Last week's tape is still in the machine," said Dorothy. "I can't wait for next week. Martha's first counselling session. All those skeletons in the cupboard coming out."

	"Right," said Cath, neutrally. What she was looking forward to was half an hour's innocuous TV with no conversation. Only now did she realise that lunch with Arthur had worn her out. Gloria had obviously noticed and helped with the getaway.

	Dorothy reached to her side and switched on a reading lamp, then picked up a paperback and opened it on her lap. Cath wasn't sure what to do. "Are you going to read?" she asked.

	"You go ahead and watch the tape, dear," said Dorothy, passing her the remote control.

	Cath held it in her hand but didn't use it.

	Dorothy looked at her book, the TV, then at Cath. "The book's just in case Gloria walks in. She thinks I watch too much TV. I'm going to watch, but if she comes in the room, I'll be reading." She flashed Cath a conspiratorial smile.

	"OK." Cath smiled too, but still didn't operate the remote.

"What are you reading?"

	"A Mills and Boon. It's all the romance and adventure you get at my age, dear. Believe me." 

	Later, in recollection, Cath couldn't work out why she'd brought the subject up. But right now it seemed an important thing to do. "I was reading a book a few days ago, and the strangest thing happened. All the letters and words turned into squiggles and didn't mean anything any more."

	Dorothy frowned and looked down at the page. Her mouth opened to say something, but then she seemed to change her mind.

	"Just a lot of dots and curved and straight lines, like patterns," continued Cath. "Pretty, but with no message to them."

	"Hmmm," grunted Dorothy. The frown had gone.

	"Blocks of grey on a page. No meaning. And then I thought - I can do the same thing with my mind. Instead of thoughts, just a lot of electrical signals zapping between cells. All meaningless. Not making any sense. A kind of nothing."

	Dorothy was motionless, unblinking, as if she were asleep with her eyes open.

	"Silly, isn't it," said Cath, laughing. "Really silly." Whatever had possessed her? Trying to pass along a delusion created by far too many daiquiris on a beach. Listening to herself now, she couldn't imagine anything more stupid. "Dorothy?"

	Dorothy raised her eyes and looked at Cath. But it was a different Dorothy, with powerful, vacuous eyes. Not madly staring, but relentlessly sucking, absorbing Cath's mind and all the sense that lay there, replacing it with a vision, a revelation. 

	Cath could see, almost but not quite, the extent of her own power within the world. And it was small. A tiny pathetic figure in a laughing universe. A female David doing battle with a molecule of Goliath's toenail, a trivial irrelevant organism holding on to a joke-shop package of self-importance. An insight into unimportance. A vision of enlightenment. On the brink of arriving...

	"Whew!" breathed Dorothy. She closed her eyes.

	Cath came back to reality, a little dazed but aware that something very strange had happened - almost happened - had certainly happened to Dorothy. "Dorothy?"

	No reply.

	"Dorothy? Dorothy, are you all right? Are you feeling OK?"

	"Ooh. Sorry, dear. I came over all funny for a moment. But I'm feeling better now." Under the light of the reading lamp Dorothy looked pale. 

	"I'm terribly sorry. I hope it wasn't..."

	"Don't worry, dear. I really enjoyed... I think I should lie down for a while."

	Cath felt so guilty she blushed with shame. Upsetting her friend's mother like this, and as a guest in their home. How awful. She helped Dorothy move from the chair to the sofa. Russ, sensing an emergency in progress, gave up her place without complaint. Cath checked Dorothy's pulse. A little fast but otherwise fine.

	"I'm all right, dear," muttered Dorothy, opening her eyes a little. Her colour had returned. "A worn-out body that needs its rest, that's all. You watch the tape. I'll have a little nap. I'll be back on my feet in a minute."

	It was true, decided Cath. Dorothy was going to be OK. It was her guilt that blowing the crisis out of proportion. She sat in Dorothy's chair. She wanted to smoke a cigarette, but couldn't smoke one here. 

	Russ meowed and jumped on her lap, which was comforting.

	Not knowing how else to distract herself, Cath reached for the remote and zapped the electric lectern into life.

	

As was too often the case, Dorothy hadn't been successful in taping the last episode of Bathroom. The remote control and its 82 buttons had overwhelmed her yet again. What she'd got instead was a Channel 5 documentary on talking to animals.

	If she'd kept it, and not accidentally recorded over it in two months' time, it would have been a very valuable tape, in fact the only one in existence. Channel 5 was going through a bit of a bad patch, and nobody in the entire country had actually watched the programme. Cath was the only person who ever saw it, which was a shame because it was superb.	

	As the presenter, Jomond Morris, demonstrated the tones and inflections available in a bark or meow, Cath watched with increasing fascination. Her worries over Dorothy faded away.

	

"Brilliant. That makes a lot of sense," said Cath. "Meow," she mimicked, following Jomond's lead very precisely.

	"That took you long enough," said Russ.

	"What?"

	"I said that took you long enough," repeated Russ, still curled up on Cath's lap but now with one eye partially open.

	Cath meowed again - a more complicated pattern this time that said: "It works then? You understand me?"

	"Of course," said Russ.

	"The man's brilliant," said Cath, continuing in animal talk. She was finding it extremely easy. "He's an undiscovered genius."

	"Who? The man on the TV?"

	"Yes."

	"Don't be silly. He's talking gibberish. Listen to him. 'The man on the mat sat.' What kind of sentence is that?"

	Cath listened. "I think it's just... like teaching material. But you're right. How strange. Sometimes he gets it completely wrong. This is mine house. Those am my lampposts. That's nonsense."



Russ would have been very amused to learn the real reason for Jomond's wayward grammar. 

	Jomond was a clever researcher, but not very good at keeping animals. He had ten dogs and eight cats in his research laboratory, all highly intelligent and all unhappy with their cramped living conditions.

	At night the two lines of cages were a hotbed of rebellion.

	"What a foul tyrant."

	"No better than a common gaoler."

	"There's hardly enough room to swing a research assistant in here."

	"We've got to get back at him somehow."

	"How about a nip on the ankle?"

	"No, you'd get the needle for that. We need to be more subtle."

	"Woof."

	"He's not doing badly at learning our language, though, is he?"

	"Hmm, that gives me an idea."

	And that was how Jomond Morris came to learn a very special set of syntax rules.

	In their individual daytime sessions the animals fed Jomond consistent babble and laughed uproariously as he repeated it back to them or juggled around with it to produce something even worse. Fortunately their laughter came across as intense tail-wagging or a few extra decibels of purr, so Jomond remained none the wiser. It never occurred to him that animals might have a sense of humour.

	At night, soft barking and meowing carried on for hours as the animals recounted the craziest things they'd heard Jomond say during the day. Tails wagged and larynxes throbbed. Conditions didn't seem to bad after all. 

	

"Complete crackpot," added Russ, rising from Cath's lap for a perfectly elastic stretch and yawn. "So, down to business. The tickling under the ears is great, but not the pats on the rump. They give me a strange feeling that something's missing in my life. Ten out of ten for the tuna, but the rabbit and liver variety has to go off the menu. And now, the thorny issue of can-openers. Why..."

	"Hold on, hold on," protested Cath. "I'm not your owner."

	"Owner? What on earth are you talking about, woman?"

	Cath thought about cats for a moment. "Hmmm" (this was very easy in cat language: hmmm, hmmph and dickhead were available in roughly twenty nuances each) "Let's rephrase that. I'm not the person who feeds you, am I?"

	"No. That's the old woman on the sofa."

	"Dorothy."

	"Is that her name? I always wondered what that word meant. I thought it was something to do with food. I usually get fed after I hear it. But this is all a trivial distraction. What we should be talking about is can-openers. Now listen to me for a moment..."

	Later, Cath had a chat with Ditto, the Thompsons' dog, who was far less obsessed with food and animal-operable can-openers. They were just getting to the interesting bit about why Dorothy kept throwing her best sticks away, when Arthur arrived to put a stop to all the stupid barking.
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"Still got me," said Aphrodite, leaning forward to rest her glass on the green baize table. "My love potion's pretty obvious. The old lady gets the gift of giving enlightenment - Buddha's already explained that - and the stewardess can talk to animals. But what's my young idiot got? A worry-sausage? What kind of weapon is that?"

	"That was yours, wasn't it Christ?" asked Pan. "You must admit, it's not very fair. Aphrodite has got a point."

	"Money," said Christ. "The weapon is money. Neat, isn't it? The worry-sausage produces money, which is an excellent weapon."

	"Oh," said Aphrodite, "I see. Yes. That's OK."

	"Original too," said Pan, admiringly.

	"Blue rosette for best weapon," said Buddha, and it wasn't clear whether he was being serious or not, "goes to... Christ!" No, he wasn't.

	"Next envelope," commanded Aphrodite.

	"Om," said Buddha reaching in to his modesty sash.

	"Go on," said Aphrodite to Pan, "ask him if it's still tepid."

	Pan muttered something unintelligible

	Buddha tore open the envelope and read from the instruction sheet inside: 



"Now behold four more cards to be shuffled and dealt as before,

Bearing names of the blessed,

The four privileged targets, the prey for the weapons 

Your seconds on earth now possess."



"So that's it," said Aphrodite, nodding slowly. "I wondered how the candidates would fit in."

	There were murmurs and nods of understanding all round.

	"Wicked," said Pan. 

	"And the first to be murdered is the appointee," mused Christ. "We surely move in mysterious ways."

	"There's a hint of that here," said Buddha, "but not the full details."

	"Well?" asked Christ. "What does it say?"

	"One thing at a time," protested Buddha. "Vishnu!" he shouted, looking around for the august waiter. He heard a cough behind his ear. "Oh, there you are. Do you think you could..."

	"Four cards, eh? One each. A real tester, this. Still, I may just be able to manage it."

	Vishnu picked up the cards in one hand and manipulated them between thumb and forefinger by way of shuffling, then fanned them into a clover shape, which seemed impossible but there it was, and suddenly flicked open his palm, sending them flying perfectly to the compass points of the table.

	The Gods looked at their target cards in silence.

	"Right," said Buddha. "Now we have to show our pieces who their targets are."

	"How do we do that?" asked Pan.

	"It says here, we have to send them a sign, but for the moment we don't explain the reasons behind it."

	"Here we go again," complained Christ. "More melodrama."

	"What kind of sign?" asked Aphrodite. "A halo round the moon? A black cat taking a stroll?"

	"An arrow," said Buddha.

	"What, fired at the murderee?" asked Pan. "I haven't done archery for years. Does it mention anything about - what do they call it nowadays - collateral damage?"

	"Not that kind of arrow, stupid," said Buddha. "The symbolic kind that you pin on diagrams." And he read aloud the final part of this stage of the instructions:



"Send a sign to reveal to each piece,

Who the murderee is in each case,

Use an arrow in red hanging over the head

Of the target that they must erase." 



	"Poetry's tailing off a bit, isn't it?" murmured Pan.

	"Om."
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Some people say that it's extremely difficult to convert a good inventive idea, no matter how brilliant, into a commercial success. Presumably these people don't have a god on their side.

	At first Jimmy wasn't sure how to begin exploiting the worry sausage, but he did know that he should abandon Max's soap and foam filling in favour of the real thing, a proper cheese and ham sandwich to Fil the Greek's recipe, including paper tissue. So he began by ringing a sandwich manufacturer, picked at random from Yellow Pages, to ask them if they were interested in his idea.

	They weren't. They were utterly rapt, spellbound and enthralled by it. The managing director invited Jimmy to his office straight away, where he offered him £20,000 for the rights to manufacture.

	"What?" said Jimmy.

	"OK," said the MD, a big jolly man with a chalk-stripe suit and a ruddy face. "Let's say £50,000, plus ten percent royalties."

	"What?" repeated Jimmy, mouth agape.

	"£100,000. That's the best I can do. I've got that in cash in the safe at this moment. And twenty percent."

	"Er... right," said Jimmy, since he felt he ought to say something, and he couldn't think of anything sensible to say. 

	Within an hour the company had drawn up a generous partnership agreement. Jimmy suddenly found himself the managing director of an entity called The Worry Sausage Company. Within another hour the manufacturer had started tooling up for the first batch of five thousand. A number that would turn out to be far too low.

	Huge pallets of cheese and ham arrived, bread by the lorryful, and a consignment of custom-made smooth synthetic skins.

	To prevent the filling going off, turning green, or simply changing texture, at the end of the production line the complete item was irradiated to neutralise all bacteria. In emergencies, if a touch of sausage manipulation just wasn't up to the job and a full-blooded nervous pig-out was called for, the sausage could safely be broken into and eaten. Selling irradiated food was still currently illegal, but then this product wasn't going to be sold as food.

	And every eaten sausage would lead to a replacement sale. 

	A lot of money was about to be made.

	Jimmy already had more money than he knew what to do with. Early in the afternoon he left the sandwich company's office with his £100,000 carried in a Sainsbury's carrier bag. Not surprisingly, he was feeling a little shellshocked. 

	He went to the nearest bank to deposit the cash. The manager called the police, as he was legally obliged to do, and the drug squad arrived to check out Jimmy's story. He had to give them five hundred for "destructive counterfeit testing" as they called it. All in used fivers, which seemed a bit strange.
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Like any good prolific inventor, Max pursued the commercial side of the love potion with equal vigour, until 8.30pm on the day of the invention exchange, when he thought of a brilliant way of extracting corks with a hair grip and a broken pair of sunglasses. He didn't think about the potion again until Buddha phoned. 





24

The next episode of Bathroom, the one that Jimmy's mum and Dorothy were so looking forward to, covered how to deal with water shortages as well as introducing Martha Naaktgeboren's personal counsellor.

	In real life many parts of the USA were suffering from chronic water shortages and equally severe outbreaks of uninformed discussion about global warming, especially California, where the series sold well and, unusually, Indianapolis, where it was filmed. 

	The forty-seven scriptwriters, ever keen to tackle topical issues, had decided to devote most of an episode to the subject, almost as a public service. They wrote a fine script showing Martha Naaktgeboren's family doing its bit for water conservation: showering with less water and soap, using only a little dab of toothpaste and turning the tap off while brushing, coiling up the hose and allowing the lawn to go brown, and abandoning the daily washing of the five family automobiles, which soon looked unkempt and unattractive. This fine script was then presented to the sponsors for approval - a collection of soap, detergent, agrochemical and car companies.

	In the final version, Martha's family still presented a selection of methods for coping with the water crisis. Martha's daughter, Firebird, the twenty two year old with the incredibly long legs and slightly open lips, used more water than before on the basis that soon there wouldn't be any, so she'd better make the most of it while it was still there. She started showering five times a day instead of her normal three, which gave great scope for shower scenes through translucent glass covered in dripping condensation, plus twelve dressing and undressing scenes, including getting in and out of bed.

	Martha's son, Randy, the hunk who was doing so well at college football, even though he was already a star at law school, bought a new car whenever his old one became dirty, rather than wash it, which was very public-spirited of him.

	Martha herself rented a condominium for the family in Louisiana, where there was lots of water.

	Of course none of them ever went to the toilet, so at least they were all doing their bit in that way.

	The counselling part of the show concerned Martha alone. The reason for its inclusion was very simple. Martha had a very nice counsellor whom she liked very much and wanted on the show, or else. And since the counsellor - a young English lady by the name of Helene - was on the production set every day anyway, prompting Martha from some lofty position with tidbits like, "You have the power Martha, use it," or, "Be kind to yourself Martha, you're your own best friend," and since the production company was paying Martha's counselling bills, they thought - why not? Helene couldn't act, so she wouldn't look out of place. Slightly awkward her being English, but that was best ignored. After all, nobody ever said to Edward Woodward in the Equalizer, "Hey, your accent's real cute, say something for me." or, "How come you're allowed to carry a gun, limey?" So Helene was introduced as apple-pie American.



Dorothy was glued to the set, one of literally millions of minds locked into anticipated voyeurism, the collective unconscious being entertained. What dark secrets, what primordial urges and blind spots was Martha about to reveal? 

	Cath and Gloria were watching with her and Arthur was also in the so-called living room, facing the TV.

	Elsewhere, Jimmy was watching too. He'd chosen the wrong time to visit his mother and explain to her that he was becoming a very rich man, but he knew he wouldn't be able to get her attention for such trivia until Martha had finished baring her soul.

	Max was also watching TV, but a different programme. He'd taped an early Sunday morning repeat of the BBC2 series on new working practices and was watching at home alone. He was listening to his boss, Philip K Hutch, talk about wonderful Japanese working practices, and wallowing in the hypocrisy. 

	Watch carefully.

	On the taped BBC 2 programme Philip K Hutch finally hit the screen. 

	On BBC1 Martha Naaktgeboren lay back in the comfortable counselling chair while Helene leaned forward attentively from her office-style seat, without the barrier of a desk between.

	At which point Dorothy noticed an arrow hovering above Martha Naaktgeboren's head. A bright red one, ghostly and rather unreal even allowing for the fluorescing TV screen. It was quite distracting, and although Dorothy wasn't sure exactly what it meant, she knew it was important. Some kind of message. A personal one that she should remember.

	Jimmy also saw an arrow on the screen and had the same kind of feelings. But his was above Martha's counsellor, Helene.

	Max's arrow was above his boss, Philip K Hutch.

	Cath didn't see an arrow on the TV. Hers was elsewhere in the room, pointing down at Arthur.
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"Final envelope," demanded Aphrodite.

	The other three gods looked expectantly at Christ, who reached slowly and dramatically into the depths of his robe, then struggled with something for a long time and became rather agitated.

	"What's wrong?" asked Aphrodite.

	"Zip on my money-belt's stuck. Ah. There we go." He opened the released envelope. "Four more cards." 

	"What are they?" asked Pan.

	"Places. The places that the murders must be committed."

	Vishnu was already at the table. Without being asked he took the cards from Christ's hand and started his shuffling wizardry. They spilled out of his hand on to the floor.

	"Oops," said Vishnu, picking them up with an embarrassed grin. He didn't try his clover-leaf trick again but simply dealt them out like any normal human being, which for a god was quite an achievement.

	"Now, this is more like Cluedo," said Aphrodite. "Has everybody else got rooms in a house?"

	The other three nodded.

	"So we're all set," said Buddha. "All ready for the main game."

	Christ read aloud from the instruction sheet:



"A last foursome to fumble and fit with the rest, 

A behest on positions to slay.

And the first death in place is the winning manoeuvre, 

No matter by whom or what way.

Let the real play commence, give the final instructions 

To the pieces on earth you command, 

All riddled with weaknesses, talents, capriciousness. 

Let's find out which fish they first land."



	"I see," murmured Aphrodite, without much enthusiasm. "So we have to get in touch with our pieces again."

	"Great!" exclaimed Pan. "Shower time!"

	"Om. I notice that it doesn't specify that we have to make personal appearances." 

	"Ye-es," agreed Christ, slowly drawing out the word. "The last visit was pleasant enough, but I'm not dying to make another. I don't want to devalue the currency."

	"I'm pretty neutral to it myself," said Aphrodite.

	"Me too," agreed Buddha.

	"Oh, boo," sulked Pan. 

	Vishnu had sneakily crept away earlier during the conversation and now he returned and with a clatter unloaded an armful of mobile phones on the green baize table.

	"We don't know their numbers," complained Pan. He was the only one to look displeased.

	"I've already been in touch with directory enquiries," explained Vishnu. "The correct numbers are programmed in."

	Within a few seconds they were all facing away from each other, with eyes blankly unfocused somewhere in the middle distance, quietly absorbed in semi-private conversations. Once again except for Pan, who had been a little slow on the uptake.

	"Can't get through. Engaged," he whined.

	"Try again in a moment," said Vishnu, softly.

	"How come I can't get through?"

	"Because the phone at the other end is in use."

	Pan wasn't happy. "It's getting very complicated," he moaned. "Who's got who, which weapon, what room."

	"Don't worry," said Vishnu. "You don't need to follow it in detail. But if you like, I'll draw up a little chart soon, something you can refer to."

	"That would be nice. Thank you." The news perked Pan up a little. "Do you think we'll be able to go on a ride after this?"

	"I expect so," 

	"Oh good." 

	"Try again now," suggested Vishnu, gently, noticing that Christ's conversation had finished. 

	 Pan did, and got through.
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Dorothy glanced again at the slip of telephone notepad in her hand. On it was written the single word, Kitchen. She hadn't bothered to write down kill or murder or Martha Naaktgeboren's name. Actually she needn't have bothered to write down Kitchen. She was unlikely to forget. It wasn't every day that Christ phoned and asked you to murder someone. 

	Murder? Still, if it was Christ's wish. She'd read about murderers in America claiming in court that they'd received instructions personally from the Lord. Maybe they weren't crackpots after all. She was more worried about whether she was suitable for the task than any moral misgivings. Martha Naaktgeboren lived in America and Dorothy lived on the outskirts of Peterhurst, Sussex, with an old man who had never learned how to make tea. She could hardly fly over to America and leave him to fend for himself in the booby-trapped world of suburbia. He'd soon fall victim to can-openers, plastic bags, coathangers and electric sockets.

	And how was she supposed to use her strange power, the power to enlighten, or whatever it was, when her only contact with Martha was through TV? 

	Now there was a thought. 

	Dorothy bustled through to the living room and energised the Zen screen. She settled into her easy chair. A middle-ranking politician was being interviewed live on a small-potatoes afternoon talk show.

	"Yes, I must agree. The overcrowding of British prisons is indeed a serious problem. As you are no doubt aware, the government has commissioned a further pink paper on this issue, with the full intention of consulting all the relevant parties - a very positive step in our search for an equitable solution, and one which..." 

	Dorothy frowned. What a lot of twaddle. Now an enlightened politician... She stared at the talking head on the screen, then closed her eyes and thought hard about grey squiggles on a page. The politician broke off in mid-sentence, looking very surprised. After a few moments he regained his composure.

	"Let's face it," he said, "nobody outside prisons gives a shit about them."

	Dorothy beamed. So it worked. She'd thought it might.

	The interviewer, mouth agape, struggled to respond.

	Oops, thought Dorothy, I've done it now. Oh well, once you start meddling you might as well go the whole way. She concentrated a second time.

	"Indeed not," said the interviewer, "but these are the kind of stupid questions that people expect us to ask. It's all just a game. But since we're in the mood, let's jump straight to the all-important issue of personal rates of taxation."

	"Absolutely," agreed the politician. "That's the only issue of any importance in government. If we can keep taxes down, we get elected again. Things like prisons are completely irrelevant. The way I see it, an election is just the voter putting his or her vote out for tax rate tender. The lowest price wins."

	The interviewer nodded. "Very true. Unfortunately the current price is less than the running cost of a stable and safe society," 

	"I couldn't agree more. But this is a democracy and that's what people want. Low taxes and fuck society. And that's what they get. It couldn't be fairer, could it?"

	"No. But things might be better if the economy wasn't in such a mess. You must admit that your lot are completely bungling it."

	"Absolutely."

	"Can't say I fancy the other team very much, though," said the interviewer, and then the screen went blank. 

	An apology message was displayed, followed fifteen seconds later by a Bugs Bunny cartoon, looking rather like it was settling in for the afternoon, like drizzling rain but slightly funnier.

	Hmmm, mused Dorothy, a powerful weapon indeed, but one that would have to be used with care. Maybe she would be able to deal with Martha Naaktgeboren through the medium of TV. But perhaps she ought to learn a little bit more about the woman first, so she could use her gift with precision.

	She smiled. Maybe she really was the right person for the job. Christ could certainly have faith in her. Could she phrase it that way?
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A few minutes after Dorothy had finished her conversation with Christ, the Thomsons' phone rang again. Dorothy was busy with her thoughts and Arthur never answered the phone, so Gloria took the call. She passed it on to Cath.

	"Hello... yes, this is Cath... yes I saw the arrow, strange choice if you ask me... that's rather serious isn't it?... if that's what you want me to do... only one room... the living room... well it is the easiest one, I suppose... yes, it is strange to hear you on the phone... I shower first thing in the morning usually, why?... maybe... yes. Bye."





28

"What on earth are you so happy about, Max?" asked Elston, Maintenance, passing by as Max put down the phone.

	Max was beaming. "That was Buddha, known to his friends as Sid."

	"Bit of an oddball, this Sid, is he?" Elston took a deep draught of his unlit pipe.

	"Hmmm," confirmed Max. "But he's got something right this time."

	Elston raised a single eyebrow and hung on for more, but none came. After a few seconds he lost interest and casually moved away.

	What a wonderful, worthwhile assignment, Max was thinking. Of course he'd do as Buddha asked. No question. Buddha couldn't have come up with a more deserving case. Philip K Hutch no less. Murder? More like the culling of a parasite. Though making sure it happened in a bathroom was a bit of a complication. Maybe that bit of the instructions was best ignored.





29

Money, money, money. Jimmy was wading in the stuff. His personal cut from every worry sausage sold was £1, and sales, including the European arm, were currently running at over 80,000 a day. One person's worries, at least when it came to money, were definitely being relieved. 

	Just like the other players, Jimmy received his phone call. He listened politely to Aphrodite's explanation of his task and murmured some kind of consent. She was a god, after all. 

	But he wasn't in a great rush to do her bidding. Killing a TV counsellor in a bedroom didn't sound like a huge amount of fun. First there was a lot of shopping to be done. With all that cash accumulating he was beginning to feel rather godly himself.
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The BBC2 programme on working practices may have been stuffed with hypocrisy, but it did at least show Max a method of getting to Philip K Hutch with the love potion. Throughout the programme Philip K Hutch had taken sips from a small bottle of health tonic, something the size of a whisky miniature. 

	It was well known around Hutch Holdings that Philip K Hutch never set foot inside an ordinary shop where he might meet ordinary people. If he wanted anything bought, from food to socks, he'd send out his faithful PA, Sandra. Max was pretty sure she bought his tonics too. So at lunchtime, when she slipped out to Marks & Spencer to buy her boss his usual salad, Max crept into her office armed with the little bottle of love potion. In one of her drawers he found the stockpile of his boss's Lotus Balm, strong elixir, containing ginseng and mixed Chinese herbs, plus a nutritionist's text book index of vitamins and minerals referenced in milligrammes instead of page numbers. If Philip K Hutch ever felt unwell it was probably due to trace element poisoning.

	Max laced every one of the bottles with a touch of Jimmy's concoction and lightly resealed the caps to their little metal collars using dots of superglue. Being an inventor had its advantages. 
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An adulterated bottle was picked up by Sandra ten minutes later as she took Philip K Hutch his lunch. Philip K Hutch routinely unscrewed the cap for his usual aperitif. It was the last unscrewing he would do that day.

	He swigged half the bottle in one gulp. The effect was instantaneous - not on Philip K Hutch, but on Sandra, who gasped noisily and had to hang on to the big desk for support.

	"Are you feeling all right, Sandra?" Philip K Hutch wasn't usually too interested in his employees' health, but his perfect PA was an exception to the rule. She was a first class worker and also damned attractive. 

	"I... er... can I sit down for a moment?" 

	The poor girl looked quite faint. 

	"Of course."
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Captured by pirates on the South China seas, the proud and beautiful dowager Princess caught her first glimpse of the buccaneer captain. A delicate gasp escaped her lips the moment before she swooned. So this is it, thought Sandra. I've waited half my life for this and here it is at last - that feeling described so vividly in 142 Mills & Boons.

	And very accurate they were too, at least intellectually and emotionally. Rather a grand omission concerning the feeling between the legs though. She half recognised the sensation from watching Harrison Ford films on TV, late at night, after she'd been out with her friend and shared a bottle of wine. And it couldn't be confused with cystitis because that didn't affect her knees.

	The buccaneer captain was now supposed to catch the Princess in mid-swoon and carry her off - limp, but with one eye slightly open to check on the progress of things - to his cabin where he could make a start on the ravaging. That part of the story might need a bump-start.

	"It's terribly hot in here," sighed Sandra, loosening the buttons down two thirds of her blouse and lolling her head weakly on the headrest of the chair. "My heart's beating wildly. Feel it."

	She grasped Philip K Hutch's hand with inordinate strength for a faint person and placed it between her breasts.

	"Why y...yes, it is," stammered Philip K Hutch.

	"That's very comforting," purred Sandra, as she kissed the shirt sleeve of his upper arm. "How does it compare with yours?" Her cool hand moved deftly past the flimsy barrier of his shirt buttons and caressed his chest. "Oh. Yours is beating quite fast too."

	The dowager Princess, feigning semi-consciousness, allowed her hand to brush lingeringly against the buccaneer's fly. That bit wasn't in any Mills & Boon.

	"Do you think you could lock the door, Philip - may I call you Philip? - we have known each other for some time now. I wouldn't want anyone to walk in and catch me in such disarray."

	"PK," said Philip K Hutch gently through his heavy breathing. He disentangled himself and moved to fasten the porthole of the door. "My friends call me PK."

	When the captain turned back he found the Princess lying quite naked on his desk, licking her thumb like a lollipop. He put down his cutlass, loosened his tie, and with a throaty growl pounced on his not-so-innocent prey.
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Perks of the job, thought Philip K Hutch as his new chauffeur delivered him to his weekday flat in north London. He hadn't managed to do a great deal of work that afternoon, at least not in the conventional sense, but what the hell, he was certainly wearing a big smile.

	Sandra was so voracious she'd quite worn him out. Unusually, he was taking a few bottles of tonic home with him to help him prepare for the evening. The most attractive receptionist in the office had chatted him up on his way out of the building, fawning all over him and eventually persuading him to taker her out for dinner that evening. She couldn't have made her intentions much clearer. He needed to make sure he'd fully recovered. He took one of the adulterated tonics from his briefcase, twisted off the cap, and slugged it in one.
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Jimmy went out to dinner too. He'd decided that his money wasn't just there to buy material things, like the swish new flat, the TVR, the wide TV, video player, hi-fi with CD, mini-disc, laser-disc and DAT, microwave, fridge, freezer, fruit juice maker, blender, electric knife, ionizer, three clocks, a battery recharger and something else with a lead that looked very interesting though he never did find out what it was for. No, his money was there to be spent on fine food, wine and the good consumable things in life too.

	All that cash had taken him to some curious eating places over the past few days. At the California Experience the food had been simple and delicious, and it was nice to have his own personal guru sit with him and guide him though the journey of his meal. His guru had played with a worry-sausage all evening, which made Jimmy smile. Last night he'd tried to get a table at the Sudan Souk. Unfortunately they'd run out of food. But for his dinner date tonight he'd chosen classic French dining, at "La Souris Affamée," a large French restaurant with three Michelin stars.	

	The name of his date was Rose. She was intelligent and good looking, with eyes like two bright Adriatic days. He'd known her for a few years but had never had the guts to ask her out. The money had changed all that.   	

	"Saumur Champigny, Chateau du Coscu 1989," said the wine waiter, arriving with Jimmy's order. His English was only lightly accented. Not too surprising since he came from Hackney. The closest he'd been to France was sharing a flat with someone who liked to watch Allo Allo. But his nose could have out-blown General De Gaul's and his eyes had that strange, sad, gallic asymmetry, so he'd passed his job interview with flying tri-colours. He teased Jimmy's eyes with the label for the regulation five milliseconds, knowing full well it was a pointless exercise, then pulled the cork silently, making the popping noise with his lips - a performance from his special reserve repertoire for people who knew absolutely nothing about wine. He poured a dribble into Jimmy's glass.

	 Jimmy swilled it around, smelled it and swallowed. "Very nice." He was careful not to spill any red liquid on his brand new Ripoff jeans or Dingbat sneakers. He still wasn't used to wearing expensive clothes, all chosen from the pages of SCENE magazine, and hadn't yet grasped the fact that they only enhance your image if you don't care less about them.  

	Another dribble was poured into the glass. Jimmy swilled and swallowed again. "Yes, very good."

	The wine-waiter poured another dribble, but this time stared hard into Jimmy's eyes to explain that this was how much wine was poured into glasses in top class French restaurants.

	Rose smirked and hid behind her food menu. Jimmy studied his own. He studied it intently, as an Eskimo fisherman studies a legal document written in Swahili. Even the subtitles weren't much help. Fried anchovy with chicory and raddichio? Could be a salty fish salad for all he knew.

	In the hope of picking up a few clues, he glanced out of the corners of his eyes at the nearest table to his right, then slowly turned round to gawk with the centre of both pupils.

	Wow. She was dressed to... well, hardly to kill, what a silly expression, more to breath the fire of life in to anything male and moribund. And she was eating strips of raw vegetables in a lascivious tongue-teasing fashion that Jimmy at first found disgusting, and then, over the space of the next few minutes, increasingly fascinating. She didn't notice his staring. Her eyes remained fixed dead ahead on her consort, whom Jimmy hadn't looked at yet. From the twitching of her hips he guessed she was playing footsie with him too.

	"Ouch."

	A sharp pain a shin level brought his attention back to Rose. 

	"Houston calling. Has Major Tom decided what he's eating yet?"

	"Er, yes," lied Jimmy. "I was just waiting for the waiter to arrive."

	"He'll probably come if you put your menu down. You know, the usual signal."

	His wandering attention had obviously annoyed her. He could see her trying to catch sight of whatever it was to his right that had interested him, but a screen and Aspidistra blocked her view. He put his menu down. 

	A small flotilla of waiters arrived at the table of the glamorous footsie lady, giving Jimmy a good excuse to ogle again. 

	The woman's consort leaned forward to inspect his partner's meal and Jimmy rocked back in an equal recoil of surprise. What on earth did she see in him? Middle aged, overweight and slightly balding. Superb suit though. The kind that was advertised in SCENE without a price or even a list of stockists, like some tailoring treasure trail, but always hanging smoothly from the broad shoulders of some noble young blood who'd been sculpted rather than born, rather than hiding the belly of a middle-aged businessman. 

	Maybe he was famous. Jimmy was sure he recognised him from somewhere. It had to be the TV, though he couldn't place it. Or maybe he was just rich, and it was the bulge around the inside breast pocket that the woman found fascinating, the masculine version of attractive curves, hinting at the perfect figure within - one with lots of noughts on the end. Strange, thought Jimmy, how basic the sexes can be. Men tracking down big boobs and shapely hips, both hints of smooth child-production: women on the trail of fat wallets with the same thought in mind. No. A thought too cynical. Jimmy turned back to look at Rose, who relaxed the tension in her kicking foot.

	Rose didn't seem that way. What did she find attractive? He'd certainly like to know. She liked humour. That was one of the keys to her door. And how did that relate to child-rearing? Well at least if anything went wrong with the baby you could always have a good laugh about it.

	"What are you cackling about?" asked Rose "come on, share the joke."

	Oh God, thought Jimmy. This isn't going to sound very funny at all.

	

He tried not to look over to his side again. Through the starter and arrival of the main course he looked only at Rose and his food, his Porc du Truffle, a plate of tan coloured sauce with pea-green and soft red spokes radiating from the tiny medallion of meat in the centre. Abstract art with a small still life platter of vegetables on the side. It was all very beautiful. Even the minute sliver of something that looked like black sponge on top of the pork had great cosmetic quality. A veritable feast for the eyes, but what was he going to eat?

	Rose noticed his expression. "It's old-fashioned nouvelle cuisine," she explained, without attempting to untangle the paradox, "from the days before they realised that hungry people came to restaurants too."

	"Why did they think they came?"

	"To entertain their taste buds and their eyes."

	"Couldn't they do that with bigger portions, and leave behind what they didn't want?"

	"People aren't normally very good at that." 

	Jimmy looked across at Rose's food. It was equally pretty and insubstantial. The size of the plates added insult to injury. No wonder the service was so good. the waiters just couldn't wait to get to the punch line.

	"Do you know what the name of the restaurant means?" asked Rose.

	"No."

	"The Famished Mouse."

	Was that before or after? - wondered Jimmy. He should have guessed from the size of the starter. Maybe that was why forks had four prongs - a fresh one for each mouthful.

	"Ask for some more bread if you're... oh, here you are."

	The Hackney Gaul had already materialised by Jimmy's side, offering the bread basket. He looked at Jimmy's expression, put the basket down on the table, and walked away. A sense of compassion filled the air.

	"Can't complain about the service, can you?" said Rose, vandalising her piece of artwork with a knife and fork. But Jimmy was elsewhere. The contrast between the size of the portions and the size of some of the clientele had fired up his mind again. Was it an explanation or a contradiction?  Forgetting his good intentions he looked to his right again for clues, and was further distracted by the fact that the footsie lady had disappeared. 

	The man was eating his sweet, very slowly, and from the look on his face he seemed to be enjoying it a great deal. Or was it a little bitter? Hard to tell. His face ran through expressions like a speeded up Mummers play. But where was his lady? 

	Jimmy looked around once more. His eyes stopped at the kitchen doorway, where most of the restaurant staff  were standing and staring at that all-important table - two chefs consigned to the back row so their tall hats didn't get in the way. They were pulling faces in earnest discussion, of critical appraisal, with wild gallic hand movements signing "maybe" and "perfect" and "I don't know" in a separate conversation of semaphore. One of the waiters picked up a cushion from the bar sofa and, with Jimmy's eyes following, walked across to the main attraction. Casually he placed the cushion on the floor next to the table. An elegant hand appeared from beneath the long table cloth and took the cushion in.

	Oh my God, thought Jimmy. I don't believe it. He could see her glamorous shoes now, poking out from beneath the tablecloth too. Rocking gently on the tips of their pointy toes.

	"Ouch." A different pointy toe. Right on the shin bone again.

	"What the hell are you looking at?" asked Rose indignantly. From her position she still couldn't see. 

	"Come here," beckoned Jimmy urgently. "Don't make a fuss, but you must see this." 

	Rose left her seat and moved round the table, half crouching. "Oh my God!" she said quietly.

	"Amazing, isn't it? All the staff are looking too." 

	But Rose had a different thought on her mind. "He's gorgeous."

	"Who? Not the man, surely?"

	"He's the sexiest man I've ever seen."

	Jimmy glanced at her face. She really meant it. People don't look that way if they have self-control. He couldn't believe it. A sagging belly, nascent double chin, receding hair. So that's what she found attractive. He'd met her thirty years too soon. 

	As they watched, the man refilled his wineglass with dark liquor from a tiny bottle on the table, something like an HP sauce miniature.

	"He's delicious," confirmed Rose. Her lips, Jimmy noticed, were glistening in the candlelight. She rested her hand on his thigh. 

	Mmmm. Maybe not thirty years after all. He could always slouch a bit and try for a beer belly.

	The well-disguised sex symbol suddenly put down his wine glass and gritted his teeth. A few light spasms, nothing too dramatic, followed by a slow, calm release of breath. A tribute of light applause drifted across from the direction of the kitchen door, but by the time Jimmy turned to look it was almost at rest on its hinges, deserted. 

	Hold on. Hadn't his sweeping gaze passed something familiar? It swept back again. Now there was somebody who definitely looked out of place. An abject standing figure that the maitre d' was totally ignoring, hoping it might go away.

	"Max!" shouted Jimmy.

	Max looked startled. He sidled over, like Peter Lorre from an old black and white film, and in the original clothes.

	"Max. What are you doing here? I didn't realise this was your kind of place."

	"Oh, just keeping an eye on the progress of something."
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Martha Naaktgeboren's counselling session with TV-Helene, as watched by the Thompson family and Cath on the day of ethereal red arrows, had gone something like this:

	"Do you love your family, Martha?" asked Helene.

	"Yes," said Martha. "With all my heart." And she beamed with happiness.

	"Do you ever manipulate them?"

	"No," lied Martha, and she broke down and cried.

	"Did you enjoy bringing them up?"

	"Yes." The tears stopped. The smile returned.

	"With hindsight, would you change anything about their upbringing?"

	"No," lied Martha, and she broke down again. 

	Bathroom's scriptwriters had decided to portray TV-Helene as some kind of aerobics instructor for the emotions. It made great television. The joy and sadness see-saw had rarely rocked so rapidly. Facial muscles in millions of homes moved in sympathy. One day, in VHS format the programme would be marketed as a facial exerciser.

	Unfortunately it was terrible counselling. Millions upon millions of people were getting entirely the wrong idea of what counselling was about. Many were being put off. Equally disastrously, many were getting keener. 

	This episode was the final one of seven that Dorothy chose to watch on video for the purpose of researching Martha Naaktgeboren. Over the seven episodes the Naaktgeboren family successfully negotiated a flash flood and the trials of a friend of the family tracing her true parents. Firebird, the gorgeous daughter, after being abducted by extraterrestrials and falling in love with one of them, put her name forward for the local town's lucky dip selection of a civilian astronaut, and won. At astronaut school she practised getting in and out of her spacesuit, wearing the briefest underwear available. The nuclear reactor just ten miles up-wind of the family mansion teetered on the brink of a meltdown, but on the positive side great-uncle Dean had been successfully resurrected from the dead.

	Unfortunately, throughout the entire seven episodes Martha appeared in the kitchen - the room designated for her finale according to Christ's phone call - just once, a quick visit to patronise the kitchen maid in person. Dorothy could see this was going to be difficult. She was also worried about timing. She'd done very well with the politician and the interviewer, but that was on a live programme. Bathroom was taped months in advance. 

	As well as watching past episodes of Bathroom, Dorothy also looked through her back issues of TV Times. There she found a predictable and uninformative piece about Martha and how different she was to her screen persona. At 45  Martha was a doting parent of 2,1,2,1 kids in marriage order; a warm-hearted, charitable person who liked to spend most of her time with her families and goldfish.

	Dorothy found the articles quite comforting. She had been wondering if the real Martha Naaktgeboren was a much nicer person than the one on the screen. But if that was the image her PR agents were trying to put across, supported by the lazy poodles of the popular press, then it was almost certainly not true. She knew that PR agents are rarely hired to make the truth more widely known. In all probability the real Martha Naaktgeboren was just as nasty as her persona on screen.

	Fortunately, Dorothy read the Peterhurst Chronicle piece through to the end. The PR agents who had placed the article had, as usual, something to plug. And what they were plugging was a forthcoming appearance by Martha Naaktgeboren. In a blaze of publicity, Martha would be recording a TV advertisement on an exhibitor's stand at the Ideal Home Exhibition, Earls Court, London, in about ten days time. That was just about within Dorothy's operating range.

	Less significantly for Dorothy, the article mentioned the name of the exhibitor's stand.

	Hutch Holdings Ltd.
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Naaktgeboren is a genuine Dutch surname, with a history going back to the Napoleonic invasion of the Netherlands. At that time a lot of Dutch people used just one name, but the Napoleonic administration demanded that they register two. So the Dutch people, with characteristic humour, obliged. They invented surnames for the French to write in their ledgers, names like Nooitgedacht, meaning Never-thought; and Zondergeld, Without-money; and Naaktgeboren, Born-naked. 
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Out in the fields of Sussex the big male blackbirds were singing. "Look at me! Look at me! Big territory. Wonderful worm collector. Hung like an eagle. Anyone fancy a bonk?" Somehow nature didn't seem quite the same with Cath's new animal language skills.

	The cows were complaining: "Bloody grass again. Italian Ryegrass at that. Where do they think we're from? Naples or Friesland? Look at those clouds over there. I fancy a lie-down. Are you due for the bull again? Real chauvinist he is. Four strokes and it's all over. I had that artificial insemination once. Not worth standing still for if you ask me." Each sentence conveyed in a single moo.

	The sheep went, "Baaah". Cath listened carefully, but that's all there was to it. "Baaah." Or was it "Maehaehaehaeh?" Difficult to tell. She might have caught a faint, "Hey, where are you lot going? Wait for me." But she wasn't sure. 

	Dorothy's dog, Ditto, barked a gentlemanly greeting at the flock and it ran away.

	"They're always doing that to me," he complained. "It's very embarrassing. If they don't start being polite soon I might have to run across and bite one of them."

	Cath looked down at him and frowned.

	"Just a joke, just a joke," he barked. "Now then, where were we? You were asking me what I think of Arthur. Well, the answer is - mobile furniture. Dorothy does everything for him." Unlike Russ, Ditto knew the family's names. "He sits around all day staring at the magic aquarium. In the summer he watches the roses grow. I get more exercise from a good yawn."

	While Dorothy was busy researching Martha Naaktgeboren, Cath, for the same reasons, was researching her own target, Dorothy's husband, Arthur. So she'd jumped at the chance when Ditto had asked her out for a walk. It was her ideal opportunity to quiz him. He was keen to step out for some bright conversation, so he claimed, but Cath suspected it was more for the exercise. Either way it was a lovely day for a stroll. A springtime treasure with its mixture of blue sky and perfect English clouds - splendid and volatile.

	"Sure, he manages the occasional pat or stroke," continued Ditto, "but I don't think his heart's really in it. It's done automatically - something he feels he's supposed to do. Of course I still make a fuss of him - scamper around him wagging my tail in the mornings. But then I'm a dog, and that's what dogs are supposed to do."

	Dorothy hadn't been much help. The one time Cath had managed to catch her alone, she'd said: "He's very... solid. No surprises. You know where you are with Arthur. He's not... unkind." It sounded more like an apology than a eulogy for the man she'd married. "He was a handsome young banker," reminisced Dorothy, "and I was a young woman wanting to raise a family. He's always been good about money. I never expected to live this well."

	Cath had tried to continue the conversation, but Dorothy sent out distress signals - shuffling feet, agitated hands - so she'd had to back down.

	If there was one common thread between the responses she'd received so far, it was that Arthur needn't fear being mobbed by adoring fans. She hadn't talked to Gloria yet, but it was already clear that she too didn't idolise her father. It was comforting for Cath to know that she wasn't intending to murder a popular hero. Not that there was any moral issue involved. After all, if the god Pan wanted somebody murdered, that was surely his responsibility, not hers. But how could she accomplish the act? Presumably animals came into the story somewhere, but what animals? 

	She and Ditto strolled along the bridleway, past more cows. "Have you seen Myrtle's eldest? A real tart, that one. All tits and ass. Little hussy does nothing but stand still provocatively all day. How's your cud coming along. I think some joker's slipped bubble gum into mine." 

	Cath stopped and smoked a cigarette, stocking up on nicotine before she walked back to the Thompsons' no-smoking household.
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One thing Cath did discover about Arthur was where his money came from. It had grown on trees. Before he'd been forcibly retired, Arthur had worked in the loans department of a merchant bank in the City. Specifically he dealt with overseas loans to developing countries, which was quite ironic considering that he'd never been abroad in his life. He had very little idea what the loans were used for, but provided the interest payments kept rolling in to support his generous salary, he didn't really care.

	Actually, he was doing a lot of good from the point of view of the Western financial system. Most of the money he loaned to developing countries was used to buy Western manufactured goods, which meant that it finished up in the Western banks once again and was available for re-use. In economic parlance this is called a multiplier.

	Between twenty an fifty percent of each loan was usually creamed off by corrupt foreign officials and politicians, and this money was re-invested in private accounts, again in Western banks. Another multiplier. And eventually these skimmers retired to Western countries, where they spent their new wealth. Multiples of multipliers.

	Yet nobody important lost out because the full amount of the original loan, plus all the interest, was repaid by the poor people left behind in the developing countries.

	This all worked perfectly well until those poor people left behind were bled absolutely dry and could no longer make repayments. This happened many times through the nineteen-eighties, in Africa, South America and Mexico. Arthur's employers then started asking him awkward questions, which of course he couldn't answer because he'd never had any idea what was going on in the first place, he'd just been doing exactly the same as people in other banks did. Still, his employers had to find somebody responsible for all that bad debt. So Arthur was put out to grass and took early retirement.

	Fortunately he'd already made his stash by then, enough for a comfortable retirement. His stash came from years on a generous salary, a salary paid out of the interest on the loans he arranged. That interest was paid in hard currency, scraped together by the developing countries through sales of agricultural produce, things like bananas, rubber and coconuts.

	Arthur's  money really had grown on trees.  
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Cath learned all this from Gloria. She also asked Gloria why on Earth Dorothy, who was such a sweet old thing, had married him.

	"I call it a marriage of blind spots," answered Gloria.

	They were sitting in darkness in the front seats of the Thompsons' family Rover, parked just off a high South Downs road with a panoramic view to the North. Gloria was struggling with the no-smoking rule too, so they'd set off in the car to find a quiet place to catch up. A waxing moon sometimes lit up the fields and competed with distant village streetlights. Other times it backlit the splendid clouds that Cath had noticed earlier in the day, although now they scurried across the sky much faster, as if eager to get home.

	"It probably doesn't apply to all marriages," continued Gloria, "but I do think people often get married because they have common blind spots, rather than for any great positive reason. Most people have - how can I put it? - little bits of their soul that they don't want explored, grimy cupboards below the sink that they don't want opened. An insecurity, a personality defect, maybe a shaky religion. So they marry someone who they think won't probe there."

	"Gloria! That's a terrible thing to think." Cath stared directly at Gloria but Gloria continued to gaze fixedly out of the windscreen.

	"Perhaps it is. But I think it's true. You can puzzle over happy marriages for ages and see nothing in common between the partners, but if you start looking at the blank areas, the bits where they leave each other alone, the success makes more sense."

	"Maybe all relationships are better if people don't try fiddling with each other's souls." Cath turned to face the front herself. "But anyway, are you sure your parents are a good example of this?"

	"Not any more. I think when they got married they were. When they got married it was a real blind spot festival. They were both naive and shallow. Neither of them wanted to tackle anything in depth at all. I bet their pillow talk could have passed for dinner table conversation in most households."

	"But your mother strikes me as quite thoughtful."

	"Hmmm. Random thoughts, nowadays. But I take your point. She was naive and shallow because she was brought up that way, the charming and unthinking daughter, an eligible catch. As she got older she started to get curious, started thinking more. She wanted to probe, but Arthur didn't. She's changed, he's remained the same. Now they don't match each other so well."

	They stayed silent for a few seconds, absorbed by the moonlit view.

	"I do like sitting in the front of a familiar car like this," said Gloria. "Sometimes it feels more like a home than any building does."

	Cath decided to concentrate on her task again. "Is your father religious?"

	"Difficult to tell. I don't think either of my parents are. They don't go to church, if that's any clue."

	"I don't suppose you are."

	"No. You're wrong. I'm devout."

	"Really?"

	"I'm a Fudpuckerette. Ever heard of us?"

	"No."

	"We believe that the Earth was formed from the spittle of The Big Guppy, a giant goldfish wandering around in space. One day it sneezed, and that's where all the planets and the stars came from. And that's why the surface of the Earth is mainly water."

	Cath looked at Gloria in puzzlement.

	"C'mon, It's no more crazy than the Big Bang theory. Our prophet on Earth is Freddy Fudpucker, the man who invented the famous tequila cocktail. He's gone now of course. Clubbed to death with his own mobile telephone. A very classy way for a modern prophet to go." Gloria started the engine and looked over her shoulder as she reversed. "Religious service revolves around the downing of tequila cocktails. For years now we've been trying to get religious exemption from the drink-drive laws. It's only fair. And service is usually followed by division of the Paracetemol amongst the multitude." She changed into first and set off down the road, a moment later remembering to switch her headlights on. 

	Cath was smiling now. "You're mad."

	"Let's get back to father's cocktail cabinet. Show our devotion." Gloria did an impression of a creaking hinge, then started to hum a song from the seventies. "'Dee dat, da da, da dat, dat daar. Dee dat, da da, da dat, daar. Tequila. James Bond.' That's our theme tune." 

	"Really mad."

	"We've got our own little Fudpuckerette motto too, a credo for the way we are." Gloria hummed her song again.

	"And what's that?" prompted Cath.

	Gloria stopped humming and took her eyes off the road to look at Cath.

	 "Pious in the mornings, but a lot of fun from lunchtime on."
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"Can't say I'm very keen on any of them," said Christ.

  	"Mine might be OK," said Aphrodite.

	Pan toyed with his beer, swilling it round in its tall glass. "Which one is that?"

	"Helene, the counsellor."

	"We don't know much about her, do we?" said Buddha.

	"What's your piece's weapon again?" asked Pan.

	"The love potion."

	"This is getting difficult to follow." 

	Vishnu raised one of his four hands. It was holding a pen. "Allow me." And on a piece of paper placed centrally on the table he wrote: 



God		Piece		Weapon        	Target	Room

Buddha	Max		Love potion		P K Hutch	Bathroom

Aphrodite	Jimmy	Money		Helene	Bedroom

Christ		Dorothy	Enlightenment 	Martha N	Kitchen

Pan		Cath		Animal talk   		Arthur		Living room



"Thank you," said Aphrodite.

	"My pleasure. Photocopies?"

	Yes. There are photocopiers in heaven. They know exactly how many copies are needed and what size, they never break down, but oddly they still have to be topped up with toner.

	"Then can we go on a ride? Come on," Pan pleaded. "There's no reason to hang around here. We've gone through all the instructions. We can follow the game wherever we are."
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Omnisight: the gift of being all-seeing.

	This was how the four game-playing gods had been keeping track of developments on terrestrial earth so far. They could move around freely, attend to some other business, perhaps go, as Pan had suggested, "for a ride," and carry on watching. In human terms, they were equipped with an internal Head Up Display. 

	Yet it wasn't perfect.

	Each god was limited to looking at only one place at a time. So their earthly vision had to flit from scene to scene just like a programme on TV. And if they concentrated too hard on their heavenly surroundings then some action on earth might pass them by entirely, half seen but ignored.

	Direct viewing was once very popular - sitting around a hole in the clouds like Eskimos around a seal breather, maybe even making a social occasion of it and taking along a picnic and a bottle of wine, then looking down, with any level of magnification required, on the Legoland of towns and fields below. But international air travel had put a stop to all that. It was now far too risky, and in any case had fallen out of favour some time ago when one particular god had been indiscreet and showed himself to a mortal staring up at the clouds. Unfortunately the mortal happened to be a very special one, blessed with an excellent memory and a wealth of artistic talent, both visual and literary.

	The name of the mortal was William Blake. He rushed home to paint the god and a number of his paintings are still on display in art galleries throughout the world, much to the god's chagrin.

	The name of that particular Christian god had been an enigma until then. He hadn't had one. But the confusion was relieved after the painting episode: from then on he was conveniently known as "the William Blake one."
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"I suppose so," said Christ, responding to Pan's appeal.

	"I could do with a change of scene," agreed Aphrodite.

	"Om," grunted Buddha, who was less than keen but didn't want to spoil the party.

	So when Vishnu returned with the photocopies, the four Gods rose from their seats, bade farewell to their favourite bartender (there was no awkward business about bills: in heaven all the bars are free) and calmly filed out through the wall of white firmament where in a normal bar the door would be.

	On the other side the sun was shining, though not too brightly, and it was warm, though not too hot, and hundreds of gods and hangers-on were gaily promenading down a wide esplanade lined with ornamental lamps and occasional benches. It could have been an earthly Sunday in the royal gardens of Versailles. Low hedges bordered the esplanade's verges, and beyond them through landscaped grass rose enormous elms, chestnuts, cedars and all manner of beautiful trees. They filtered the sunlight, oblique and wintry, forming dappled patterns on the strollers down below.

	Pan took a deep breath, "Ah. That's nice," then set off slightly unsteadily down the broad thoroughfare. "Big dipper. That's what we need. That should get the blood flowing again."

	He'd been trying to choose between the big dipper, waltzer and dodgems: all parts of the vulgar fairground side of heaven's attractions and only a tiny proportion of what it had to offer. But now he'd made up his mind and the other three gods, perhaps less bothered about where they went, trailed behind his clattering hooves.

	"He got his original weapon from the deal of the cards, didn't he?" said Christ, nodding forward at Pan, who was still easily within earshot.

	"One in four chance," said Aphrodite.

	"So it is," said Christ, thoughtfully. "That's right. And you finished up with your original playing piece, didn't you, Aphrodite?"

	"Didn't I just. And I wish he'd get his act together. He hasn't done a damn thing since he found out who the target is, except spend money. I thought when we swopped the pieces around I'd get somebody else's. I didn't expect to get my own."

	"So you were hoping one of us would get your duff piece," said Buddha.

	"Yes, I suppose I was."

	A miniature train on rubber tyres slowly whirred past them in the opposite direction, pulled by a cute little electric rhinoceros.

	"Karma," added Buddha. "What you give out comes back to you."

	"Bullshit. Anyway, half the problem's the weapon." Aphrodite turned to glare at Christ. "My piece has been blinded by money."

	"Ah yes. I was rather hoping someone else would get that one."

	"What's the colour of money? What's the colour of money?" sang Pan to himself. 

	"I know that song," said Christ. "Who was it now?"

	Pan finished the tune: "Don't tell me that you think it's green, me I know it's red."

	"Yes, yes, but what's the name of the group?"

	They all tried hard to remember the name, but it wouldn't come. So much for omniscience.

	By now they'd reached a crossroad of esplanades. In the middle was an ornamental pond with a wood-nymph on a plinth peeing into it. Christ ran over with his hand raised and the nymph splashed through the shallow water and scampered away.

	A signpost to one side pointed to some of the nearest venues. Vishnu's Bar and the Big Dipper both got a mention, as did the Waltzer and one of the Bingo Halls. On a much higher cultural level there was one major attraction signposted down each of the avenues: Noah's Great Flood (for the best in beasts), The Battle for Troy (often copied, never equalled), The Mahabharata (in twenty-four easy parts), and Tales from Eddas (Icelandic/Viking battles with giants, including real ones; three shows daily). It was these, and not petty fairground rides, that gave heaven its authority and splendour, and its depth of entertainment. They dominated everything. Across the flat expanse of heaven, the theme park, were scattered hundreds of these epic attractions: fantastic, authentic, and huge. In all directions the esplanades stretched away into the haze of infinity to accommodate them, along with the lesser attractions and also places of refreshment hidden behind inconspicuous white firmament walls.

	They strolled in silence for a while, passing Bacchus snoozing fitfully on a wooden bench. In the opposite direction Stalin strolled by, in full dress uniform and eating a toffee apple.

	"How did he get in?" asked Christ.

	"Body count, I think," answered Buddha. "I saw Vlad the Impaler on the tombola two days ago." 

	Again they were silent, until Buddha began, rather enigmatically, "Any thoughts on the candidates' titles?"

	"That's a teaser," said Pan. "Your Philip K Hutch character: he could be Avarice or Power."

	"And Martha," suggested Christ, "might be Self-Delusion?"

	Nobody had any suggestions for Arthur, and Helene was an even greater mystery.

	"I think we should make an effort to look at them more closely," proposed Aphrodite. "Especially Helene."

	"Especially Helene," echoed Pan, absently.
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Aphrodite and the other gods were quite right about Helene. She was a nice person. Her niceness and concern for other people that went with it had held great sway in her choice of counselling as a career. She liked people, and so many of them needed her help to ease their troubled minds.

	She'd learned this while working the telephones for a seedy chat-line firm, as one of 120 women sat in tiered rows in the middle of a cold and desolate warehouse in Bingley, West Yorkshire, talking to lonely unbalanced headsets. Like the other 119, at the time she desperately needed the money, and free enterprise, in its own strange way, provided it for talking to sick people down the telephone.

	She was very able. After a few months other women were handing her the calls they couldn't face themselves, the nutcases and depressives. "'Ere, you are luv. This one wants t'talk t't'Virgin Mary. Eee, gimme a good pervert any day."

	Eventually she recognised that she was working as a counsellor, earning £2 an hour and totally untrained. As a real counsellor she could earn twenty times that amount, and do a lot more good at the same time.

	That was one reason she'd entered the counselling profession. The other was more classic - physician heal thyself. She'd never got used to her nose. She hated it.

	The training soon fixed all that. After all, you couldn't very well heal other people if you were riddled with neuroses yourself. They had to go. Almost everybody on her counsellors' training course had at least one problem that needed fixing. Most of them would never become counsellors, but it was a great way to get fixed without appearing to the outside world to be taking treatment.



Currently Helene was in Indianapolis with Martha Naaktgeboren, on-set for the filming of an episode of Bathroom. This episode, thanks to the time travel of pre-recording, was over twenty screen-hours ahead of the rubbish that had so entertained the Thompsons' household.

	Martha's family mansion meandered across the huge studio floor, a string of displaced rooms jumbled without respect for their true locations, upstairs mixed with downstairs on the same level, odd walls missing for the sake of good camera angles and, for the same reason, no ceilings at all. Viewed from above, the entire set looked like a maze built for a giant laboratory rat. Helene, crouching at the top of a gantry, peered into the maze over one of its walls, like a white-coated  research assistant following a rodent's progress.

	"Praise yourself Martha, you're doing fine. Let your soul shine through. It's a beautiful thing."

	All the people on set, including Martha, appeared to ignore these little supportive gems dropping from Helene's lips, although it she ever stopped then their absence rang out like a military salute.
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"What's up, Max?" asked Elston, Maintenance, spying the dejected figure at its desk.

	"Moths," replied Max, sadly. "They're driving me crazy."

	Elston, Maintenance unsuckled from his pipe and looked around the big open plan office, but couldn't see any.

	"What, at home?"

	"No." Max wafted a wad of invoices. "These buggers."

	"Oh, those. You didn't put them under Sundries, did you?" 

	Max's tone hardened. "No. I haven't put them anywhere, except filing them under B for Bat." He brightened a little. "But I was thinking of including them in staff costs, you know, subsistence and all that."

	Elston, Maintenance frowned. "I think you would have to clear that with Miss Feeble in personnel. Have the bats got a contract? Couldn't we just fire them?"

	Fire. Now there was a thought. Max toyed with the idea of setting fire to the Portawarren. If he could just get Philip K Hutch to stand in the bathroom... No. One firing would lead to another, and there was still the mortgage to be paid. He glanced at the happy family picture on the desk top. The once happy family. Judy was giving him hell at the moment. All those evenings trailing Philip K Hutch.  She'd put two and two together and made twenty two.

	"Who is she? Just tell me who she is," she'd snapped.

	"Really, I..."

	"Yes? You what? Exactly how are you spending all those evenings?"

	"I'm, er..."

	"Well. Let me tell you. From now on your wife will be sleeping in the spare room."

	So much for the love potion. Or maybe, thought Max, it merely redistributed sex, robbing Peter to pay Paul, or mugging Max for Philip's frolics.

	"All those extras," said Elston, Maintenance, "for the filming. You know - repainting the Portawarren, new carpets, things like that. You didn't put them under Maintenance did you? You have put them on the Marketing budget?"

	"But we..." Max was about to point out that refurbishment was normal, and always included under Maintenance, and it didn't make any difference that a famous soap star was due to be filmed at the Portawarren, when he was suddenly distracted by a flock of moths leaving his back.

	"Yes, of course," he lied.

	Marketing. Why hadn't he thought of it before? The perfect home for an unloved invoice. 

	The marketing budget for Hutch Holdings Ltd was enormous. "Ding dong. Why get a house when you can get a Hutch?" had cost £30 million as a campaign. The Martha Naaktgeboren venture was going to be even bigger, almost a whole year's spend, with Martha herself getting around £4 million for the starring role in four thirty-second commercials - £33,000 per viewed second - all to be filmed at the Ideal Home Exhibition using the Portawarren as a prop. 

	The main reason for featuring the Portawarren was its exceptionally high level of workmanship. It was the best house that Hutch Holdings had never built. For six months a team of expert craftsmen had lavished their attention on the project, compared to the average eight hours it took a gang of tattooed youths on work experience programmes to build a regular Hutch home. And, in reverse, eight workmen needed sixteen hours to dismantle it for transportation, whereas a genuine Hutch home could be reduced to component parts in, say, five seconds, simply by slamming one of the doors hard.

	"Are you going to the Ideal Home Exhibition?" asked Elston, Maintenance, still hovering an invoice-throw from Max's desk.

	"I certainly am. I want to see those bats for myself, to check this isn't some big joke that somebody's playing on me." Actually he just wanted to go to keep an eye on Philip K Hutch, but the bats sounded a better story.

	"I don't remember seeing your name on the staff visiting schedule," said Elston, Maintenance quite neutrally.

	Max waved a visitors pass. "Rebellion. I arranged my own." He braced himself for the rebuke. 

 	"Good for you," said Elston, Maintenance. "I'll see you there."
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The potion was definitely wearing its target down. Max had upped the tonic dose to four times original, and Philip K Hutch had upped his rate of tonic consumption by three, which was a useful combination because if any woman had looked at Philip K Hutch objectively, without the benefit of the rose-coloured love potion hue, they would have seen a ghoul. His face had turned ashen white, apart from the dull grey of his thin lips and the dark recesses of his ever-deepening eye sockets. At the bottom of these shadowy pits lay the only colour to be found on his face - the crimson veins and edges of his eyes. Vampires would have rebuked him for unsubtlety. His ever-increasing harem was literally wearing him out, and his big male pride wouldn't allow him to turn anybody down. He was on the downward slide.
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Cath was in Singapore, resting between flights. Her airline had installed her in a single room at the Treefield Hotel, a quiet, efficient four star at the top of the main shopping drag, Orchard Road. It was early morning and she was taking a shower. A very pleasant shower. Out of the enormous shower head great volumes of water fell, so much that sometimes she moved to the side to breathe in, like a whale coming up for air. 

	She wasn't having much luck in her search for a dangerous animal to deal with Arthur. The Far East rota had sounded ideal, but it hadn't worked out that way. 

	In Delhi she'd been chaperoned through the rough streets of the old city to find a cobra salesman. 

	"Hello," she'd said to the cobra.

	"Make my day, motherfucker," the cobra hissed back. "C'mon, lean closssser, a little clossssser."

	In Jakarta, she'd had a conversation with a krait, as deadly as the cobra and at ten inches long, far more portable. "Hey sssister," the krait had snarled, "you want to play games you big assssssehole?"

	So much for snakes. Whoever had programmed them obviously came from a broken home. There was no point in buying an unguided missile and probably getting bitten herself.

	In Sydney she'd looked at spiders, at funnel-webs and redbacks, and found she couldn't talk to them at all. Bug language was beyond her, though on calm tropical nights she was sure she could hear the cicadas chirping, "Sex-sex? sex-sex? sex-sex?" clamouring for intimacy in the safety of darkness.  But that was her limit. If bugs really did talk to each other then it had to be through smells or dances or some other strange system she wasn't privy too.

	She was still weaponless and wondering what to do about it. And so distracted that she didn't even notice the extra presence in her en-suite bathroom until she'd stepped out of the shower.

	The moment of fear soon passed, giving way to confused kind of indignation. "You!"

	"Hi," said Pan.

	"I haven't got any clothes on," said Cath, stupidly.

	"Neither have I."

	"Yes, but you don't usually wear any, do you?"

	"No, I suppose not."

	"So you'd better pass me my towel."

	"If you insist."

	"I do."

	Pan did as instructed. Cath wrapped the towel around herself. She wasn't at all happy about his surprise visit. "And you can take that bloody smirk off your face."

	This time Pan only half followed the instructions.

	"What do you think you're doing, creeping into my bathroom?"

	"I just came to see how you were getting along."

	"You mean you don't know?"

	Pan shuffled. "Things aren't quite as you imagine."

	She eyed him coldly. "I'm still looking for a suitable animal."

	"I'm sure something will turn up."

	"Good. Then you can go."

	Pan didn't go. Cath took a small towel from the rail and wrapped it around her hair. "I'd say this was harassment." But what could you do about a god harassing you? It was a bit of a one-sided battle. Yet Cath did think of an answer.

	"If you don't go away, I'll stop believing in you."

	"What?" Pan's half smirk completely disappeared. He looked alarmed.

	"I mean it." Cath closed her eyes and started to concentrate. "I'll stop believing in you and then you'll disappear. And then I won't even have to bother with your task."

	"Stop, stop!" cried Pan. "Let's talk about this."

	Cath opened her eyes.

	"So you do believe in me?" asked Pan.

	"Only as a... as part of some general mythology."

	Pan shuffled his hooves. "Well, it would be a terrible shame for you to let all that go. I mean... it's so colourful. Just imagine how dull life would be without mythology - how unspiritual and flat, how plastic it all would be."

	"Nice speech."

	Pan still looked nervous. "So what's the deal?"

	"You leave me alone, and I'll carry on believing in mythology and try to complete your task."

	"You're a hard woman."

 	"Bye bye."

	Pan sighed, rolled his head resignedly, and disappeared.
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On the magic aquarium, things weren't going Horiatio Slightly's way. Horatio, star of the made for TV detective movie 'Slightly', had just seen his wife gunned down in cold blood on the street outside the family home. It was his fifth wife of the series. Crooks were getting really personal these days. The same gang had also kidnapped his four year old son and his six year old daughter and fed them into the crusher at the local refuse disposal depot. Horatio was going to get really mad soon. In fact the moment he got back from the adoption agency.

	As a four foot ten inch piebald midget with a glass eye, he didn't cut a dashing figure. It wasn't just crooks who abused him. It was common for ordinary people to laugh in his face, squeeze him out of the queue at Kentucky Fried Chicken, and take the last parking space from under his nose. But when it came to police work, he usually got his man. 

	Generally he got them five or six times through the chest or head. He was the only cop in the station who'd never filled out a charge sheet. He'd never had a live suspect to practise on. As far as he knew, reading someone their rights was what you got the priest to do. And now, with just five minutes of the show to run, he'd tracked the gang down to their lair in - surprise, surprise - a warehouse, and had already been fired upon and lost his gun. Would he somehow manage to get his hands on another one? Does a bear shit in the woods? Has the Pope ever had a hard-on?  

	In the Thompsons' TV room it was full house. Not because everybody was keen to see Horatio Slightly, but because they all just happened to be there and had nothing better to do and it was raining outside and in ten minutes Bathroom would be on. Dorothy and Arthur sat in their separate easy chairs, Gloria took the sofa with Russ snoozing by her side and Ditto sprawled across the flickering carpet. It was real happy families stuff.

	"This is a sick programme," said Dorothy.

	"Mother!"

	"Well it is. Every time it gets to this stage you know exactly what's going to happen. Five or six people are going to be killed. I don't know why anybody watches it."

	"Then why are you watching it?"

	"Because there's nothing else on. It's far too violent."

	Arthur grunted something that must have been agreement because he nodded his head lightly at the same time, though without taking his eyes off the screen.

	"It's not surprising that people go out and shoot each other on the streets if they see this rubbish on TV," continued Dorothy.

	"But people don't go out and shoot each other on the streets, mother. That's just scaremongering in the papers. They usually shoot each other at home. The person most likely to shoot you is yourself, then your partner, your partner's lover, your relatives... You're probably safer in the streets than where you're sitting now."

	"Too much violence on the television," said Arthur, still watching.

	"There you are. Your father agrees with me."

	Gloria sighed. "Well never mind. You've only got a few minutes more to suffer before Bathroom's on."
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Secretly, Arthur was having a high old time. On the phosphorescing screen, Horatio Slightly finally got hold of that 30mm sub-machine pistol that he so badly needed. It was time for him to rise from behind the cover of the packing cases and shoot ass. As the hero straightened his small body in slow motion and began to spray lead around the warehouse like a demented stonechip decorator, Arthur found himself looking at the world through Horatio Slightly's eyes. He could feel that emotional pain - almost. He could feel those tactile Levis and smooth leather jacket. Most important of all, he could feel his forefinger around the cool curved metal of the trigger and the recoil as the bullets left the barrel on their way to the baddies' bodies. Oh joy. Oh relief. All the aggravations of the day were disappearing out of that ventilated muzzle. All the put-upons and hack-offs of another cycle of the sun were ratatating from the jerking metal machinery in his hands. Wheeeeeeeee! Geronimo! Take that, you bastards! Go down! Forget Edward Woodward, now deal with Arthur Thompson! Ratatatatat! Once upon a time, he recalled, sex had been like this. June 16, 1959.
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Horatio found a fresh wife and introduced her to his new adoptees for the sloppy ending. Gutless music flushed the bodies and the episode away. The starting sequence of Bathroom began. 

	"Far too much violence," said Arthur. "I don't know why people watch that... that rubbish."

	"They say that people like to watch violence  so they can identify with the hero," explained Gloria. "They feel they're committing the act of violence themselves, against all the people who've done bad things to them, and it relieves their stresses and frustrations."

	"Liberal twaddle," said Arthur.

	On screen, Martha Naaktgeboren was having a heart to heart with her beautiful daughter, Firebird, back on weekend leave from astronaut school and by now suspecting that the final quiet evening with her lover, the one where she'd finally allowed him to use the tentacle, had made her pregnant - although she would never mention this to her mother. Whether all this was having some effect on Firebird's state of mind, of whether an alien fetus was already changing her body chemistry, was difficult to tell, because the clockwork doll who played her part had all the acting ability of a traffic bollard.

	"Talk about bad acting," said Gloria.

	"I know it's rubbish, but I just can't help watching it," said Dorothy. "I like listening to it too."

	"So why do we all watch this rubbish?" asked Gloria, ignoring her mother's hint.

	"Voyeurism," said Arthur.

	"Escapism," said Dorothy, unable to let the subject pass.

	"So in general, 'isms. Do you want to know the real reason?"

	"Maybe when the programme's finished, dear."

	"It's gene rummy, the biggest game in town. All the politics of dealing with your parents and your children and members of the local tribe. It's the biggest participation sport in existence. Everybody plays and everybody's keen to watch and learn."

	"And listen," said Dorothy.

	"Sport, education, drama and a game show, all rolled into one. No wonder it's so popular."

	On screen, Martha Naaktgeboren was telling her daughter about the tax advantages that came with marriage, and avoiding those that came with being single. She'd obviously made a decision about her daughter's future.

	"That's very obvious, Gloria," said Dorothy.

	"Well it wasn't very obvious to you, was it? You thought that serials were something to do with escapism."

	"Maybe I just didn't want to know they're something to do with everyday life. And don't you think all this could wait until the programme's finished?"

	"Oh, for God's sake!"

	On screen, Martha Naaktgeboren and Firebird were hugging, though it was difficult to see why. Neither had been at all honest with the other over the last five minutes. Perhaps they were congratulating each other on getting away with so many lies.

	"Anyway," said Dorothy, "if this is really about families getting on, then we really shouldn't be arguing while it's on, should we?" 

	Gloria breathed out loudly. It was time for her revelation. "I'm doing security for Martha the day after tomorrow. I got a booking at the Ideal Home Exhibition. Martha's recording an advert on the stand of some dodgy building company. I'm on the security team."	

	"Gloria!"

	"What's wrong, mother?"

	"Nothing's wrong. That's simply wonderful."

	"It's OK. I wouldn't say wonderful."

	There was silence for a moment, then Dorothy's revelation. "I'm going too."

	Arthur looked up, very startled.

	Gloria was startled too. "To the Ideal Home Exhibition?"

	"Yes. I want to see Martha for real." 

	"But you never..." began Gloria. "Well... yes. Why not?"

	"All that way?" asked Arthur.

	"It's not far," said Dorothy. "It's only forty miles. I can take the train."

	"I won't be able to travel with you, mother. I've got to be there the night before. Early start."

	"That's all right. It'll be quite an adventure for me. I'm looking forward to it already."

	"Cath said she'd be going. I don't know why. But I mentioned it to her and she said she'd be there. You could meet up with her if you like."

	"That would be nice. Yes, I'd like that."

	"Are you sure all this is a good idea?" asked Arthur.

	"I'm definitely going, Arthur. My mind's made up."

	Arthur looked around the room for a while, like a lost child limbering up for tears. Finally it was his turn for revelation three.

	"I think I'll come too."

	"What?" gasped Gloria, sure she'd misheard. But no, she realised she hadn't. This wasn't her father being adventurous, it was her father being helpless. "Of course, father. I was forgetting. If you stay here, you won't have anybody to make your tea, will you?" 
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Although the gods had recognised the religious nature of TV and personal counselling, one modern faith they'd overlooked during their discussion was the worship of fast food. This was quite an omission.

	All across the world there are fast food joints. In some places, like the USA, founder nation of the faith, there are temples on most major streets. In other countries there may be no more than one or two shrines in the capital city. Even in underdeveloped Sudan, for instance, in the capital Khartoum there is a burger joint. Unfortunately the bread is real and the burgers taste strongly of meat, so it still has a lot of catching up to do.

	Fast food across the world: in Australia, Japan, South East Asia, India, Russia, Africa, Europe, and of course throughout the Americas. Even in little capital cities spread across the Pacific. So at any one point in time, somewhere in the world somebody is switching off their game show, soap opera, made for TV detective movie, or detergent commercial, and popping out for something fast with fries. It's happening twenty four hours a day, sweeping around the earth in time with the sun going down, a band of worship arcing from pole to pole.

	Jimmy was worshipping secretively. A steady half-hour crawl in his new TVR had taken him the three miles to Oxford Street, with its hordes of foreign shoppers, where he could be reasonably sure he wouldn't meet anybody from London. And now he was pigging out on a Big McFarmburger, with large fries, coleslaw and jumbo chocolate shake on the side, making up for many days of expensive, exotic food. At least his stomach was familiar with this stuff. It could extract as much fat and carbohydrate as its hard-arteried heart desired, plus a bit more besides, and wave the rest on through.

	While he ate, he stared. His gaze passing over the counter and through the kitchen to the cloisters beyond. Fascinating.

	Sharp as ever, the McFarmer Corporation had already recognised the religious potential of fast food. Stealing a march on their competitors, they'd installed sets of cloisters in fifty restaurants around the world. Here, aspiring Monk McFarmers could spend their days contemplating the virtues of the company's edible icons. They took a vow of silence, or almost-silence. All they were allowed to say, under the strict rules of the regime, was, "Anything to drink with that?" The sound of the griddle and deep fat friar was piped to their rooms. No reading material was allowed, except, of course, beside each of their humble beds, for reference in times of spiritual need, lay an illuminated menu.

	The retreat cost just $700 a week, with all the icons you could eat thrown in. And with the waiting list currently standing at six months, company executives were already looking around for real monasteries they could rent for summer schools. They were also putting together a list of monks' devotional duties - cleaning floors, cooking chips, packing burgers etc. and kicking themselves for not thinking of it before.

	Jimmy stared, quite mesmerised, at the monks as they slowly trudged through their cloisters, occasionally vomiting on the walls or collapsing on the floor, all uniformly attired in their blue trousers and white shirts with red edging and little lapel badges. 

	He finished his burger, swallowed the last of the fries, slugged the sludge at the bottom of the shake and burped. His tummy wanted to remain stationary for a while.

	A fully loaded tray slipped into view and came to rest on the other side of his table. What a cheek, he thought. There were plenty of empty tables around. He looked up, and his mouth dropped.

	"Hi," said Aphrodite.

	"Oh, er, hello."

	She sat down opposite. Jimmy tried unsuccessfully to avoid looking at the front of her dress. He caught the full blast of her perfume and any thought of movement evaporated along with the strength in his knees. Unfair. That's what he thought, though he couldn't explain why.

	"Am I disturbing you?" she asked.

	"Nnno." 

	She didn't attempt to eat her food. There was an enormous amount on the tray. Eight Big McFarmburgers, fourteen servings of fries, twelve shakes.

	"I thought you showed yourself to people at moments of ecstasy?" queried Jimmy.

	"I'm being facetious today." She pushed the food across to his side of the table. "Would you like some more?" 

	"No." Jimmy shook his head. "I'm full."

	"Oh, I think you would." Her smile turned more wicked than sweet.

	Against his will, Jimmy found his hands moving to the stack of Big McFarmburgers, extracting one from its wrapping and moving it to his mouth, which opened in readiness. It took a bite, it chewed. It took another bite.

	"I asked you to do something for me, didn't I?" breathed Aphrodite. "Have you done it yet?"

	Jimmy shook his head, his mouth full to bursting.

	Aphrodite glanced at the tray. "Do you want to eat it all?" 

	Jimmy shook his head again, much more violently this time.

	"Then how about starting the task I set for you?"

	Jimmy nodded vigorously. The burger was finished. To his horror he found himself reaching for another. For a millisecond his mouth was empty.

	"Mercy," he begged. "I'll do it... I'll mpff..."

	Aphrodite glowered, though her lips were still smiling. "You haven't done anything for me yet, have you?"

	Jimmy shook his head miserably. A moment later he raised it, mouth open wide, so his left hand could tip in an entire large serving of fries. Those that wouldn't fit spilled down his lap and on to the floor. He whined, nasally and pitifully.

	Aphrodite clicked her fingers. Jimmy's arms relaxed. It took another sixty seconds for him to chew and swallow everything in his mouth. Meanwhile Aphrodite brought him put to date on the activities of his target:

	"Helene spends most of her time with Martha Naaktgeboren nowadays, mainly in the States. But she's coming back to the UK in a day or two to attend the Ideal Home Exhibition. Here, look, I photocopied something about the show from the Daily Mail."

	Jimmy took the sheet from her hand. He was mildly surprised that the Daily Mail reached heaven, and that gods had access to photocopiers. He also wondered where Aphrodite had been keeping the copy. It was hot to the touch.

	"You'll have to make some arrangements for the exhibition," she added.

	Jimmy's mouth was almost clear. "I don't want to go there!" he said, through the last of his half-chewed food. "It's full of middle class morons obsessed by curtains and shower fittings..." Despite buying a new flat, he was still sleeping on a mattress on the floor and sitting on cardboard boxes. The only furniture he'd bought was the yellow cupboard from the kitchen of his old rented flat. Every time he looked at beds and chairs and tables in shops, his mind always came up with something more interesting to do. 

	His right hand moved involuntarily towards the pile of burgers. "On second thoughts, I really must redecorate." The hand stopped.

	"That's as much help as I can give you," said Aphrodite. "I'm already kind of cheating. But we're all quite keen on Helene."

	"All?" queried Jimmy.

	"Forget it. Anyway, you'll have to make your own arrangements for the hit. Money is your god-given weapon, in case you'd ever wondered where all that cash came from."

	"So how do you kill somebody with money?" asked Jimmy. "Hit them on the head with a big wad?"

	"Usually by loaning it to them and charging high interest," replied Aphrodite. "But in this case you need to work faster. How do you think a rich person kills someone?"

	"I don't know. That's why I'm asking you."

	"By paying somebody else to do it, dummy. Hire a hit-man."

	"Are they in Yellow Pages?"

	Aphrodite looked meaningfully at the still heavily-laden tray.

	"Yes, well, I expect I'll find one." Jimmy looked around at his fellow diners, as if one of them might be suitable. "I suppose it's a bit like paying the butcher to kill animals."

	"Something like that," said Aphrodite, distractedly. She'd also scanned the room, and met lots of curious eyes. "I'd better be moving. People are starting to stare."

	And drool. Male worshipers were starting to drool, and wiping away the flecks of saliva from their bottom lips with their McTissues.

	Jimmy eyes came back to the tray. "I thought you were the goddess of love or sex or something. Why are you messing me about with food?"

	"I was thinking of doing something more sexual," said Aphrodite, smiling wickedly again, "like giving you a permanent erection until you'd done what you were supposed to do. But you know what they say: high tide in dick means low tide in the brain. You wouldn't be much use to me on half power."

	"Thanks. But why choose food?"

	"Food and sex are very closely related. There's a rough equivalence between them. You know, like mass being equal to energy, e equals mc squared. The same goes for food and sex, f equals sex squared. But I suppose you're a bit young to know that." She stood up, preparing to leave, and pointed loosely at the food remaining on the tray. "In case you're wondering, that's a quick wank in the shower."
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The big dipper train and its cargo of gods rose, almost came to a stop, then careered down a forty five degree slope and turned back on itself at full speed.

	"Odd, isn't it?" said Christ above the clattering. "Take a look at the game. Jimmy and Max turned out to know each other, Cath went to stay with Dorothy, Philip K Hutch is Max's boss, and his company has hired Martha Naaktgeboren, and Cath's target, Arthur, is Dorothy's husband. Personally, I'd always thought that coincidence was the basis of life, but this is getting ridiculous."

	Aphrodite, sitting next to him, gave no acknowledgment at all.

	Buddha and Pan, sharing the seat in front, or rather sharing Pan's part of it, also remained silent, except when the train passed through the corkscrew barrel-roll, at which point Pan raised a fist in the air and shouted, "Yee ha!"

	"Everybody's interconnected," continued Christ. 

	Still no response from the other three. 

	"Don't you find it all a bit much?"

	"No," said Buddha.

	"What on earth are you dribbling on about?" said Aphrodite.

	Christ shrugged his shoulders. "OK. Fair enough. Maybe I've got it wrong." He never brought the subject up again.

	"Any more thoughts on names?" asked Buddha, after a pause.

	"Rural Retirement for Arthur?" suggested Aphrodite.

	"More like Narrow Mindedness," said Buddha.

	"And what about Philip K Hutch?" asked Pan. "He could be the God of the Individual Ego."

	"Surely that would be Martha Naaktgeboren?" said Aphrodite.

	"Philip K Hutch might be Money," suggested Pan. "Oooh," he added, as the train turned upside down on a ninety degree curve and headed vertically for the ground before shooting upwards again. 

	"Money is too much of a general thing, isn't it?" said Aphrodite. "Attitudes to it are what counts. So I can't see him being Money."

	At the very top of the climb, where the dipper train paused before another bone-shaking dive, the four gods had a wonderful view of heaven. Tall trees were all around, though not densely packed, and in places there were massive clearings for the major attractions. Over to their right, a land battle, part of the Hindu Mahabharata epic, was being re-enacted, and on their left the fair weather was blotted by a single black thundercloud, on the boil, winding up to spill on Noah and his Ark.

	"How about Martha as the Goddess of Fame?" suggested Pan. 

	Christ shook his head. "No, no. I don't see it."

	"Acting?" offered Aphrodite. "Soap opera?"

	"I think it's TV," said Buddha. "TV in general."

	"Of course," agreed Aphrodite. "Why didn't we think of it before? Almost everybody worships TV."

	"She's got to be the front runner," said Christ.

	The dipper train plummeted down, decoyed straight on, then did its sharpest left turn yet, catching Buddha unawares. He hadn't got a proper grip and slid sideways. Pan made a noise like a squeaky toy underfoot. "We hardly know anything about Helene yet," he gasped when he'd got some breath back.

	"Om. Maybe she'd be the Goddess of Personal Counselling. That doesn't sound so bad."

	"Thank you, Buddha."

	Christ frowned unhappily. "I'm not very keen on any of them. There's not much in the way of philosophy on offer here, is there? I can just about cope with them having nothing to do with mainstream religion, but they're all so lightweight."

	"Counselling's almost a religions nowadays," said Aphrodite.

	"Yes, I suppose so. But even that's not very spiritual. All four are practical rather than mystical."

	"That just matches the modern way of thinking."

	"You'd think mortals would be looking for some grand unifying philosophy, wouldn't you?" continued Christ. "Something that might at least guide them through the next century or so. They're all so glum with their material lives. They don't have any philosophy or morality that can cope with technology. And all we're doing is playing a game to select between four irrelevancies."

	"That's Progress," muttered Pan.

	"Don't mention his name."

	Pan scowled at Buddha. He was still squeezed into the corner of the seat by the big meditator. "For crying out loud, will you put your damn feet down? It'll help you keep a grip and stay on your own side of the seat."

	"Om. OK."

	"Anyway," said Aphrodite, "we do all want Jimmy to succeed, don't we? I mean, Helene does seem OK."

	"Do you think she knows how to play bridge?" asked Christ.

	Bridge was another popular pastime in heaven. Passing time for nearly-immortals. Best of four million rubbers.

	"Arthur knows how to play," said Pan.

	"He also knows how to avoid playing," responded Buddha. "And we're still no closer to working out what his title would be."

	"It's more than Narrow-Mindedness," said Christ. "There's a... laziness mixed in with it. As you say, he knows how to play bridge but doesn't want to play."

	"Doesn't want to make his own tea," added Buddha, sharply. Just a few seconds of sitting with his legs down had already left him feeling uncomfortable and irritable, like a sixty a day smoker after an hour in the cinema.

	"Doesn't like to travel," said Pan.

	"Apathy," said Christ. "He's got a universal kind of apathy - to action, thought, knowledge, awareness."

	"Apathy on a cosmic level," suggested Aphrodite.

	Christ nodded. "Something like that."

	The dipper train was travelling much slower now. It veered to the right and passed beneath the track above, a little too closely. Behind them they heard a curse as the one surviving Easter Island god bashed his wooden head on a steel girder. He was comforted by Santa Claus. 

	"Any more thoughts on Philip K Hutch?" asked Pan.

	The question was directed at Christ, but Aphrodite was the first to answer: 

	"Avarice, I think."

	Christ nodded again, then changed his mind. "The one who dies with the most toys wins. I'm not sure whether that's pure avarice."

	"Material Gain," sighed Buddha, exasperatedly. "It's quite straightforward."

	"He's right," said Aphrodite. "The God of Material Gain."
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As a Buddhist, or possibly The Buddhist, and therefore disrespectful of material ownership and all human baggage and paraphernalia external to the skin, Buddha might have been more scathing about Philip K Hutch's ambitions, but he wasn't. He was forced to appreciate the utter lack of dualism involved.

	Philip K Hutch really felt that his Rolls, his mansions, his yachts, were integral parts of his body and soul, not separate items at all. The most revered Buddhist monks, determined to meld their essence with that of a passing crow or a stone, were no match for Philip K Hutch in this respect. So Buddha couldn't be too critical.
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In the foyer of the Ideal Home exhibition entrance, Cath fiddled with her cigarette. This was where she'd arranged to meet Dorothy and Arthur at 10.30, and it was already 10.45. Maybe they'd been delayed by the storm. Through the foyer windows she could see the rain streaming down in the foreground greyness, then more rain and murky greyness beyond that, and finally utterly abject greyness in the background. There was no pleasure in these clouds. 

	The grey flashed white and all the raindrops froze, then carried on their way. Inevitably, after a few teasing seconds, came the big ripping crash of electrocuted air.	It silenced the punters at the ticket counters. They looked out of the windows and muttered their fears and incantations. It unnerved Cath slightly too. Intuitively she knew the drama of the storm was tied in with her task, that it had to be performed today. 

	The view inside was far more comforting. Not of the foyer itself, full of people in wet raincoats and dripping umbrellas. But the view through the doors that led to the main exhibition. 

	They were strange doors, plain, white painted with circular windows like portholes, more suited to the entrance of an operating theatre than a domestic show. As they repeatedly swung open they revealed a bizarre village of exhibitors' stalls and pristine showhouses. Mock Elizabethan (Does it mock Elizabethan? Yes, I think it does.) and Tudor and Edwardian two storey properties all looking painfully new and synthetic, and all protected by the tall walls and high roof of the exhibition hall. A kind of shopping mall invaded by houses. Houses as guests in the kitchen of a giant's party, with people as ants crawling through the detailed debris of tables, beds, refrigerators and lampstands at the giants' feet. A village with no trees, no gardens, no animals.

	Cath sighed.

	No animals.

	How on earth was she supposed to complete Pan's task in a place without animals? Maybe he'd like to come down from heaven and explain. No, that would never happen. Gods paid visits when they felt like it, not when they were requested. 

	"Cath?"

	She rubbed her left eye. The eyelid was sticking. When she was fourteen she'd written a letter to god (the William Blake one) complaining that her left eyelid sometimes opened awkwardly with the eyelashes getting all tangled up and glued together. She wondered if her body was still covered by the manufacturer's warranty. Her parents, at the retail end, hadn't been very co-operative, she explained, which was why she was appealing to the original manufacturer.

	"Cath?"

	Even at fourteen she hadn't expected a reply.

	"Cath?" By now Dorothy was shaking Cath's arm too violently to be ignored.

	"Eh? Dorothy. Oh, hello. Hello Arthur."

	Arthur grunted. Dorothy ceased her shaking.

	"You were lost to the world, dear," said Dorothy. "Is something bothering you?"

	"No," said Cath. "No. Shall we go inside?"

	"Yes, dear. Sorry we're late. Our train was delayed. Wrong kind of rain."

	"Hmmm." Cath was once again lost to the world. She was busy inspecting Arthur, sizing him up in the way an owl looks at a vole. 
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Jimmy hadn't been intending to visit the Ideal Home Exhibition at all. He'd made the contractual arrangements that Aphrodite had demanded, and didn't see any reason why he needed to be around to watch the conclusion. He felt that way right up until the moment a complementary ticket arrived in the post attached to a McFarmer's menu card.

	This really wasn't his kind of place. Sure, he'd bought himself a flat, and a few bits and pieces to go in it, and in theory this was the ideal place to buy everything else of a domestic nature that he could possibly want and get it over in one go. But despite his love of spending, he couldn't face doing it here.

	There was something very offputting about being around people who were obsessed by this kind of stuff, by the width of radiators, the matching of cornices, by doorknobs and curtain pulls. Everybody needs a roof over their head, but should they really be bothered about the cut and colour of the tiles? How much time should be devoted to worrying about whether windows are framed in aluminium, wood or PVC?

	The entire place was like some gross game of virtual reality. Humanity going way beyond its basic need to protect against the outside environment and getting involved in the minutiae of very false, self-determined environments built as comfort zones, protection against any kind of external reality. Private little worlds.

	There was some big perversion of values at work here. Surely there were more important things in life to think about? Like... cars and DVD players? Hmmm.

	It really was a bad idea coming here. It was making him think about things. Things that he didn't want to think about. 

	Beer could help relieve that. That's why he'd headed straight for one of the bars, where at least if Aphrodite came down to chastise him again there was a risk that he might enjoy it. He'd already made a start on his favourite communion. This beer the blood of the brewer. These crisps his body and soul. The beer tasted awful but made a nice change after all the wine of previous days.

	There were just two other punters in the big plastic barn of a place, plus a couple of fruit machines chatting amongst themselves, and an attentive young girl on bartending duty. To stave off boredom she was busily wiping the already pristine bar surface with a cloth, as bartenders do when they're at a loose end.

	The family-sized Zen screen suspended from the ceiling at one end of the bar dominated proceedings. A brace of BBC news presenters was in full flow. Already the headlines had been read and the pair were now getting down to detail with the lead story. 

	Apparently the President of the USA had been taking a stroll in the woods around Camp David and had unwittingly picked up a tiny passenger, a deer tick. A small team of surgeons had removed it from his left armpit.

	Jittery about the President's health, the worldwide stock markets had trimmed themselves by almost one percent. London had suffered. The Footsie had self-destructed to the tune of forty billion pounds at the news. Jimmy did a quick mental calculation and realised that he personally had probably lost about four thousand pounds. He hoped the President would be more careful in future.

	The next news item showed Prince Andrew not arriving at hospital. It was the Royal Berkshire he wasn't arriving at for a small knee operation. BBC cameras were faithfully recording the scene and broadcasting it to millions of people.

	"Here, at the Royal Berkshire," confided the earnest commentator, "Prince Andrew had an appointment for a minor knee operation today. An appointment he failed to keep.

	"The operation itself would have been a simple one, as Professor Reece-Harrison explained when we asked him about the likelihood of complications."

	A doctory-looking person began: "In the unlikely event of..."

	Jimmy lost interest. He looked around the bar. More customers had arrived, mainly men, escapees from the madhouse of extreme domesticity, drinking beer and watching Prince Andrew failing to arrive at hospital. There were at least twenty of them and not a single one was playing with a worry-sausage. Jimmy recalled that he hadn't seen a worry-sausage all day, or yesterday for that matter. Now, there was something worth worrying about.
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Dorothy followed Cath through the crowded aisles, keeping Arthur in front of her so he didn't get lost along the way. The place was ridiculously crowded. People filled the wide aisles between blocks of stands, spilling into exhibitors' paid-for territory, crushing carpet displays, filling the gaps between ovens and cookers. They jostled at the balcony rail of the mezzanine floor around the hall, hoping for a glimpse of the top a famous hair-do. Martha Naaktgeboren was in town, she was going to be filmed at 11.30 that very morning, and everybody wanted to see.

	As the trio threaded their way through the crowd, they passed the Kingdom of Veneer, with its cheap reproduction furniture, and next door The Golden Hearth's selection of artificial real fires. Closer to the central plaza, SuperReal Traditional Enhancements displayed polystyrene oak beams, window-leading transfers and vinyl stone floors, plastic fairy ring mushrooms for the Astroturf lawn, and woodworm punches for those artificial beams together with tiny sacks of delayed-release sawdust. In the stand opposite, Right-Air hawked its CFC-free smells: aerosols of dry rot, rising damp, home cooking and, more mysteriously, ambiance.  

	They were heading for the Portawarren on the Hutch Holdings stand, smack in the centre of the exhibition. There they hoped to get the best view of Martha Naaktgeboren filming her new commercial, and maybe glimpse Gloria too. Unfortunately a lot of other visitors had similar ideas. As they moved further in, the crowd thickened from the density of jumbled whitebait to packed sardines.  They were still a long way from the Portawarren when Cath gave up. She couldn't make any more headway through the solid pack of backs of necks and rears of heads in front of her.



  

	But this was Dorothy's special day. The mere presence of thousands of other people wasn't going to stop her getting a ringside view of her favourite soap star. She also needed to get close enough to use her special powers at the appropriate time and murder Martha in line with Christ's request.

	So Dorothy took over. She moved from rear to point, lowered her head, squawked "excuse me" in her best belligerent old lady voice, and began picking with her wizened hands at the weak spots of adjoining arms in front of her.

	The punters scowled and cursed her under their breath. But what could they do? Slowly, she made progress, with Arthur behind her and Cath at the rear - trying hard not to make eye contact with anybody.

	Dorothy was enjoying herself. It wasn't very often that age and frailty were an advantage in life. Or, for that matter, that she got the opportunity to visit a major public function and kill the star. She was making the most of it.

	Between serried shoulders she caught occasional glimpses of her goal. The Portawarren made a fine landmark. It was raised on a plinth, like a stage, and unlike the rest of the houses in the protected village, it was almost devoid of walls. Only the front wall existed in full, a typical featureless detached frontage based on millions of  houses in quiet cul-de-sacs throughout the kingdom. The other walls weren't there. It looked like a giant dolls house with its sides removed, ready for a godly hand to lower itself down and come through the sides to start rearranging the furniture. Though as a concession to English decency one tiny rear corner of the top floor was enclosed - the corner containing the bathroom.

	Eventually it dawned on Dorothy that no matter how close they got, she wasn't going to get a good view. Almost everybody in the audience was taller than her. In some ways the plinth made things worse. Because of its elevation, she couldn't see its floor, and the closer she got, the more its height became a problem. 

	Needing breathing space, as well as room to think, she led her tiny column on a flanking manoeuvre to the front of the Portawarren rather than its crowded sides. The audience here was less dense because there was much less to see. The solid front wall of the house blocked everything that might be going on inside.

	"Can't see anything," complained Arthur.

	"Yes, I know, dear. I'm working out what to do. We can't see anything from the crowd, either."

	But Cath had definitely spotted something worth seeing. "Look!" She pointed away from the Portawarren at a caravan parked in the aisle. A plain white caravan with a single door, and a single security guard at that door. "It's Gloria."

	"Gloria!" repeated Dorothy, and forgetting all about Martha Naaktgeboren, at least for a while, she led the little group across to greet her daughter.
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Max too had recognised that this was the day of reckoning, and he was on location to make sure that Philip K Hutch's sexual excesses continued without pause. 

	Unfortunately the man was proving difficult to track down. Max made a reconnaissance sweep around the Portawarren, circumambulating it slowly like an Eastern monk in devotion. The crowd was thick, but gave way to the damage potential of his wet raincoat. Every few minutes he took out his pocket binoculars and scanned the giant dolls house.  

	On the first floor he could see a young woman sitting in the unwalled bedroom above the kitchen, occasionally coming to the edge of the floor to check what was going on below. Most of the action was there in the kitchen, where a film crew prepared for the forthcoming commercial. A big film crew with two cameramen, a sound recordist with his fluffy dog on a stick, a lighting technician, an electrician and the director, pacing the raised kitchen plinth and nervously checking the lights, the camera angles, plus most of the kitchen cupboards and hob controls.

	One of these checks was a revelation - for Max if nobody else. The director walked to the back wall of the kitchen, where it backed on to the stairs, and fiddled with what looked like a microwave oven set into the wall. But this was no ordinary microwave oven. Above it was written the single word, Foodfax.

	"What?" yelled Max, so loud he became the instant centre of attention where he was standing. "I don't fucking believe it!" He brought the binoculars down, as people do when they see something through glasses that they can't come to terms with. So now he could see very little at all, apart from a sea of respectable faces staring at him and wondering why he was making such a commotion. He turned red and hurriedly moved on.

	So the bastards had taken the Foodfax, his invention, and commercialised it without even telling him. Presumably they'd even got it to work. But still the concept was his. Cheeky blighters. He really was working for sharks. They couldn't even be trusted with an invention, or the idea for an invention.

	He was more determined than ever to find Philip K Hutch an ensure the man's destruction. But where on earth was he? He wasn't in the Portawarren. The only bit that couldn't be seen inside was the bathroom, and surely that was too small for an important man like Philip K Hutch. Wherever he was, it would be comfortable.

	There was a good chance that he'd be with Martha Naaktgeboren, since commercial sponsors usually feel their money gives them an excuse to pester the stars they're supporting. All Max had to do was work out where Martha Naaktgeboren would be right now. 

	In make-up, of course. Having her few minor deformities hidden, reinforcing her hair, adding colour to her cheeks and body to her brows. Why hadn't he thought of that before? The only problem was, where, in this very public place, would make-up be? The answer wasn't obvious. But Max, being of inventive mind, found it.

	There was only one real candidate. A large white caravan parked in the aisle a short walk from the Portawarren. A white caravan with a single security guard at the door, a single, amazonian female dressed in a New York policeman's uniform, complete with a cap to subdue her rocket-burst of hennaed hair. Max tried not to be intimidated.

	"Excuse me, I work for Hutch Holdings. I'm looking for Philip K Hutch."

	"I'm afraid you'd need a security pass for the make-up area."

	"Er, that's OK, I just need to check that he's here, that he's on-schedule. He should be with Martha Naaktgeboren right now, and the make-up lady, or ladies."

	"That's correct."

	"Nobody else?"

	The security guard shuffled, with dignity. "You really need a security pass to be asking these kind of questions."

	"Young man, leave my daughter alone!" Some old bat to the guard's left joined in. Max wasn't sure how to handle this. His turn to shuffle.

	"Mother," sighed the guard.

	"And she's my daughter, too," added a Colonel Blimp character, further along.

	"I can deal with this on my own, father. Thank you."

	Max wasn't sure he could say the same. The fourth member of the tribe, an extraordinarily good-looking lady, said nothing but soothed him with a wonderful smile. Suddenly he felt very shy. He lowered his eyes - and saw that all was well.

	"Thank you. Thanks for you help."

	He turned and walked away feeling very pleased with himself. Most people wouldn't have noticed, but the caravan, with only Philip K Hutch and an unknown number of females inside, was definitely moving, rocking gently backwards and forwards on its springs like a car in lovers lane. Everything was going according to plan.
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All this was seen in full astral colour by Pan, Aphrodite, Christ and Buddha on the big TV screen that Vishnu had set up in his bar, where the gods had returned to watch the game reach its conclusion. Somewhere in the space between the roofs of the exhibition village and the ceiling of the exhibition hall hovered an astral cameraman, a moonlighting angel. 

	Unfortunately the picture quality was a bit dodgy and perpetually broke into a fizzling snow storm.

	Buddha unfurled his legs, wandered over to the screen and thumped it on the side. "Bloody thing."

	"You shouldn't expect miracles," said Aphrodite. "Remember who introduced these things."

	"Progress," sighed Christ, reaching for his goblet on the green baize table. "Polystyrene oak beams, artificial real fires. He never stops, does he?"

	"Flimsy plastic baths, weedy electric showers," added Buddha.

	"That's Progress."	Christ folded his arms and rocked his chair back on its rear legs, ignoring Vishnu's pointed cough in his ear. "Random, unguided."

	Buddha carried on with a monotone list: "Digital watches, genetically modified food, high top runners..."

	"It's not random," protested Pan.

	"Yes it is," said Aphrodite irritably. "There's no guiding principle behind Progress, is there? It's hardly driven by a single philosophy."

	"I know the Bible's not perfect," said Christ, "but it does at least lay down some guidelines for how to live your life. Then along comes Progress - science, television, instant satisfaction - and morality flies straight out the window."

	"Would that be a PVC or aluminium window?"

	"Oooh..."

	"I don't think the Bible covers home improvements, does it?" said Pan. "Retro or otherwise. Or genetic experiments, atomic science, space exploration or any of the other important things that mortals get up to these days."

	"You know what I mean."

	"No, I don't think I do. What I'm saying is that the rules we introduced all those centuries ago were for mortals living in different circumstances, without science, in candle-lit hovels with fires and short lifespans. Half the rules we made are irrelevant now, or at best half-relevant. And yes, a single philosophy has taken over. The make-a-buck philosophy. Money. Somebody's making money out of all this rubbish."

	"Om?"

	The other gods stared expectantly at Pan. "If somebody can make a buck out of something new, it gets introduced. If they can't, it doesn't. That's the single philosophy that modern mortals live by."

	After a moment's silence, Aphrodite said, "That's terrible. That's even worse than no philosophy at all."	

	"I don't see why it's so bad."

	"Because it's blind," explained Christ. "Directionless."

	"But it makes people richer."

	"You're not really saying this is a great thing, are you?" asked Aphrodite. There was more respect in her voice than usual. Like the other gods, she'd been impressed by the little hoofed space-cadet's powers of analysis.

	"Not perfect, no. But at least it's something everybody can agree on." Pan looked at Christ. "It's all very well you talking about direction and guidance. But whose? Even we can't agree on that. So the mortals have come up with a philosophy of their own. The make-a-buck philosophy."

	"I wonder," began Aphrodite, thoughtfully. "That means, in a way, Progress is driven by material gain. And we've got a potential God of Material Gain in the game. That's serious."

	Buddha, still standing by the TV,  pressed a button and got BBC1, which broke up almost immediately. There was a wail of disapproval from the other viewers.

	"All right, all right," sighed Buddha. "I was just seeing what the signal was like on the other channels." He reselected astral. Bugs Bunny was on. There was a further wail of protest.

	"That's Astra, not astral," complained Christ.

	"Oh, sorry," said Buddha, switching again, just as Bugs turned into a multi-coloured blizzard too. "But it does look like general interference."

	"It's that storm," explained Christ. "It's disrupting the signal."

	"Interference of a different kind," said Pan, cryptically.

	"The old hidden hand again," murmured Buddha.

	"Well I'm sick of it," snapped Aphrodite, and she made a complicated signal with her fingers, like drawing a rabbit in mid-air.

	The interference suddenly stopped. As did the storm. The other gods stared uneasily at Aphrodite, who looked unmistakably angry.

	"There, er, could be trouble," suggested Buddha, very meekly. 

	"Shut up and watch TV. I'm sick of this hidden hand business. This is supposed to be our game. If somebody wants trouble they can have it."

	Strangely, this aggressive stance seemed to placate the three male gods and they visibly relaxed. Perhaps they felt secure in the knowledge that Aphrodite was not only the Goddess of Love, but also the goddess of every other emotion too, including anger. Nobody in heaven had ever dared push her hard enough to find out what kind of power this entailed. If, by some chance, a finger of the "hidden hand" had been hovering over the Continue Storm button, it would at this very moment be changing its mind and opting for a nice manicure instead.
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Jimmy's hired assassin habitually patted his left armpit where he could feel the security of the butt of his .38 in its shoulder holster. 

	It was a tricky assignment, the murder of a young woman in front of thousands of spectators, yet it appealed to his professional sense of challenge. He'd decided on a close up hit, using a silencer. In the confusion, and with the massive crowd, there was an excellent chance of a getaway. 

	He wasn't sure where his target was right now, but as soon as Martha Naaktgeboren appeared at 11.30, Helene, her ever-present counsellor, would surely appear too. So he'd positioned himself next to the small flight of steps that led up to the Portawarren's raised front door. All he had to do for the next twenty minutes was wait and avoid the attention of the security guards. It was very inconsiderate of the organisers, having security guards all over the place. There was one on the stairs and another one within eyeshot standing by the plain white make-up caravan. Fortunately, that one was busy with an old couple and a weirdo in a wet raincoat.

	He was hoping Martha Naaktgeboren would keep to her schedule, because he didn't like waiting around. He wanted to make his hit and get home to his over-dressed wife and spotty kids.

	He'd contemplated bringing them with him, as part of his camouflage, but he was never keen on involving his family in his work. The closest he'd come was taking them on a pilgrimage to Dallas to see where the great Lee Harvey Oswald, or possibly somebody entirely unrelated, had plugged a president.

	To plug a president. Ah, there was a dream. Ever since he'd embarked on a career as a hired killer (and it wasn't something he'd really wanted to do, he'd just kind of drifted into it: really he wanted to be a sculptor) he'd been dreaming about a presidential assassination. But those kind of things could only come true in the land of dreams, the land of opportunity, the land of free speech and easily available firearms, where people were free to say what they liked and you were free to shoot them for it.



"A perfect balance."  M L King

"Power in equilibrium."  J F Kennedy

"Sorry, I'm too busy to comment on that now. Can you come back later?"  J Lennon
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Maybe Mr Assassin had never made it as a sculptor because he had no real eye for his surroundings. If he'd got half a brain, he would have realised by now that Helene was already inside the Portawarren. She'd found a position similar to her regular one on the set of Bathroom. When Martha eventually appeared in the kitchen, Helene would be able to lean over the edge of the floor above and offer visual support and a few choice phrases. She was the woman Max had seen in the bedroom at the rear.
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Mr Assassin had to wait a little longer than he'd hoped. The scheduled time for Martha Naaktgeboren's appearance on the Hutch Holdings stand, 11.30, came and went. The audience became restless. Max wasn't the only person who'd recognised that the plain white caravan parked in the aisle was the make-up area and the most likely place for Martha Naaktgeboren to be right now. A lot of other people had come to the same conclusion, and currently around seven thousand of them were staring at Gloria, wondering when she was going to produce a Martha Naaktgeboren from behind the white door like a rabbit from a hat. The trick was already overdue. They whistled and pointed at their watches. Adulation does not like to be kept waiting.

	Gloria rapped on the door politely, then less politely, and finally very insistently. No response. Eventually she gave up on decorum and went inside to give the occupants a boot up the jacksie or whatever other help they needed in getting their asses outside.

	There were four people in the caravan: two make-up ladies, both, bizarrely, in the process of dressing themselves; Martha, by the make-up mirror with its multitude of bare light bulbs, trying hard, in the manner of a guilty child, to look fully occupied with her eye-shadow; and the most gorgeous man Gloria had ever set eyes upon, slumped on the sofa with his cheek pressed against the side of a wardrobe, eyes half shut, mouth half open, body half-dressed. Never had she seen skin such an exquisite shade of white, or lips so fetchingly thin and pale, eyes so dark, mysterious, seductively flickering and bloodshot. A delectable fleck of saliva began to dribble from the corner of the creature's mouth. Gloria was there with a tissue before the precious liquid could fall to the floor.

	"Hands off," barked Martha. "He's mine."

	"You're running late. It's 11.45"

	"Shit!"

	Gloria tidied Philip K Hutch's clothing while Martha scowled at her in the mirror, all the while adjusting the last of her make up. When Martha was ready, Gloria plucked Philip K Hutch from the sofa with professional ease and held him upright, his left arm over her shoulder, her right arm around his back to grip his belt. Martha sniffed and twitched her nose but said nothing.

	The three of them made their way to the door and out into the public eye. The reception was deafening. Here was Martha Naaktgeboren, large as life and twice as famous. And here was the most gorgeous man in the world. The entire female audience instantly fell in love.

	Two lines of security part-timers in fluorescent red waistcoats formed a guard of honour from the caravan to the Portawarren. Martha strode regally, turning from time to time to check that Gloria wasn't getting up to any funny business with Philip K Hutch behind her back. Gloria strained to keep Philip K Hutch upright without giving the impression that her help was essential. Philip K Hutch managed to put one foot in front of the other.

	They made their way to the steps of the Portawarren, where the second professional security guide ushered them up the stairs and through the Portawarren's front door. They carried on through the unwalled lounge and past the stairs to the kitchen where the film crew waited. Here, Martha made an early start on her first dispute of the day with the director of filming.

	The director, not surprisingly, didn't want Philip K Hutch anywhere within camera shot. Martha, on the other hand, didn't want to lose sight of him. It took a while, but eventually the director's rational point of view prevailed. Gloria was instructed to swing the exhausted body of Philip K Hutch into a new resting place on a sofa in the dolls house living room, out of sight of Martha and the cameras in the kitchen. 

	It wasn't destined to rest there for long. Being in uniform and under the public gaze was have a strange and predictable effect on Gloria. An effect she'd once described to Cath on a warm beach in Majorca.
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"My God!" exclaimed Jimmy. "Max! What are you doing here?" Yet again their paths had crossed, and yet again it was in a bar. Though this was probably less of a fluke than last time. They'd both been drawn to the exhibition by the gods, and both realised there wasn't a lot they could actually do and that they were surrounded by large crowds of people and domestic items. In these circumstances, most men will find the nearest bar.

	"I work for a house-building company, remember?" said Max, abusing a convenient truth. "We're exhibiting here."

	"Of course. Sit down. Can I get you a beer?"

	Max looked at the beer pumps and then at Jimmy's glass. "Er, Guinness."

	"Wise choice." 

	While Jimmy made his order, Max looked at the big TV screen mounted high at the end of the bar. "Well, what a surprise. The royal family are on the news." 

	"Or not, in this case. I wish they'd shut up about it and move on to something else."

	"Maybe there's nothing else to move on to. That's the problem with morning news. There's only been a few hours of people being awake for bad things to happen to them. But by nine or ten at night they've had the chance to screw up a lot more."

	Jimmy looked at Max quizzically, although he couldn't fault the logic. Fortunately there was something more for the TV news to move on to. A science item, destined to fire up Max's imagination. A group of researchers at MIT in Cambridge, Massachusetts, had put the finishing touches to a genuine artificial womb. Good news for women everywhere with reproductive difficulties, or maybe even womankind as a whole. An earnest scientist explained that in the future there would be no real need for women to endure the risk of childbirth, or even suffer the discomfort of pregnancy.  They'd simply transfer their fertilised egg to this artificial womb, and let it develop by itself. A bit like a bird tending an egg, or a reptile, or - as the critics pointed out - a dinosaur.

	"Weird, isn't it?" said Jimmy. "All that money and skill used on making it easier to have kids, when one of the biggest problems in the world is overpopulation. You'd think we should be making it harder, not easier."

	But Max was staring rigidly at the screen, entranced by the concept.

	"Babies coming into the world at - what is it - three a second? Something like that," added Jimmy.

	Max was in full inventive flow. He could see them coming down a chute, out of something mechanical like a molding press, or even better, an ice-cube making machine. "Plop-plop-plop, plop-plop-plop," he said, getting the speed about right. At the bottom of the chute was an ever-growing pile. He described the vision to Jimmy, who was quite taken with it. 

	"But I see the final stage differently, Max. More like the chute going directly into, er, the compactor on the rear of a refuse truck, which tries to squeeze all those new arrivals into an already crowded world."

	Max frowned. "Babies in the crusher on the back of a dustbin wagon? That's a bit sick, isn't it, Jimmy?"

	Jimmy frowned too. Yes, definitely something wrong there. Yet it wasn't an evil vision, there was no blood or death, just overcrowding. "I mean indestructible ones. Armoured by medicine."

	Max was happier to carry on thinking about his own creation, the plop-plop-plop baby producer. "It would be like a sweet machine, I suppose, producing M&Ms or jelly beans. Anyway, trotting out different colours."

	"Quite a few blacks," suggested Jimmy. "A couple of whites, but mainly shades of brown."

	"Yellow," countered Max, "for the Chinese. They're the biggest race. And some reds for the American Indians."

	"They're all still brown, aren't they? Just reddy-brown or yellowy-brown."

	"I saw some Sudanese blacks on TV who were so black they looked blue."

	"Maybe your colour balance is set wrong. Or maybe your TV is Japanese and it's got the yellow turned down so yellowy-brown looks plain brown, and that makes black look blue."

	Max looked hard at Jimmy. "You feeling all right?"

	"No," sighed Jimmy. "Not really. I just feel like there's something big going on today, and I'm part of it but I can't change it."

	Max idly sipped his Guinness. "Yeah, I know what you mean."
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Gloria couldn't stand it any longer. Being in uniform with thousands of people watching was one thing. Being in uniform sitting on a very public sofa next to the most attractive man in the world was quite another. The buzz passed all over the skin and fluttered around her pelvis. High as a kite and hornier than the North East African coastline. Not neck-nuzzling, candlesoft, silksweet horny, but praying mantis, lady spider, zip-ripping horny.

	"Shit!" she swore under her breath. "I need you." 

	Martha guardian eye was no longer a problem. The director was keeping her busy in the kitchen rehearsing the commercial, going through her lines, her actions, her turns to camera. She popped her head into the lounge every few minutes to check that Philip K Hutch was still there, but most of the time she was out of sight. It wouldn't be too hard for Gloria to make off with him. The big difficulty was where to go. Where, in this ridiculous house without walls, was there a private place for passion?

	Of course. 

	The bathroom had walls.

	Gloria didn't waste time thinking any further A moment after she'd thought of the idea, she took hold of Philip K Hutch as she might grab a broiler from Sainsbury's shelves, and hustled him up the Portawarren's stairs.
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Philip K Hutch's opinion of this rough handling was of little consequence, since his body and mind, both weakened by sexual excess, were no match for Gloria in her buzzing mood. Actually he was still thinking that it was his duty, as a virile and attractive male, to service each and every female who came his way, much like the boss lion of a pride. So he offered no resistance as Gloria frogmarched his tired carcass upstairs and through the bathroom doorway and dumped it unceremoniously on the floor.

	Gloria busied herself closing and opening things: the bathroom door, the bolt on the bathroom door, his fly, her jaw. And, almost to his own surprise, though not quite, Philip K Hutch found he was still able to produce something more tumescent than a fatherly roar.

	How about that for virility? - he thought to himself, and he wondered if his robustness was all down to the fortifying Chinese tonic. He scrabbled in the pockets of his suit for another bottle. 

	Now, if only he could get the top off.

	"Here, silly, let me help you with that. Oooh. There we are. Drink it slowly, now." And Gloria, having unscrewed something and dispensed a little liquid, mounted the prone body and tried to balance her actions in the world.
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So how did the love potion dreamed up by Aphrodite, created by Jimmy and dispensed by Max, work? Ignoring its detailed chemistry, what was its effect?

	It didn't improve handsomeness or produce visions of Adonis, nor did it jolly up the pheromones. It didn't induce breathtaking erections (actually, come to think of it, it did, but only as a side-effect) or tighten up the buttocks. It didn't even stop feet smelling or hair falling out. What it did was this: it gave the illusion of total and utter emotional commitment, combined with respect and the perfect amount of individual freedom.

	Dangerous stuff indeed.	
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"I need a pee," said Arthur.

	Cath and Dorothy's eyes met. They'd just spent the last ten minutes squeezing into the thickest part of the crowd, where the view was the best, where they could sometimes catch an occasional glimpse of Martha Naaktgeboren's head as she went through her rehearsals. They were smack in the middle of a huge group of people in the centre of the exhibition hall, about as far as it was possible to get from a toilet.

	"Arthur," groaned Dorothy, "why couldn't you have said a few minutes ago, while we were with Gloria? She might have been able to help."

	"Didn't know I needed one, then."

	It wasn't possible to start from a worse position than the one they were in. 

	"It's urgent," added Arthur.

	Cath looked again at Dorothy. 

	Dorothy looked across at the Portawarren. "It's got a bathroom."

	"What?" Cath was sure she'd misheard.

	"In the showhouse. There's a bathroom upstairs."

	"But it won't be plumbed in."

	"It might be."

	Dorothy clearly intended to find out. She got her head down once again and aimed for the steps that led up to the front door of the Portawarren. The lone security guard watched their arrival.

	This is crazy, thought Cath. Apart from the fundamental madness of the whole idea, no way was the security guard going to let them in. But what happened next was even crazier. Dorothy grinned, looked at the guard, and closed her eyes to concentrate on something. Then she opened them again and walked straight past him, up the stairs to the level of the plinth and in through the Portawarren's yellow front door. Cath had a strange feeling she knew what had happened. Something to do with paperback books and squiggly lines.

	Such a vacant stare settled on the man's face, and his posture changed to such a benign slump, that for an instant Cath had an urge to check him for vital signs. But she resisted. Instead she grabbed Arthur by his elbow and chaperoned him past the guard and through the door, hot on Dorothy's heels.

	Dorothy entered the living room and without pause headed straight up the staircase towards the bathroom. Cath followed, still with a grip on Arthur's elbow. It seemed incredible to her that they could breach security so easily and waltz into the centre of the day's activities. She glanced behind her to see if they were being followed.

	They were. A stern looking gentleman had trailed them through the front door, closing it behind him, and was even now making a start on the staircase. Strangely he looked a little nervous himself, almost shifty, and had the bizarre habit of continually patting himself around the area of the left armpit.

	"Damn," said Dorothy, as Cath and Arthur reached the top of the stairs.

	"What's wrong?"

	"I'm sure this is the bathroom door, and it's locked." 

	Cath glanced behind her. The shifty looking gentleman was half way up. He was staring at her as if trying to recognise her. He made her feel very uncomfortable.

	"This is crazy, Dorothy. They're about to start filming downstairs."

	"Then they probably won't notice us, will they?"

	"And there are thousands of people watching."

	"They're watching Martha Naaktgeboren, dear, not us."

	Dorothy tried the door handle again. The man who'd followed them arrived at the top of the stairs. He smiled at Cath as if to say, "No, it's not you." then squeezed past and stood idly on the landing, inspecting the seams of the wallpaper. Cath felt slightly relieved.

	Dorothy knocked on the bathroom door, a polite English ratatat, then less politely put her ear to it so she could hear what was going on inside. She blushed.

	"What's going on?"

	"I think there's somebody inside."

	"Jolly good," said Arthur.
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Cath didn't need to put her ear to the door to hear strange noises. She could hear something nobody else could. An odd conversation.

	"What is that?"

	"Sounds like a woodpecker."

	"No, it's not right. What's going on?"

	"Don't worry about it. Go back to sleep."

	"What, with all these lights on? It's almost daylight in here. Dreadful."

	It was conducted in high-pitched squeaks, and only Cath, waiting at the bathroom door, could make any sense of it.

	"Hello," she squeaked at the ceiling. "Is there somebody up there?"

	"Yes," came the reply. "What are you doing down there? We're all up here."

	"Is it nice and dark down there?" asked a second voice.

	"No, it's very bright," replied Cath. "What are you?"

	Now there was a strange question to hear in you own language. So strange that the reply was momentarily delayed.

	"Horseshoe bats, of course. What are you?"

	"Human. Oooh, I've never talked to Horseshoe bats before. Did you know you're a protected species?"

	"Protected by whom?"

	"By us. By humans," replied Cath, proudly. 

	"Protected against what?"

	"Against, er... us, humans."

	There was a pause.

	"Doesn't sound like a spectacularly good deal."

	"No, I suppose not," reflected Cath. 

	"Are you that generous to every species?"

	"Actually, no."

	"Oh."

	There was a debate in the eaves. Cath couldn't catch all of it but it seemed to centre around whether the bats should continue their conversation with a member of such an obviously reckless species.

	"We're not sure we should be talking to you," was the dull committee-like consensus.

	Cath slipped into her professional role. A little friendly curiosity was called for. "How do you manage here?" she asked. "Isn't it difficult for you to find food?"

	The response was clamorous. Eventually the masses quietened down and the familiar single voice squeaked excitedly:  "The food. You wouldn't believe the food here. It's scrumptious. This is an odd home, it must be said. It keeps collapsing and rising up again elsewhere. But it's been a real find for us. Everywhere it goes there are wonderful, er...."

	A second voice prompted: "Chinese lacewings."

	"Yes and..."

	"Imperial moths."

	"Yes, yes, all right, all right. We don't want everybody to know."

	"What...?" asked a puzzled Cath. "Just flying around the hall here? Lots of them?"

	"Well that's the strangest thing," explained the spokesbat. "Not all at the same time. You go out one minute and the sky's clouded with lacewings, and you come back ten minutes later and it's all Purple Emperors. We can't work it out." 

	"But we're not complaining," added another voice.

	Cath had visions of the colony of bats on the wing through the exhibition hall in the small hours, catching hordes of exotic flying beasties. She pulled a face and noticed that Arthur was glowering at her. She'd have to get to the point soon. He was the point.

	"Actually, I was wondering if you would help me?" she squeaked, very politely.

	"How?"

	"Well, I was wondering if you were carrying any dangerous diseases, for example."

	"Such as?"

	"Don't bats sometimes carry rabies?"

	There was another clamour. This time negative.

	"You appear to be confusing us with French bats. We don't have any of that over here. They're not allowed in if they've got rabies." 

	This prompted even scattier visions, of bat immigration posts, but Cath didn't get a chance to pursue them.

	"Why did you want to know if we carried any dangerous diseases?" demanded the bat.

	"Er, I was hoping you could help bump somebody off for me. I know it sounds a bit strange..."

	"A lot strange. What kind of somebody are we talking about?"

	"A human. One of us."

	"Let me get this straight," said the bat, sounding cold and stern. "Humans aren't allowed to harm us, under your human rules, but you expect us to harm one of you. Don't you people have any morality?"

	"Not a lot," replied Cath, honestly.

	"We," proclaimed the bat, "are god-fearing creatures."

	"What's your god called?" Cath was genuinely curious this time.

	"Ombat. She formed the Earth two thousand million years ago..."

	Sounds suspiciously like Wombat, thought Cath, or some kind of Buddhism with wings, or even Gloria's Big Guppy, but the accuracy of the celestial time scale was astounding. It was also nice to hear that their God was female rather than male.

	"...from her droppings," finished the bat.

	"You must have seen her," said another voice. "She's absolutely enormous. Hanging there in the sky."

	"No," said Cath. 

	"Oh, come on. You can't miss her, she's everywhere."

	"How big do you mean?" asked Cath.

	"Well. She's got two eyes. The good white one that sometimes closes, and the evil yellow one, and she rotates around the earth."

	Cath had an uncanny feeling she knew exactly what they were talking about. "The good one closes every twenty eight days?"

	"There you are. You have seen her after all."

	Hmmm. And presumably an eclipse was a simple blink. "It's nice to hear your God is female. Most of ours are male."

	"What do you mean, most of? You mean there's more than one?"

	"There are lots of different ones. They vary according to your culture and where you're born."

	"That's ridiculous." The bat thought about this for a moment and added: "But surely if you started to wonder why millions of people followed a different god to your own, you'd see it was all a fabrication and you'd lose faith."

	"Er... people avoid thinking like that."

	"That's amazing. That must take some real effort. I'm impressed."

	"Actually, it was one of our gods who asked me to arrange the bumping off."

	"Come on. Don't be stupid. Gods are symbolic. They can't talk to you. Everybody knows that."

	"This one did. His name is Pan. He's half-human, half-goat." 

	There was another commotion in the eaves, and eventually the spokesbat said, with great finality: "Well, I'm afraid that does it. Your species is obviously dangerous and you're clearly a deluded individual. We don't think we should talk to you any more."

	Cath might have persisted, but at that moment Arthur said, huffily: "Have you quite finished squeaking at the ceiling?"

	She looked at him. He was wearing his sour and pompous expression. It was a shame she hadn't been able to get any help from the bats, because at this particular moment she felt very keen on doing away with him.
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In a bid to preserve virility, Philip K Hutch's body had already shut down non-essential services, such as sight and limb movements, and in a few minutes' time it would do the same to his heart and lungs. Technically, Phillip K Hutch was on course to expire from a little known ailment called Motor Ataxia - muscle exhaustion caused by too much sex. Already it had a firm grip on his mind.

	In his semi-delirious state he could hear Anne-Sophie Mutter playing Mozart's third violin concerto, the final movement. And he was looking down on a big sunny square, the Plaza Mayor in Madrid, even though Salzburg or Vienna might have been more appropriate. He was looking down because he was a small white dove perched on the lip of one of the buildings. 

	And then, after the movement's pretty beginning, the drama. A full orchestral crescendo. An enormous peregrine falcon arrives, spies the tasty white dove, and in time with the music the pair twist and dive through the skies like politicians explaining statistics. Around and around they spiral and spin, never getting too close because, of course, the movement has to come to a climax in its own time. They even dance sideways along the gutters, locked in visual contact, beady eyes fiery and afeared.

	Phillip K Hutch knew he was dying. The falcon would kill him as the music came to a close. If only Anne-Sophie Mutter could play a little longer than usual, make something up, add a few notes. But she couldn't, of course. That wouldn't be possible.

	Above the comical squelchy sound of sex he could even hear the ratatat of his spirit's knuckles rapping on the doors of... hell? Heaven?"

	"What... nyurgh... what's that noise? Somebody at the door?"

	"Shhhhh," whispered Gloria. "Ignore them and they'll go away." 

	Phillip K Hutch didn't feel it was worth the effort of pulling himself together to argue. He lapsed back into semi-consciousness again, and dipped and dived once more with the falcon to the tune of the beautiful music.
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"Nearly there, nearly there," said Aphrodite, excitedly. "Everybody's set up in their correct room for the final showdown: Martha in the kitchen, Phillip K Hutch in the bathroom, Helene in the bedroom..."

	"And Arthur at the top of the stairs waiting for a pee," said Pan.

	"True. But he is near the living room. It's only at the bottom of the stairs." Aphrodite's nails tapped on the green baize. "We really ought to make sure Helene gets selected. She'd fit in here so well."

	"Sometimes I wonder if you're on her side simply because she's female," suggested Christ.

	"There are very few female gods. One more would do no harm."

	"Who is it that we're losing?" asked Buddha. "Is it Rati, that weird Balinese female?" 

	"The leering pregnant lady? I think she's doing all right," answered Christ.

	"Isis," said Pan. "It's Isis. I saw her a few days ago. She looked terrible."

	"Don't be daft," said Christ. "You're getting your millennia muddled up. She disappeared thousands of years ago."

	"But she came back, remember? Bob Dylan wrote a song about her and she got so many votes that she came back - when was it - late seventies?"

	Buddha stroked his chin. "Yes, I remember that. But she's looking rough now, is she?"

	"Could go any day. I'm sure she hasn't got enough votes to stay on."

	"Probably squandered all the support she had," said Christ. "She always was a bit... how can I put it..."	

	"Bird-brained?" suggested Buddha.

	"No, that was her son Horus," corrected Aphrodite. "He was the one with the head of a falcon."

	"Weird family, anyway," said Christ. "How does it go? Isis married her own brother, Osiris. And after he was killed, in battle I think it was, she still managed to conceive their son Horus using her dead husband's..."

	"Spare us the details," said Aphrodite.

	Pan picked idly at a piece of chewing gum just beneath the table edge. "We don't create a wonderful example up here, do we? Virgin birth for Christ, Aphrodite created in a lopped off penis in the sea, Isis into incest and necrophilia."	

	"Aren't we getting off the point again?" asked Aphrodite, irritably. "Which is - a female god is going, so it would be nice to get a female replacement. In other words, Helene."

	"I don't know that we have much influence," said Christ, and he paused while there was a burst of activity on screen. 

	Dorothy had given up with the bathroom for the moment and wandered through to the back bedroom. There she was greeted by the backside of Helene, who was kneeling at the edge of the floor with her head over the lip and out of view like a cartoon ostrich. Dorothy, curious to find out what was going on, knelt down and took up a similar pose. From there she could see, upside down, Martha Naaktgeboren talking to the director of the commercial. It was the best view of Martha she'd managed all day. Martha appeared to have lost something and kept gesturing over her shoulder into the living room.

	Arthur followed Dorothy into the bedroom because she was his best chance of finding somewhere to pee. 

	Cath followed Arthur into the back bedroom because he was her target. 

	And Mr Assassin followed Cath into the bedroom because it was obviously the most fashionable place to be. He hadn't found his target yet. Maybe he would be able to see her from there.

	Christ continued: "Our part is pretty much over. It's down to the humans now."

	"I wouldn't be surprised if Progress does a little number in there somewhere," moaned Aphrodite.

	"I'm not sure that Progress needs to bother," said Buddha. "We were saying earlier that Progress and money-making go hand in hand, and that makes Phillip K Hutch, who'd probably be the God of Material Gain, the front runner. Well, look at the way things are going at the moment. Out of all of them, Phillip K Hutch is the closest to death. I bet he can barely last a minute more."





69

Pan was right when he said that Isis was the god about to go, that she "hasn't got enough votes to stay on." The votes he was referring to are votes of human faith.

	In recognition of the fact that gods only really exist in the collective human imagination, a god can only live in heaven, the theme park, if he or she has enough worshippers on earth. The exact figure needed isn't known, but is surprisingly low - around 3000 or so. If support falls below this figure, the god dies. 

	Yes. They are not immortal.

	Some adapt, like Aphrodite, and for survival answer to any name: Venus, Inanna, Pasiphaessa, Astarte, Marilyn. Others, like Pan, benefit from the crinkly edges of modern holisticism - all those dopeheads dancing nude in leafy woodlands do him the power of good. But all are forced to look exactly as they are imagined. So Christ is the image on the modal crucifix, Aphrodite voluptuous, Pan bestial and mischievous, and Buddha boringly serene.

	None of them sleep, of course, and they have few godly duties, so the theme park's myth-play venues and fairground rides are essential to while away those interminable twenty four-hour days.

	

There are exactly 257 gods in heaven, plus a lot of hangers on - many of whom got in by mistake or by claiming they just wanted to say something to a friend inside or needed to use the toilet. The gate policy is lax. Included in the 257 are representatives of all the big religions: Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, and Hinduism, all with multiple entries due to their size. Christianity has Christ, God (the William Blake one), the Holy Ghost, Virgin Mary, St Peter, St Paul, St Luke, St John, and St Christopher. An equal number of weird and wonderful Hindu gods are difficult to pin down due to their varying manifestations, Vishnu alone having twenty four avatars including one as a fish. Buddhism is represented by a few tongue-twisters such as Vajrasattva and Avalokitesvara, and creates its own kind of celestial confusion with four almost identical versions of Gautama Siddhartha (Buddha): the one playing Ethereal Cluedo being the Greater Vehicle Buddha, distinguishable from the other three only by his wackier sense of humour.

	As for the Islamic gods, well, unfortunately, that plural is a big problem. They find each other's very existence blasphemous. Each has no option but to declare a fatwah upon his colleagues, plus all the other gods in the theme park, and all the mortals on earth for allowing such a outrageous situation to exist.

	The relatively small number of gods from major religions leaves plenty of space for more minor deities, such as Ndengei, the creator-snake of Fiji; Sopona, the Yoruban god of smallpox (now encompassing other diseases); and Ueuecoyotl, a coyote prankster from Mexico.

	Snakes, spirits, animals - form and substance are no barriers to existence in heaven. Although historically there was a problem when one of the Melanesian cargo cults voted in a case of Wrigley's spearmint gum. Celestial chewing gum was in short supply at the time - some glitch in stock control - and after a week the case was empty. Eventually it was taken away and burnt and a fresh election was held, which just goes to show that gods can be very astute when it comes to practical matters.

	Each time a god dies an election must be held to find a replacement to keep the total up to 257. But despite its broad representation, the godly system doesn't supply much of a role model for election procedures. An executive committee of twelve investigates support levels and chooses, in its own sweet but fairly equitable way, a shortlist of between four and six potential gods. Existing gods are then co-opted to play a game to decide the winner, something entertaining but with a touch of randomness to counterbalance any skills or prejudices the players might have. Something like whist or knock-out backgammon or, once, snap.

	Ethereal Cluedo had seemed ideal because, apart from being highly entertaining, it included a lot of randomness due to the heavy human involvement. But unfortunately, as the four game playing gods had realised, a hidden hand was interfering, trying to influence the appointment, a hand they all knew belonged to the God of Progress. 

	And it wasn't the first time he'd got up to such dirty tricks.

	As a candidate himself he'd been included, as a bit of laugh, in a shortlist in the year 1803, when there wasn't a lot of religious inventiveness going on, and he'd won. Continually ridiculed as a novelty, he'd lain low until the late nineteenth century when his mortal support on earth had really started to flourish and had given him the confidence to enter into heavenly politics.

	Humans were still believing in their old religious figureheads, though less ardently, but devoting increasing proportions of their faith to Progress, to the promise of a brighter world, better medicine, better machinery, and everlasting economic growth.  His collective support was phenomenal. Unlike other gods, with their intangible promises of an afterlife and undemonstrable threats, he could show his supporters something here and now - horseless carriages, airplanes, refrigerators - things you could point a finger at and say, "That's Progress." He'd bought his votes this way and nobody in heaven knew how to stop him.

	Then he began to influence the games directly - in small ways: a new coating for playing cards, an ideal plastic for dice - and influence the humans involved in them too. But it was always interference of a circumstantial nature, never anything an investigating committee of gods could point a finger at and say, "That's Progress."

	Worst of all, he inspired humanity to worship other strange gods, spin-offs, like the God of the Private Motor Car and the God of Good Medical Care, both of whom had been installed in heaven through recent selection games. In millennia past, Zeus had done something similar, populating heaven with his protégés, so there was a precedent. The situation was a tricky one and nobody felt confident about calling foul play.

	Sure of his power, and gaining more day by day, the God of Progress became a recluse. These days he's rarely seen strolling the grounds of the theme park. He spends most of his time hidden away with his motor car and medical buddies (some say they're building a radical new ambulance). That's when he isn't busy visiting terrestrial earth and filling mortals' heads with ideas like cardboard milk containers and anti-lock braking and fission bombs. Or busy influencing selection games.
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Dorothy was still kneeling at the edge of the bedroom floor, next to Helene. From her bat-like perspective she watched Martha Naaktegeboren and the director of the commercial come to the end of their discussion over whatever was missing and return to rehearsing the commercial shoot. She'd got used to seeing everything upside down and by now, oddly, it didn't seem upside down any more.

	The commercial centered around Martha's use of a sophisticated piece of equipment built into the Portawarren kitchen wall. It looked like an ordinary microwave oven, apart from the word Foodfax stencilled across its facia. It also looked artificial, unreal. Martha appeared to think so too. She wasn't in a good mood. She waved her hands at it and frowned, 

	An electrician arrived carrying a toolbox in one hand and a plastic tray of coconuts in the other. Together he and the director inspected the front of the Foodfax, shook their heads and moved into the lounge to look at its rear.

	 Dorothy lost sight of them from time to time, but she could see enough to tell the back of the machine was under the stairs and they couldn't get to it. There was no access door, no closet beneath the stairs. Presumably the Portawarren, being a false home rather than a real one, had no need of all that space to store vacuum cleaners, suitcases, hat racks, ironing boards, camp beds, tool boxes, old TVs, step ladders, wine racks and rowing machines. 

	But the bogus nature of the place offered a solution too. The director braced himself against the banisters of the staircase and pushed sideways. The entire staircase came away from the partition wall. The electrician joined in. Together they pushed the staircase, as if it were a large piece of furniture, away from the wall and into the middle of the room. It looked very odd in isolation, like a pillar of rock in Dakota or an iceberg splitting off from the Arctic pack.

	She watched the electrician start work, unscrewing a panel from the back and extracting a festival of wires that spilled onto the floor like technicolour hemorrhoids. He began crimping them together, taking his time, matching pairs carefully, especially the thick wires that led directly to the mains.

	And Dorothy knew it was time for her to strike. 

	She was getting impatient to use her power. From watching the rehearsal, she guessed that Martha was due to touch the machine. She also knew that if she stayed in the position she was in, with her head lower than her body, she'd faint pretty soon. Her face had already turned redder than a cannibal's party-popper.

	But despite the flood she could still summon up the power. She concentrated on the electrician and his crimpers, and contemplated - for the last time, as it would turn out - the impenetrable yet enlightening grey of the paperback page.
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Above the kitchen, in the Portawarren's back bedroom, Mr Assassin had finally realised that he hadn't yet seen the face belonging to one of the two backsides. Whoever she was, she'd been doing her ostrich impression ever since he'd walked in. On the off-chance that she might be his target, he strolled across to the edge of the floor and joined the two women in their ridiculous pose.

	In his upside-down position, but looking at an upside down face, and in this case two negatives making a positive, Mr Assassin recognised his target straight away. But he checked to make sure.

	"Are you a counsellor?"

	"Yes, I am. How can I help you?"

	"By dying."

	The pair of them simultaneously straightened up, along with Dorothy, bringing the silly game of three bobbing ducks in a row, that none of them had been playing anyway, to a close.

	"That will make it very difficult to schedule a programme of future sessions," replied Helene.

	Mr Assassin didn't respond. He was too busy drawing his gun from his shoulder holster and fitting the long silencer.

	Strange business, he reflected. If you pulled a gun but didn't brandish it menacingly and didn't look too fierce, people would calmly watch you fit the silencer. A bit like rabbits caught in headlights, or possibly a hedgehog watching a mechanic change a tyre. Fascinating, anyway. The people in the bedroom were probably thinking that once he'd fitted the silencer there'd be a psychotic bully-boy stage, where he'd indulge himself in some cruel domineering banter as villains tend to do on TV. A breathing space. But they were wrong. Once he'd fitted the silencer he would point it at Helene's forehead and pull the trigger.
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"Off screen, you'll find me busy in the kitchen, playing mother," lied Martha Naaktgeboren, smiling coyly for the camera. Outside, in the aisles and crowded stands, Martha's first take was received in reverential silence. The audience was spellbound.

	"And it's a real pleasure when the kitchen's as well laid out as this." She walked over to the Foodfax - untouched since the stupefied electrician had finished miswiring it. "Of course, a Hutch kitchen is packed with the latest technology. Now what shall we have today?"

	Almost in slow motion, and quite unaware of terrible danger she was in, she moved her hand to the Foodfax and pressed one of its shiny buttons. The button panel had once belonged to a toy clarinet. It had been glued to the front of the Foodfax so the number of buttons looked more impressive on film. The plastic didn't conduct electricity, so Martha stayed alive.
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The calm watchers of the silencer assembly in the bedroom did not include Arthur, who finally flipped. It was all too much for him.

	He was still desperate for the toilet, Dorothy was totally ignoring him, and their companion squeaked at ceilings. And now, to cap it all, some disgusting creature had pulled a gun, which might at any moment make a loud noise.

	The situation was intolerable. Arthur stormed out of the bedroom and frustrated himself even further by once again trying the bathroom door. It was still locked. He glared hard at it and snorted. Obviously he'd have to find somewhere himself. He'd have to go downstairs.
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Phillip K Hutch's heart missed a beat. A fuel-starved misfire. Then it missed another, and two more consecutively. In the final bar of the final movement of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart's third violin concerto, all of Phillip K Hutch's life and property flashed through his mind.

	Anne-Sophie Mutter raised her bow to play the final note.

	The dove in the Plaza Mayor turned dark grey in the shadow of the falcon.
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Martha took her hand off the shiny plastic button and moved it towards the metal handle of the Foodfax door to find out what was inside. The handle was definitely live.



With the silencer in place, Mr Assassin lifted the gun and pointed it at Helene's brow.



Arthur carried on glaring at the bathroom door, even as he moved off sideways to step into the void where the stairs had once been, before they'd been pushed into the middle of the living room floor.



Anne-Sophie Mutter played the final note of the violin concerto. It was a D.
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"That's it then," said Christ.

	"That's what then?" asked Pan.

	"The end, finally. One of them's surely going to go."

	"What about Arthur?" asked Pan. "He's not even in the right room."

	"I don't think he knows they've moved the stairs," said Buddha. "If he crash lands it'll be in the living room."

	"Can all four of them be killed?" wondered Aphrodite.

	"No," replied Buddha. "I remember the instruction sheet - the poem. It said only one winner."

	After a while, Pan said: "I think Arthur's going to be the one. He's going to be the first to go."

	"No," said Christ. "Martha, for sure."

	Buddha shook his head. "Phillip K Hutch looks the most likely to me."

	"You bastards," said Aphrodite, indignantly. "Now it's crunch time you've all gone back to your own targets, haven't you? You don't give a damn whether it's Helene or not."

	Even within the small confines of the cafe, her companions could all find something more interesting to look at than her.

	"It's going to be Helene," announced Aphrodite.





76

And Arthur, his eyes lingering on the bathroom door too long, stepped into the void where the stairs had once been and flew.

	Geronimo! 

	And so it came to pass that the God of Cosmic Apathy was created, by his skull dividing on contact with a hard coconut, one of a dozen sitting on a plastic tray on top of the back of the Foodfax at the bottom of his fall. The impact also broke his neck, and for good measure a few milliseconds later the Foodfax electrocuted him.

	As deaths go it was a thorough one.

	Tilt. Game over.

	Around six thousand people had a nice clear view of Arthur's falling body, courtesy of the Portawarren's non-existent walls. When it landed they gasped, "Oooh," or made some similar noise, producing a sentimental chorus close on the heels of the crash.

	Many of these spectators were in poor positions where they'd lost sight of Martha next to the Foodfax because a kitchen wall was in the way. But they did get a perfect view of Arthur.

	A further eight thousand people had much better views of the kitchen and Martha, but missed Arthur's acrobatics, again because a kitchen wall was in the way. These people would go home quite disappointed. "Yeah, I could see Martha, but I missed the accident. It made quite a crash."

	Another ten thousand people had appalling views of everything, either because this was an exhibition hall rather than a purpose-built theatre, or because they were short rather than tall. They could only see showhouses or stands or nauseating slogans or the backs of other people's necks. They never saw Arthur, or Martha. But they were there, and that was the important thing.



Fourteen Jehovah's witnesses had an excellent view of Arthur's fall. They felt cheated that they hadn't been able to get to him and convince him of God's Kingdom before he'd flown. From their point of view his death was a kind of premature ejaculation.
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Dorothy's face was bright crimson. She could feel her heart pumping madly, trying to restore balance now she was the right way up. For a few seconds, while her vision re-adjusted, everything once again appeared upside down. All in all she was quite disoriented.

	Some people swear by being upside down for long periods of time, and when Dorothy finally came back to full equilibrium she could understand why. There was a new clarity to life. Her obsession with killing Martha had gone. Why on earth had she agreed to harm the poor woman in the first place? And her special power of enlightenment, that too had entirely disappeared. She was back to her normal self.

	The "Oooh" that the crowd had made while her mind was still confused was echoing in her ears, disconnected from anything. And had there been a crash before it?  No. Too silly. The mind playing tricks. She let the echo go and glanced around for Arthur. He'd disappeared. She tutted. Sometimes it was like looking after a child.
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Gloria looked down at the haggard face of Phillip K Hutch beneath her. 

	"You disgusting old creep!" she yelled, which wasn't very fair, and leapt to her feet like a picnicker off a nest of ants.

	She was furious. Furious and unclean. She rearranged her uniform and tried the taps at the washbasin, then the bath and finally the shower. 

	"Shit!" Obviously the place wasn't plumbed in.

	Angrily she glared at Phillip K Hutch's prostrate body, and slowly her anger changed to concern.

	He wasn't moving very much. In fact not at all. She couldn't see his lungs working. She had to bend down to check if he was still breathing. Yes. Just. But very shallow. She checked his pulse. Irregular.

	Of all the reactions available to her, the one she chose was to laugh. A short and generous burst.

	How funny, she thought, I nearly screwed the old bugger to death.
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"I don't believe it," said Mr Assassin, still holding the gun directly in front of Helene's face. The silencer was attached, but it wasn't pointing in the same direction as the gun. "I've cross-threaded it."

	He was half-smiling in embarrassment and after a moment he said to Helene: "You're a real counsellor, aren't you? A professional one?"

	"Yes."

	"I'm messing up badly today. I took such a long time to get in here. And then I couldn't work out where you were. And now this." He waved the gun around. It looked comical rather than dangerous.

	"Can we talk about it?" ventured Helene.

	Mr Assassin fiddled with his weapon like a shy schoolboy and looked very crestfallen indeed. "It might help," he said. "I've even lost the urge to kill you. And I'm a professional assassin. This is no good at all."

	"No," agreed Helene. "If your troubles are interfering with your work, then you definitely need professional guidance. It's a threshold measure of symptoms." She took something out of her handbag. "Here's my card. Shall we fix an appointment?"  

	Mr Assassin nodded. "I tell you," he added, "you can't believe how tough it is being in my line of work and having a name like Mr Assassin. It's such a bummer."

	"Shall we say two o'clock, tomorrow afternoon?"

	Mr Assassin nodded again.
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"Today was a special day at the Ideal Home Exhibition," began the female BBC News presenter over a picture of crowds pouring through the entrance doors. Her partner took over the sentence: "Martha Naaktgeboren, star of the popular serial Bathroom, made her first public appearance in the UK."

	Jimmy had been waiting with mounting excitement for the exhibition to appear on TV. Who knows, perhaps a shot might ring out even as it was showing. After all, this was The News. But a few seconds ago his enthusiasm had collapsed entirely. He couldn't understand why he'd ever gone along with Aphrodite's hare-brained scheme. He hoped sincerely that the hired assassin had taken the money and run. But still he watched, mainly in the hope that nothing happened.

	He didn't notice it, but Max was looking guiltily apprehensive too.

	The report was perfectly bland, concentrating almost solely on Martha's walk from the make up caravan to the Portawarren and the reaction of the crowd. Somehow Phillip K Hutch and Gloria didn't make it on to screen at all. The Portawarren's part was also very low key.

	The screen changed to vox pop from the watching crowd, actually filmed before Gloria had hit the stage.

	"Isn't she great?" said one waiting admirer, a young lady hanging on the elbow of a friend, both of them coy and giggly in front of the camera. "I've always wanted to see her, like, in the flesh, y'know." 

	"It's nice that she could make it to England," said a middle-aged lady with dyed black hair and blue acrylic coat. In the background her husband tried unsuccessfully to avoid looking at the camera.

	"A star, ain't she," said somebody else. 

	Finally a clip of Martha from Bathroom, as serialised on BBC1, was shown. It was the scene where Martha took her sick goldfish to the Beverly Hills goldfish surgeon.

	Arthur's accident wasn't shown. One person dying out of twenty thousand wasn't a big event, and nobody was quite sure of the circumstances. It looked like it might be some kind of industrial accident, perhaps with the commercial's director to blame, and he had plenty of friends in the BBC. 

	In any case the News team hadn't got any footage of Arthur's fall. They'd been too busy sorting themselves out for a second News item, a little gimmick that would soon be going out live. 
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Arthur's body had never attracted much attention when it was alive, but dead it was quite a draw. Most of the people on the Hutch Holdings stand came along to see it. So did a St John's Ambulance man and an official from the exhibition centre, followed by a couple of policemen and eventually a regular ambulance crew with a stretcher and body bag. Arthur hadn't had so many people come to see him for a long time.

	It wasn't a particularly pleasant body to look at. Rich red blood was trickling out of one ear, and the head itself was at a very unfamiliar angle - one that fit and healthy people can't achieve, even after years of yoga. A second pool of liquid, this one around waist level, was giving off an unpleasant smell, a counterpoint to the barbecued meat aroma of the electrocution burns. All in all, not nice.

	But the lack of aesthetic quality wasn't putting people off, and in aisles and other showhouses throughout the hall, thousands of admirers were craning their necks attempting to get a better view. In their opinion, the people on the stand were being very inconsiderate, crowding around the body so tightly and obscuring it half the time.

	An exhibition official made a short announcement over the PA, explaining that there'd been an accident and there'd be no more filming and no more Martha until 4pm, and perhaps everybody would like to disperse and browse through the rest of the fascinating exhibition. But few people did, or at least not until Arthur's body had been taken away by the ambulance crew.



Martha didn't look at the body because she was against them on principle. Bodies were reminders of mortality. She'd never seen one in her life, except, of course, on TV films and at the movies, where like most people she saw thousands every year. But those didn't count. 

	From the landing, Dorothy had seen the body and said, "Arthur," softly, and was rather quiet after that. She'd sometimes wondered how she'd feel after more than forty years of marriage if Arthur died before her, and the answer was hollow and dreamy.

	Helene recognised Dorothy's symptoms of shock and to her credit gave a perfect demonstration of comfort and support techniques.

	A neighbour's showhouse door was borrowed and laid across the gap between the stairs and the landing, like a medieval drawbridge, to allow the people upstairs to come down. There were five of them: Dorothy, Helene, Cath, Mr Assassin, and Gloria - who'd finally come out of the bathroom to see what all the fuss was about and get some help for Phillip K Hutch.

	When the ambulance crew took this second body away, only marginally livelier than the first, one of them quipped, "It's cheaper in bulk," with the usual flippancy of people who see too many damaged bodies and can't afford to start taking them seriously. 

	Unfortunately, Phillip K Hutch made a full recovery.
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"Other news on the stock market today," announced the big TV screen. "The Worry-Sausage Company has burst."

	"What?" said Jimmy.

	"Exchange officials suspended trading just a few minutes ago. Traders say the company's shares are now effectively worthless. Sales of the curious relaxation product slumped to zero in the space of a few hours."

	Jimmy wondered if he would wake up soon.

	"It's a fickle market for fads. A very similar thing happened to the American company producing Cabbage Patch Dolls in the nineteen-eighties. That too crashed when its product suddenly went out of fashion."

	"Ooh, Jimmy," said Max, sympathetically.

	"Approaches by creditors prompted special liquidation proceedings, and right now a bankruptcy notice is being served on the owner of the company, a Mr James Waster."

	"Eh?" said Jimmy. To add to his troubles, some idiot had switched on a bright light a few yards in front of him, making it difficult to see the screen. It appeared to be acting like a mirror. He could see himself in it, sitting on a bar stool, slouching, squinting, a touch half-cut.

	There was a tap on Jimmy's shoulder. He turned.

	"Mr James Waster?" asked a tall gentleman with close-cropped hair. He wore a pristine suit and looked very smart in the intimidating way that bouncers and bodyguards look smart.

	"That's me," said Jimmy.

	"Mr James Waster, I am serving you this notice on behalf of the liquidators of the Worry-Sausage Company."

	"Thank you," said Jimmy stupidly, taking the offered envelope in his hand he turned back and grinned wordlessly at his own image on the bar's big screen.

	A gormless grinning face staring silently at the camera didn't impress the news editor. After little more than a second, Jimmy found his reflection replaced by the next news item and underwater footage of minke whales. The change snapped him out of his trance.

	"Sorry about that," said the man in the dark suit. "Still, nice to be famous for a day, eh?"

	In the background the bright light went out, making the bar seem dark for a moment.

	"Can I get you a drink?" asked the man.

	"That's a nice idea," said Jimmy. "But I'm afraid I won't be able to return the favour." He held up the envelope.

	"He hasn't got a sausage."

	"Thanks, Max."

	Jimmy was getting used to his new circumstances very quickly. After all, they weren't much different to his old circumstances. It had been an interesting experience, being rich, but now it was over. It had never seemed real. He'd get by, he always had. In a strange way he felt almost relieved.  Things would return to normal now. Egg and chips with his mum and pints at the Trouble With Fish. Poor and sane.

	"Did you, er, drive here?" Max asked Jimmy as the drinks were being poured.

	Jimmy nodded, then handed his car keys to the man in the suit. "Company car. I guess I can give it to you. I shouldn't really be driving anyway."

	"Sure."

	"Do you want a lift home, later?" asked Max.

	Jimmy nodded again.





83

"Congratulations," said Pan. Somebody ought to say it, and he'd won the game so it was probably down to him.

	"Thank you," said Arthur, absently. He seemed more interested in the drinks on the table than the five gods around him. "Is it possible to get some tea? Oh, thank you. That was quick."

	"Milk and two sugars," said Vishnu. It was more of an answer than a question.

	"Perfect," said Arthur.

	The five gods gazed at him. He was an oddball character even by their standards. Enigmatic in a duff sort of way. Tie knot too small. Head screwed on too tight. Was he as hollow as he looked, which seemed improbable, or was there something deep and meaningful inside?

	Aphrodite broke the silence. "Did you ever wonder if there was an afterlife?"

	"No."

	"Actually there isn't. Or not like this, anyway. You've been specially selected." She didn't bother to go into the precision of the selection mechanism.

	"As a god," added Buddha.

	"Fine," said Arthur. "What's the accommodation like?"

	There wasn't any. But that kind of news needed breaking gradually, so instead Christ said: "We're all perfectly happy with the arrangements."

	"No noisy neighbours? No sewage works or youth clubs or bypasses or airports nearby?"

	Christ shook his head. "No." 

	Arthur didn't look convinced. He watched Christ's body language closely, then scowled at his long hair.

	"Would you like one of us to show you round?" offered Buddha.

	"Is there much to see?" asked Arthur, taking a sip of his tea.

	"Er... yes... a fair amount."

	"No thanks, then."

	"Maybe you'd like to know more about the role of gods, your powers, committee meetings..." began Christ.

	"No, I don't think so," said Arthur. "What time's dinner?"

	"Any time you like." Christ again avoided getting into the novelties of heavenly existence. There was no need to eat, except for pleasure.

	Arthur looked so troubled by this information that Christ took pity on him and added: "Say, six o'clock?"

	"Fine." Arthur put his teacup down on the green baize table. "I think I might take a nap. It's been a long morning."

	Sleep. There was another thing they'd have to discuss some time.

	"Fine," said Aphrodite, unintentionally mimicking Arthur. "Would you like one of us to show you to your, er..."

	Somewhere in the grounds of the theme park, a wonderful little cottage had just appeared, though its details wouldn't be clear until Arthur started looking for them.

	"Allow me," said Vishnu, ever helpful.

	"You've got four arms," said Arthur, matter-of-factly.

	"Yes," said Vishnu. "And sometimes I'm a fish."

	"Do you get BBC2 here?" asked Arthur, as he and Vishnu reached the part of the firmament where a door might have been.

	Vishnu coughed politely to one side. "All kinds of channels can be accessed. You just have to think of what you want. You can see next week's programmes if you like."

	"Oh," said Arthur, his voice fading as he passed out of sight. "Some kind of computer thingummy, is it?"

	And those were the last words the four game players would hear from him - they hoped.

	"What an arsehole," said Christ.

	"I wonder if he'll join Progress's little clique," pondered Aphrodite.

	"Doesn't much matter if he does, does it?" said Buddha. "I think we've just witnessed the arrival of the most unimportant, worthless god imaginable."

	"Even compared to the carton of chewing gum?" queried Pan. 

	Buddha thought for a moment. "It's marginal."

	"Maybe Progress will cast him loose to drift around heaven," suggested Aphrodite, "like a fireship in the enemy's fleet, spreading flames of feeble-mindedness and despondency."

	"Very prosaic," said Pan, when he meant completely the opposite.

	Buddha corrected Aphrodite's theatrical image: "Flames of cosmic apathy, so Progress can get on with what he's doing without anybody taking much interest."

	"And he would have managed the same with Material Gain or TV," said Christ.

	"How do you mean?" asked Pan.

	"Television is a distraction that stops people thinking about things, such as Progress. And Material Gain does pretty much the same thing. They're both great distractions. Progress would have been quite happy if either Phillip K Hutch or Martha Naaktgeboren had been the first to go."

	"What about Helene?" asked Aphrodite. "I kept saying all along that we should have been on her side."

	"I'm not so sure," answered Christ. "Personal therapy and counselling are very much to do with the self. They're internal. Almost selfish. They don't have much connection with society as a whole, and it's society that Progress is interested in. So I don't see that he would have been against Helene."

	"I think you're right," agreed Buddha. "All the candidates were acceptable from Progress's point of view."

	"That's terrible," sighed Aphrodite. "What a fix."

	"We can't complain. It's just a reflection of what's happening on Earth, that's all," said Christ, although he didn't look very happy about it.

	"That's even more depressing," moaned Aphrodite. She too looked sad.

	As always, it was impossible to tell from Buddha's face what emotion he was feeling. He looked so sombre, perpetually on the edge of a trance or coma. He was great at poker.

	"Just listen to you all," said Pan in amused disbelief. "I've never heard so much doom and gloom. You'd think Armageddon was coming – sorry Christ - was coming soon. It's not so bad having a God of Cosmic Apathy. Look on the bright side."

	"Like what?" asked Aphrodite.

	"Well... er... he's completely neutral, spiritually. And if the mortals do come up with some new... philosophy they can follow, maybe something that deals with technology and the planet and stuff like that, he may not encourage it, but he certainly won't put much effort into stopping it either."

	"Go on," said Aphrodite, looking a tiny bit happier.

	One of Pan's periods of lucidity was coming on. He launched into it freely. "Just think of all the positive things that apathy does, that it's doing on Earth right now. At this very moment there are thousands of muggers and thieves sitting around on their bums because they really can't be bothered to get the energy together to go outside and commit a crime. There are scores of tyrants who should be keeping busy punishing their subjects, but instead they've crawled off for a quick nap after lunch. Literally millions of people who could be doing evil have put it off for another day.

	"Even Progress is suffering because of apathy. Intelligent people aren't bothering to become scientists any more because they see the A-bombs and the pollution and they wonder if it's worth all that studying. They aren't bothering to become businessmen because the hours are long and the old grey-suits appear to look less happy than the mongols next door. They're not entering politics because it takes half a lifetime to learn to speak out of your bum. And they're not working hard to become stinking rich because they look at the rich and see very few of them made their money that way. So they sit around with their friends, have a few drinks, and do nothing much destructive. Apathy ain't so bad after all."

	"Thank you," said Aphrodite, who was now all smiles.

	"Inspiring," agreed Christ.

	"Om."
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All those borrowed molecules in Arthur's earthly body were recycled for future use. Most of them married oxygen molecules in the furnace of the crematorium, while in the chapel next door, following the instructions in Arthur's will, the crematorium's very worn-out copy of I Did It My Way was played. They flew away to live like nomads in the air or settle on nearby land. Dorothy took the least combustible ones home in a small plastic barrel and spread them on Arthur's favourite roses, which bloomed very well the next year.

	She cried when she did it, breathing regularly but with tears dripping from her cheeks. 

	She was sad. Arthur may have been a pain in the backside half the time but he was her pain in the backside and she knew she was going to miss him. He was an old man who probably wouldn't have lasted much longer, but that didn't help. She was an old woman herself and it was awful to watch your own generation slowly fading away, pop, pop, pop, like soap bubbles in the air, until there were no bubbles left at all.

	She didn't normally have dreams, or at least she never remembered them, but the night after the cremation she had a very strange one. She dreamed she was a tiny fly buzzing round a night-time light bulb along with hundreds of other tiny flies. Neither she nor her swarm of friends had the power to stay in flight for long, so they spent most of their time crawling around the white ceiling close to the bulb. Small lizards did likewise, enjoying the buffet. Fleet-footed dinosaurs they seemed to be. Carnivores browsing. Every few seconds a friend was gobbled up, but Dorothy gaily promenaded around because - and here's the key - she didn't care. Not only that, but she had no opinion on lizards.

	It was an odd dream, but somehow Dorothy felt lightened by it, though she did wonder about the choice of scene. Flies and lizards. A tropical ceiling, then, maybe borrowed from a half-remembered film. She'd never been to the tropics in her life. But it would be nice to get something out of the dream. So she finally booked herself on a cruise to South America.



Sometimes she wondered, looking back, if she could have made more of enlightenment when it was hers to bestow. Perhaps she should have tried it on herself, or on Arthur, or for the greater social good on somebody with real power, such as the Prime Minister. Strangely, the only people of any consequence that she'd tried it on - the MP and the interviewer on the lightweight afternoon political programme - had disappeared from the public eye. The MP had been de-selected for "erratic behaviour" and the interviewer transferred to a backroom role on similar grounds. Dorothy had a sneaking suspicion that enlightened people couldn't survive in positions of even the slightest power.
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If Cath had heard about Dorothy's dream she would have pointed out that the collective noun for flies is a "business". A business of flies. She'd read it in Cosmo years ago.

	But she didn't, because she found it hard talking to Dorothy after Arthur's fall. It was difficult for her to come to terms with her involvement in what had happened to Arthur. She'd been trying to kill him and he'd died, but it wasn't clear how much she was responsible for that. And surely Pan came in to the equation somewhere. How guilty was she? It was all very difficult to understand.

	It took time, but eventually she realised that the little computer in her head, despite being a smart model, wasn't up to such big calculations. The same, she realised, applied to most of the other contradictions in her life.  So, paradoxically, as a consequence of her part in Arthur's death, Cath analysed life less and became far happier.
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It was Gloria's first funeral for a long time. The last one she'd been to was of an old schoolfriend who'd drowned in a whirlpool while canoeing the glacial torrents of Iceland. The expedition, and his death, had been filmed. In accordance with his will, at his funeral the rough-cut film was shown, including the drowning sequence, to the accompaniment of the Jimmy Cliff reggae song "Wonderful World, Beautiful People." Most of the audience were too stunned to cry. 

	Her father's funeral was a complete bloody waste of time by comparison. 

	She grieved for him, of course, but it was the little girl inside her that did that. The big adult had never felt more free.
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But all that happened beyond the end of the game.

	The session of Ethereal Cluedo finished officially just after Arthur's ascension, as his body arrived at the morgue, around the same time that Max and Jimmy made their exit from the exhibition hall.

	Max was in a great mood as they reached the exit doors. He'd had a couple of beers and was feeling nice inside. The episode with Phillip K Hutch was now completely behind him and he was looking forward to spending lots of time with his family and, most important of all, making amends with Judy, his wife. She'd barely spoken to him since accusing him of seeing somebody else. That damned love potion had nearly destroyed his marriage. He was lucky that she was a patient woman who'd decided to hang in there and ride out the storm. 

	No. Not lucky. He'd chosen to marry her because she was such a fine woman. His choice. 

	And the worry-sausage, originally his invention. That had been a dramatic success at one stage too, hadn't it? All in all, things were going his way. He was a competent individual in a bright new world. And there was no reason why it shouldn't carry on that way. Or at least a bright new world apart from the English sky. 

	"Shit," said Jimmy as they walked outside. "It's still raining."

	"No," said Max, airily. "That's not rain, that's just a light refreshing drizzle."

	They crossed the road and walked a few hundred yards to the elongated car park along the western border of the railway line.

	"You know, I was thinking," began Max, as he adjusted the collar of his dreadful raincoat. "The worry-sausage may have died a death, but there are lots of other ideas we could explore." 

	"Like what?" asked Jimmy.

	"Like my hiccup remedy."

	Jimmy stopped just inside the car park entrance. He was quite damp by now, and perversely finding that the rain truly was very refreshing. "What's that?" he asked. "Another potion?"

	Max stopped too. "No. It's a breathing technique. You breathe in as deeply as you can, then take goldfish breaths to pull even more air in, and finally bend down for maximum pressure on the lungs. I've never known it fail. Though sometimes you do have to do it two or three times. Here, let me show you."

	"Not on a stomach full of beer, Max. I believe you."

	"You could market it, Jimmy. You've got some business skills now."

	Jimmy smiled and shook his head, thinking to himself - if you want amusing friends, choose loonies. Though to an outsider he guessed they must both look odd, holding a conversation at a car park entrance in the rain.

	"Actually, I think I'll leave it, Max. I've had enough excitement for this year. For a while I'm going to stick to a steady lack of success."

	"Oh." Max was mildly disappointed. "Why have we stopped?"

	"Because I don't know where you parked your car."

	"Eh?" 

	"It's a huge car park, Max. Where did you park? Which part? You did look when you got out of the car, didn't you? Max? Max!"



When he eventually got home, Max went straight to Judy and started his reconciliation. He apologised for all the trouble he'd caused and told her as much of the truth as he dared. So visions of Buddha weren't mentioned, nor the ultimate nature of the task, but he did talk about the love potion and how he'd been using it to harm Phillip K Hutch.

	Judy was enormously relieved to hear that the entire episode was down to one of Max's crackpot ideas, even if he couldn't bring himself to phrase it that way. Her intuition had persistently been telling her there wasn't another woman involved, despite his weak excuses for spending time away from home. Now she felt ashamed of herself for distrusting him.

	There was a tiny bit of the love potion left. While Judy watched, Max made a show of slugging it, then grinned. It no longer worked, of course, but she pretended it did. 

	Partners can be nice that way.

	

THE END
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