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The following are excerpts from the fourteen short stories in 
The Parallax Groove by author Michael Loughrey.

Illustration No. 8. The (w)hole [kit and caboodle]. 
Detail from central panel of the triptych.

Ink and unidentified matter on wood pulp. 21 x 29.7 cm.

A hermetic darkness, simulated to resemble the pre-Big-Bang-
and-everything-existed science fiction that is the cosmologist’s Holy 
Grail.

From the orchestra pit, the doleful euphony being strummed by 
the mummified harpist is synchronous with the slow fading up of 
limelight, tinted a pale turquoise by gelatine filters. A sombre hospital 
ward, its grey-green austerity bathed in a miasma of faeces, bleach, 
boiled cabbage and carbolic soap. Through a broken window pane, a 
neon sign flashes a staccato semaphore.

Holzbonce, prostrate between bloodstained sheets in a metal cot, 
gazes bug-eyed at the phantom of his gangrenous right leg as it hops 
across the shiny linoleum in futile pursuit of cockroaches who’ve 
raided the amphetamine supplies.

On a gurney amongst syringes, surgical instruments, glass phials, 
soiled bandages, sundry medications and a chamber pot, the walnut 
yawns.

Clad in a charcoal coloured cloak, hood raised, enter stage left 
Prosthesis Pete, clearing his throat as he addresses the amputee.

‘If you’re on a budget, let’s talk plastic.’ He whispered with a 
wink of the eye. ‘If you’re feeling flush, I can rustle up titanium. 
Then again,’ Prosthesis Pete twisted his goatee beard into a point, ‘if 
you want something more classical, would wood be your cup of tea?’

Forlorn, Holzbonce looked at the walnut for advice. None was 
forthcoming.

‘So you’re in mourning for your leg.’ Prosthesis Pete chuckled. 
‘Get over it. Could be your lucky day. If you wanna talk timber, just 
so happens I got me a very special piece of merchandise. Muy, muy 
especial .’ Snapping thumb and index together, he beckoned a flea-
bitten pack mule from the shadows.

§ 

          Off road.

Dolores’ Diner was not the most inviting sight, but Cassie’s 
nagging saw Billy pull into the parking lot. Decked out with 
turquoise and pink neon, the side walls of the Hispanic-style building 
leant over at an alarming angle, making the rectangular structure into 
a precarious trapezoid. Beside the diner, plastic palm trees drooped in 
the heat, and on the roof a faded flag of an unidentifiable nation 
fluttered forlornly on a pole. A bell rang, a mule brayed and dogs 
barked to herald their arrival, but the hitchhiker slept on oblivious.
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Inside the diner were lazy ceiling fans, energetic flies, chipped 
formica tables, red Naugahyde stools on chrome poles and booths of 
deep buttoned velour, the smell of rancid fat and Bluegrass music 
drifting from a glowing altar in the corner. Cassie eased into a booth, 
Billy trying to walk without appearing drunk.

Dolores was a bantam candy-floss haired shrew with a red cupid 
mouth, green eyes and huge hoop earrings, the deep lines etched into 
her face skimmed with beige goo. Billy felt better as soon as she 
smiled and fluttered false eyelashes at him.

‘Coffee?’ She squawked, pouring without waiting for an answer. 
‘Menu? Today’s special is chargrilled iguana steak, moose knuckle 
and squirrel breast with grapefruit fritters, cactus salsa and black-
eyed beans.’

‘Cigarettes?’ Billy said. ‘And a cold brew.’
Dolores nodded before diverting her gaze into fingerprint marked 

lenses of Cassie’s dark glasses. ‘How about you? Looks like you’re 
feeding for two.’

‘Seven.’ Cassie said, blushing with pride. ‘Including me that is. 
Sextuplets.’

When Dolores called out to a thin man wearing a chef’s hat who 
was scraping carbonised meat from the griddle, her voice was tinged 
with brooding jealousy. ‘Hear that Chuck? Girl’s got six buns in the 
oven. What I wouldn’t give to be in her shoes.’

Chuck nodded greetings to the visitors. ‘Saw you pull in. What in 
hell happened to that Pod?’

‘It was metallic purple when we set out.’ Billy moaned. 
‘Paintwork peeled right off as were driving.’

§

Original sin.

It wasn’t long before the water pistol had a lot of nail varnish 
notches, and that every guy in town was telling every other guy in 
town that Mary gave out good and gratis, lamb chops coming and 
going in a blur of lost days and nights.

At dawn on a joyless day, a groggy and dishevelled Mary 
stumbled into the kitchen and heard her name called. There was no 
one outside the front door, and the latest lamb chop was still asleep in 
her mother’s bed. When she heard her name called again, she 
intuitively opened the freezer to find that Jesus had got down from 
the crucifix and removed the nail from His crotch. Dressed in a white 
djellaba, aviator Ray-Ban’s and rubber flip-flops, He was seated on a 
box of frozen enchiladas.

‘Can’t keep a good man down.’ He chuckled. ‘Are these 
enchiladas kosher, or low-cal?’

‘I hate you.’ Mary hissed. ‘Whatever happened to my chocolate 
transfusion change? You’re supposed to be dead.’

‘Those that follow me shall know eternal life. So natch, I have to 
have it, otherwise there’d be no one to follow. Capici?
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‘I hate you. You never said you loved me. I hate all men.’
‘Don’t you see it’s yourself you hate most? That’s why you 

debase yourself with men, believing it’s you that has the last laugh. 
You need medical attention. Analysis. Your mind is all messed up.’

‘Are you gay? I think you’re gay. You promised me fish ice cream 
sex.’

‘You’re sick Mary. And I know you’re very frightened by what’s 
happening to you. Let me drive you to a hospital.’

When the lamb chop sauntered into the kitchen scratching his 
scrotum, Mary slammed the freezer door shut.

‘Who you talking to?’ Grunted the lamb chop, lighting a cigarette.
‘No one.’ Mary yelled at the refrigerator. ‘I need to be loved. 

That’s why I do it. No one ever told me they loved me.’
The lamb chop blew smoke in her face. ‘Crazy bitch. Talking to 

yourself? Got a midget in there with a frozen pecker?’
When he yanked the freezer door open, she fought to close it but 

he brushed her aside roughly.
‘Fuck.’ Lamb chop snarled. ‘He’s already been crucified. What 

kind of sicko would hammer a nail into His crotch?’

§

Inside the outside.

Anthropologists with a leaning towards Freudian principles 
suggest that shamans are psychotic or schizophrenic. This is not to 
understand the essence of shamanism. The shaman exists in two 
worlds, the ordinary world of mutually agreed predetermined 
references which exists around us and a “shadow”  world inhabited 
by a perplexing quantity of good, bad and neutral spirits. In shaman 
cosmology, these two worlds continuously collide and overlap with 
each other. Anthropologists all suffer from compulsive 
identification disorder, and therapy involves sticking labels on. 
Generally on the part they see as dangerous, contentious or 
subversive, like puritan patrons of the arts obliging painters to conceal 
pudenda with fig leaves.

‘Two sides to their personalities, eh?’ Darwin strokes his waist 
length beard and chortles until his skeleton rattles. ‘Now that’s a 
prognosis any bird brain could work out. Nurse, hand me a 
straitjacket with the Schizo logo for this poor confused fellow, and 
don’t forget to feed the baboons their peanut butter sarnies before 
you collect my red décolleté evening gown from the dry cleaners.’

The nurse crosses slender silk stocking clad legs tight together, 
smiling as she chants the clandestine feminist mantra destined to 
optimise clitoral gratification. Charlie is my Darwin, my Darwin, 
Charlie is my Darwin, my Darwin, my young chevalier.

Back in the shadow world, Joe Cat is not taking to being a duck 
as Anatidae are supposed to take to water.

‘You and me need to talk.’ He snapped like a subjugated spouse, 

3



waddling in circles as he addressed his alter ego.
‘The way we always do when there’s no one else to listen?’ Joe 

Cat mumbled despondently in reply.
‘A duck. What were you thinking of? An eagle was out of the 

question for obvious reasons, but we could have been a dove, an 
oyster-catcher, even a blackbird. Like that time in Paris in 1789? Can 
your addled mind remember that far back? I can still taste those juicy 
warm eyeballs we pecked out from the severed heads of those faggoty 
dudes with powdered wigs that the no-knickers party decapitated. But 
a duck? A web-footed clod with all the volitant grace of a lead 
balloon? No wonder my arms are aching.’

‘Wings.’ A ruffling of feathers communicates disgruntlement. 
‘Not arms. Temporarily.’

‘Whatever. Just think yourself lucky there were no hunters 
around. We could have ended the day with our booty full of buckshot 
before they made us into the culinary kitsch canard à l’orange and 
washed us down with cheap Muscatel. And what if there’d been a 
paparazzo lurking in the neighbourhood? The tabloids would have 
had a field day. Shamanism: the lame duck.’

The bickering continued between peripatetic meanderings across 
the muddy puddle.

‘As usual, it’s all my fault. Give me a break. I’m new at this 
game.’

‘New? Two thousand friggin’ years.’
‘Not even a nanosecond. Relatively speaking.’
‘Listen. You’re not getting any younger. Maybe you’re losing 

your touch. A duck. A common or garden Mallard.’
‘So I’m sorry. Does that make you feel better? I didn’t carp on 

about the time we were supposed to make a quick getaway as a 
Lipizzaner stallion from that insatiable trollop in Alexandria and 
someone got it wrong. Not that I’d mention it was you.’

‘A horse, a sloth, what’s the difference? We made it didn’t we? 
Our exeunt was just a little more lento than prestissimo. Which 
insatiable trollop was that? There were so many of them. 
Alexandria? I don’t remember that at all. Did we staple psychedelic 
posters to the penthouse walls and throw the T.V. out of the window 
again?’

‘Senescence.
‘No thanks. But I could kill a cigarette if you’ve got one.’
The wind spirit sends a series of ripples over the surface of the 

puddle. Peering down at the distorted image framed by the elongated 
reflection of a particularly laid-back cumulus, Joe Cat giggles.

‘Can you imagine how humiliating it is to be seen with you? Look 
at yourself. Check out the size of that beak. That’s not an extremity, 
it’s a liability. And those web feet are just so...ironically postmodern.’

This banter prompts a blade of grass who is eavesdropping on the 
conversation from the far side of the puddle to slap the smooth pink 
pebble next to it on the back as they both slobber with mirth. A drop 
of acid rain falls, hitting the tip of the blade of grass before sliding at 
a dilatory pace down its concave surface before ricocheting off the 
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apex of the pebble into the centre of the puddle, sending perfectly 
concentric rings outwards to its perimeter. All the spirits of the 
heavens and Earth applaud this small miracle. Moved to tears, Joe 
Cat would have joined in if only his momentary bird-state precluded 
having hands. He contributed to the felicitations with a croaky quack-
quack.

§ 

Marginalia concerning a 
postmodern idiomatic Klondike.

Like gold, lies are precious, and as such are subject to hoarding. 
Like gold, lies are secreted in vaults such as the mouth. Like gold, 
lies are malleable and can be moulded and shaped into all manner of 
forms, including being hammered into micron-thin leaves which turn 
to dust if you so much as breathe on them. The milkman paid me 
with a promise and a Pepsodent smile, making off on a black mare 
after advising me to call my mother and the emergency services. 
Telephonic communication is a hoax. Hello? Ma? You’re six feet 
under? No matter. I thought you oughta be the first to know. I’ve sold 
my teeth, and my right ear is on fire.

Interlocution contaminated by subterfuge can lead to spontaneous 
combustion of the ear. Telephonic communication is a hoax. Akin to 
Chinese restaurants, where there is only one vast subterranean kitchen 
with a myriad of pneumatic conduits through which food is 
dispatched to eateries worldwide, telephonic communication is a 
hoax. Hello? Vivaldi dunked in molasses. Sinatra with extra cheese. 
Hello? Shanghai Diner?  Sweet and sour mendacity is on the menu, 
right?

§ 

      Tutorial for novice pistoleers.

Duelists must be clean shaven and engage in combat facing each 
other whilst seated in office chairs of the type that swivel. Le Moulin  
des Plumes Blanches undertakes to ensure that sandpaper is of the 
highest quality, and that the swivel chairs are comfortable, fit for 
purpose and do not infringe on current Health and Safety 
legislation.

Le Moulin  des Plumes Blanches will also provide a referee and 
an ombudsman to officiate at each duel, as well as providing light 
refreshments, iodine, sticking plaster and tincture of laudanum for the 
wounded.

Blows made with sandpaper by a duelist to his adversary 
during a skirmish must draw blood to score points. Blows below the 
neck are forbidden. Blows to the chin, cheeks or forehead score five 
points. Blows to the nose or ears score ten points, and blows to the 
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throat score twenty. Theoretical (non-blood drawing) blows aimed at 
the ego which cause a duelist’s opponent to cry score one hundred. 
Fifty points will be deducted from any duelist experiencing algolagnia 
which provokes ejaculation.

Vouchers, plastic tokens, bonus points and fatuous panjandrums 
will be awarded to victorious duelists by the top brass of Le Moulin 
des Plumes Blanches.

The curriculum vitae of losing duelists shall be subject to 
scrutiny by the resident Mendacity Tsar. Any perversion of reality 
detected therein will be punishable by the culpable duelists’s white 
feather being fed into a paper shredder.

§

Exeunt.

Amidst the ruins, a jungle of fluorescent triffids surrounds Phil’s 
orderly vegetable and herb plots, his orchards, his al fresco 
kitchen with its stainless steel cookers, industrial refrigerators and 
maple wood butchers block. Phil’s always at the ovens. 24/7. 
Cooking up a storm. Cooking with gas.

At the far side of Phil’s kitchen, a blue ribbon the width of a 
dining table stretches further than the eye can see. That’s the Blue 
Ribbon. A red carpet of sorts, ‘cept it’s blue. Mazarine blue. Thermals 
cause the Blue Ribbon to hover above the ground and its surface to 
ripple. At a snail’s pace, it moves. It’s a silky conveyor belt. Towards 
outer out there.

Staring into the hermetic darkness beyond the Blue Ribbon wakes 
the dormant pineal gland. In prehistoric times, lower vertebrates, 
reptiles and amphibians could sense light in total darkness via a third 
parietal eye associated with the pineal gland, situated between the 
two hemispheres of the brain. Pinealocytes - cells within the pineal 
gland - resemble the photoreceptors of the eye. The pineal gland 
excretes a substance known as dimethyltryptamine, inducing dreams 
meditation...hallucinations...and...near-death experiences...

§

         Still life with bacteria.

Alias carried out his research in a Public Library. Between 
leather-bound volumes and the flickering screen of a computer 
logged on to the Internet, he placed his notebook on an oak desk 
bathed in the soft yellow incandescence of a reading lamp. A gentle 
breeze from an open window turns the pages... a concise resumé of 
their history...from bacteria to primeval cognizance...fear was their 
first emotion...fear of darkness, predators, famine, disease, death, the 
unknown, from which came the faint synaptical spark of the 
metaphysical...higher fear levels...from which they imagined 
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mythical spirits, forces of good and evil...fear drove them to a 
strength in numbers stratagem...tribes were formed...creating more 
fear...power struggles within the group...attack from other tribes, 
genocide and slavery...one method of defence was to make your clan 
believe its own bogus gods were more potent than the 
enemy’s...unbridled Machiavellian propaganda...fire and 
brimstone...pagan rituals...virgins offered to Priests as the emissaries 
of Gods...livestock sacrificed on the summer solstice...solemn 
promises of an everlasting  afterlife...descendants of the first bacteria 
to hit the beach bear a genetic fluke which made their progeny wily 
warriors...a ruling class control serfdoms with, and, yup, you 
guessed it...fear as their secret weapon...Mammon the only 
universally worshipped deity...minor gods of ancient laities give way 
to the most flagrant demonstration of their irrational minds...the 
coexistence of the gods of various religions...Holy wars...territorial 
divisions drawn in blood in the name of a mythical Divine 
Creator...two thousand years and they still stumble in the tenebrous 
labyrinths of ignorance...

Late in their history, a few savants had debunked the God myth 
with scientific arguments as to the creation of the Universe, but no 
one had seen the third, and unequivocal answer to their metaphysical 
ponderings, that the Universe is a work of art, a still life in which a 
minuscule area they called Earth had become damaged by the 
bacteria which is humanity.

All of the words in all of the books on the library desk float 
upwards from the pages and coagulate into inky clouds, their dry, 
blank pages turning to dust which is swept into a vortex as the 
breeze becomes a tempest. The computer sheds a tear. The desk 
beats a hasty retreat, praying for a reverse reincarnation where its 
barley-twist legs morph into roots, branches, twigs, leaves, sap rising 
within a sturdy gnarled trunk.

Alias  grabs  his  notebook  to  scribble  a  postscript  to  his  
notes:“Religion: illegitimate offspring of Fear and Hope, 
teaching Ignorance the essence of the fictitious.”

The librarian’s sickly cough echoes through the library...mercurial 
globules of toxic phlegm slither across the marble floor...an arcane 
semiotic code dispatched from the future dead...tick-tock...a bell 
rings...closing time. Ladies and gentlemen, The Artist has left the 
building.

§

Altitude.

‘Think that’s funny?’ Croaked a voice behind Wren. ‘Hey. 
Redsuitcase man. I asked if you think that’s funny.’

She was the wrong side of forty, and neither nature nor time had 
been kind to her. Short and plump, she had small green eyes, downy 
facial hair, a tumescent harelip and dark roots which betrayed a 
bleached blonde. The V-neck and sleeves of her soiled nylon dress 
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were stuffed with crumpled newspaper. Leaning close to Wren, her 
body gave off unpleasant odours.

‘Well do you?’ She insisted. ‘Think that’s funny?’
The increasing numbness in his tongue made Wren’s answer 

garbled. ‘I do. You on the same flight as me? Malta?’
‘There’s something much funnier over there.’ The woman 

cackled, pointing to a small red box on the wall. ‘Got a smoke?’
Fumbling through pockets, Wren found cigarettes and a lighter. 

‘Why are there newspapers stuffed down your dress? Did they 
announce delayed flights?’

‘This is fun-ee.’ The woman said, lighting a cigarette with relish. 
‘Really funny. Who in their right mind would put up a sign that makes 
no sense?’

The red box on the wall was a fire alarm. Printed on the glass 
were the words In Case of Fire Break Glass.

‘So what?’ Wren shrugged, turning towards the applause as 
Channel Zapper floored Jesus with a deft punch. ‘What’s funny about 
a fire alarm?’

Fist clenched, the woman pounded the suitcase which Wren held 
clutched against his chest.

‘You a retard?’ She snarled. ‘Some basket case? What would you 
do if my hair caught fire?’

Wren tried to stop worrying about his flight being delayed and 
imagined her hair on fire.

‘Throw water over your head?’ He blathered hopefully.
The woman appeared pleased with his response.
‘Now we’re getting someplace. Fire. Water. Makes sense. But 

what kind of bozo would try to put a fire out with broken glass? 
Something’s seriously wrong with this hotel. I’m outa here. Wanna 
tag along?’

§

Bedrock.

La  Sirene  came  out  of  the  sea  each  summer  to  feed  on  
men.  Singing madrigals whose chorus spoke in the darkest hues of 
red, she would lure them onto the rocks before taking their yearning 
into the luscious folds of her palpitating lips.

In her most recent incarnation, she frequented balmy waters 
lapping a corniche below a souk of sinuous alleys flooded with 
savage sunshine and serene shade in which a wall of distorting 
mirrors hissed open to reveal the perpetual party raging within Le 
Cirque des Sybarites.

The Tar who was La Sirene’s latest quarry was a great bear of a 
man, known to one and all as the Fish Wrestler. Breaching the bows 
of his vessel at first light, La Sirene patted damp curls tumbling from 
her bouffant and plucked a crusty barnacle from her eye.

‘Now I know why they’re called Yellow Cabs.’ She spat, 
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before ending her outburst with a mellifluous purr. ‘Cowards. I 
called for one to pick me up but they said taxis are not amphibious. 
Saw you passing, so I hopped a ride. Make a sharp right, 
honeybuns.’

The Fish Wrestler knew right away who she was, knew that a 
turn to starboard would see his vessel smash onto the rocks. 
Shrugging broad shoulders, he accepted his fate and leant hard on the 
tiller.

‘Taxis have tyres,’ La Sirene said, lighting a cigarette, ‘filled with 
air. Stands to reason they can float.’

Tensing his body as they approached the jagged rocks, The Fish 
Wrestler looked her in the eye.

‘You ever sunk a taxi?’
A spasm on La Sirene’s face settled into a venal grin. ‘It’s on my to-

do list.’
Before the sun had set, La Sirene (voluptuous in a skimpy 

wedding gown of pale pink cellophane embroidered with fresh 
seaweed, fish scale stilettos, coiffed with a corsage of live sea horses 
and sea kale flowers) had enticed The Fish Wrestler (who sported 
only a yacht Captain’s cap, yellow Wellington boots and a 
commendable erection) onto the crumbling chalk of a cliff edge above 
rocks facing the sea below.

From His gilded throne on high, The Pious Pervert was not best 
pleased with what he espied, ornery as He already was with another 
problem, that of a futile religious war waging in the same far-flung 
outpost of his Kingdom in which the two armies were using fish as 
weapons. Deciding that enough was a barrel full, He put His 
preoccupation with the religious war aside and bellowed angrily that 
the time had come to teach all fools playing games of love a lesson. 
Rumbling through the aether, His sanctimonious growl was 
subjected to an audio warp, lesson popping out as lesion through 
the aging tweeters of His celestial sound system.

A sudden bout of flatulence caused Him to flirt with the idea of 
directing a squall of His pestiferous emissions across the clifftop to 
propel the lovers over the edge onto the craggy rocks below. Instead, 
it was another act of personal hygiene He was performing 
simultaneously which decided their fate. The clipping of His hallowed 
toenails brought inspiration in the form of space rocket triangulation 
calculus. Speckled with spots indicating calcium deficiency, the 
pruned shard of toenail He sent spinning off at a precise trajectory 
into the universe deflected an asteroid towards the Romeo and Juliet 
travesty being played out below.

§

Reclining Nude With Machete.

Back turned to her, the artist stood before a small dormer 
window, his head shrouded within a nebula of cigar smoke. When he 
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finally turned to greet her, Greta’s expression vacillated between a 
frown and a smile. Her first impression was that he was Father 
Christmas holding down an out-of-season job as a magician on planet 
Bohemia.

Corpulent, with ruddy cheeks, his long salt and pepper coloured 
hair flowed into a totem of a waist-length beard covering most of the 
vibrant silk waistcoat he wore. The gilet and its matching tasselled 
pillbox hat were finely embroidered with stylised planets, stars and 
astrological symbols in psychedelic colours. His sartorial ensemble 
was completed with cavalry officer’s trousers, dark blue with a red 
stripe, white crocodile skin cowboy boots, a panoply of antique rings 
and bracelets and wraparound dark glasses made even more hermetic 
by clusters of greasy fingerprints on the lenses.

As he took few steps forward, the dark glasses and the faltering 
nature of his gait augmented her apprehension.

‘You’re blind?’
The artist’s smile was beatific, his response unequivocal. ‘I am 

not.’
His assistant repressed a manic giggle by placing both hands 

against his face and slapping his cheeks violently. ‘He...is. Is...not.’
The artist shrugged. ‘An ocular examination would conclude that 

I am blind. But I see everything clearly.’

§

Wild life.

Spontaneous  combustion  entered  their  lives like  the  mischievous  
ghost of   a   simian   arsonist. Defying logic, things in the house 
would suddenly begin smouldering and burst into flames, only to 
suddenly and inexplicably extinguish. The first occurrence of this 
phenomena came after Munk and Monday returned from a nocturnal 
foray culminating in an explosion which rocked the sleeping city.
   Naked except for dark glasses in the sombre kitchen, they sat in a 
silence verbose on reprisal by the authorities, a meal of mango 
marmalade, black radish coleslaw, smoked eel and cold beer spiked 
with pickled ginger largely untouched.
  ‘You smell burning?’ Monday said, twitching her nose.

Munk stopped guzzling beer the time for three staccato 
inhalations. The dilapidated mansion they inhabited was a tottering 
pyre waiting for a compassionate cinder to end the misery which 
groaned from its foundations to its architraves. Meandering over five 
storeys, the building’s former glory was in an advanced state of decay. 
Parquet floors creaked ominously, wallpaper pockmarked with mould 
peeled from damp walls, mildew-stained drapes framed filthy window 
panes and decorative plasterwork crumbled into oily water dripping 
from corroded plumbing. The building contained very little furniture 
with the exception of the ballroom which hosted a suite of tarnished 
gilded Louis XV bergères, malodorous fungus sprouting between 
threadbare silk upholstery. Other spacious rooms were filled with 
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stuffed wild animals of every species imaginable, a sprawling zoo of 
timeworn taxidermy. As a further fire hazard, the snooker room 
contained a large refrigerator packed with plastic explosive.

‘So do you? Smell burning?’
‘Guilty of a minor flatus.’ Munk confessed.
‘Shit.’ Monday gulped, pointing over his shoulder. ‘Smoke. The 

laundry room.’ They leapt up, the cat sleeping beneath the table 
fleeing with a screech when Munk trod on its tail in their dash to the 
adjoining room.

‘Whoah. Your bra’s on fire.’ Munk sniggered, retrieving the 
blazing garment from the laundry basket.

‘Do something.’ Monday squealed. ‘Throw sand on it.’
Munk chuckled. ‘I’ll smash the egg timer.’
Whilst they quibbled, the flaming bra Munk held at arm’s length 

suddenly extinguished, leaving a hole burnt in the centre of its left 
cup. They stared at other creased garments inside the laundry basket. 
Incomprehensibly, nothing else was even scorched.

Back in the kitchen, they picked at leftovers, swallowed pills, 
swilled beer, smoked passionately, kissed dispassionately, postulated 
on the cause of the fire but came to no conclusions. Munk slid two 
fingers into her and let the cat lick them. Monday threw a grapefruit 
at him and said he was a pervert. The cat licked its lips and curled up 
in a flickering sliver of late afternoon sunshine.

Exhausted from their outing and confounded by the burning bra, 
they retired to bed as sirens wailing from the city walls spurred the 
reckless to ignore the curfew.

§ 

f stop.

Later, a hydraulic hiss as one side of the cube divided vertically to 
cast a trapezoid of hazy incandescence over the gloom. The 
irresistible beckoning of a magnetic portal. Said he could cure all 
known ills. Said he was sick.

Cynthia weren’t no pervert, but had been perverted right and 
proper and was content of that proclivity. Thus she found dirty old 
Doctor Gläser to be a handsome beast. Check his hands. Cynthia 
always checked men’s hands. In case her red light turned to green 
and she permitted manhandling. The doctor’s hands had the 
pulchritude of a Renaissance piéta sculpted from ivory. With dirty 
fingernails. She wanted to put his long fingers in her mouth, suck the 
filth from under the nails. Cynthia say doctor one handsome beast. 
Most folk wouldn’t say so. Seedy, they would spit. Cynthia, she 
sizzles: hey, handsome seedy beast. Finger me.

‘Singular?’ Handsome beast voice the peal of an timeworn bronze 
bell. ‘Plural?’

‘Equivocally affirmative.’ Cynthia intoxicated by his smell. 
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Caporal tobacco, vetiver, sea urchin, warm bed fug, leaf mould, 
absinthe, acid sweat, espresso, carbolic soap, fried jalapeño, cosmic 
dust, hot internal combustion engine, rotting carrion, pink carnation. 
Thanks, I’ll eat it here.

‘Undress.’ Perverted odorous bell. ‘I need to examine you.’ Seedy 
beast fingers. Sick. Cures all known ills. At his beck and call, 
Cynthia, seduced, strips. Strips like automaton do. If blessed with 
the anatomy of a Déesse, eschew the lascivious when derobing to an 
audience.

Tattered trenchcoat flapping around his body, the doctor 
advances with a rusty gurney, castor wheels begging for lubrication, 
silk sheet amnesiacal on the subject of steam irons.

Clothing neatly folded and piled, Cynthia surrenders. Nasal 
orgasm. Carbolic bed urchin fug, fried pink mould, rotting espresso 
sweat. Some close their eyes when the hovering doctor probes. Not 
Cynthia. Fissures in the ceiling an arcane cartography for the  rookie  
explorer  of  the  perverse.  Lenses  of  doctor’s  dark  glasses  a  
murky kaleidoscope of forensic evidence.

§ 

Omega, maybe.

Its previously balmy Mediterranean climate now ravaged by global 
warming to sub-Saharan temperatures, the seamy port of Marseille 
had become a polluted and impossibly overpopulated multi-ethnic 
souk, a pustulent lesion on the globe inhabited by hairy-backed 
conmen, brownshirts in soiled tuxedos, most-wanted undesirables, 
freelance policemen, born-again has-beens, blue-blooded pimps, 
black supremacists, geriatric new-agers, fakirs, prophets, whores, 
magicians, bandits, assassins, AWOL soldiers, pettifoggers, didicoi’s, 
fire-eaters, disbarred doctors, bankrupt bankers, black-market moguls, 
sweatshop barons, well-heeled nihilists and upbeat desperados.

The End was the salient topic on the tip of all tongues, 
predominant over a litany of sub-catastrophic diurnal bitchings, 
gripes, and laments of failed political leadership, corruption, 
famine, plague, pestilence and disease, water shortages, 
overpopulation, energy cuts, rampant crime, unemployment and 
widespread ecological devastation.

After six difficult months in this terrestrial Hades, Duffa Heepe 
regained consciousness one morning in the rancid fug beneath a 
threadbare blanket, mouth lined with a sticky pelt of nicotine, liver 
bloated with alcohol, heart racing, head in the vice-like jaws of a 
hangover. Spears of phosphorescent sunlight slashed through rotting 
slats of the wooden shutters of the window opposite his rickety camp 
bed, and from the bustling  alleyways  of  Le Pannier  district 
came the disquieting brouhaha of the beginnings of The End.

Peeking out through a moth hole in the blanket, he squinted, 
mesmerised by a one-eyed rat ogling cockroaches swarming over 
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stains on the bare plaster walls before easing his head beneath 
the blanket to avoid inhaling the stench from the city’s 
dysfunctional sewer system.

Suddenly, his body jerked upright when he heard a hideous high-
pitched screeching. Perched atop a teetering chair in the corner of the 
room, a cat-sized, ash-grey furry chimera with black, bug-eyed 
pupils set in hazel-coloured iris, a tuft of vermilion hair on its crown, 
tiny half-moon ears, moist pointed snout, tapering serpentine tail 
and slender, pseudo-human hands with clawing cuticles wailed as the 
cyclops rat scurried across and attempted to scale a leg of the chair.

Duffa Heepe clutched his skull in his hands, a salacious 
menage-à-trois humping away on the waterbed that was his brain, 
with Giovanni Cimabui, Edvard Munch and Andy Warhol doing it, 
their strokes alternately exploding into flat, impasto, and solarised 
images of Himself, seconds before Francis Bacon staggered up the hill 
from a Soho watering hole, naked but for a leather jacket flapping 
above soiled cricket pads, ripped to the tits on dom Pérignon’s 
eponymous tipple, blowing blood-flecked ectoplasms on a barrage 
of profanities and clutching four six-inch nails dripping with 
turpentine-diluted crimson to hammer into hands and feet.

The crucifixion can be seen as a chronometer, four cardinal points, 
noon, three, six, nine: Him, the mortal meridian, left arm the little 
hand, right arm the big hand, crossed legs the second hand, a 
moment where time was suspended. The paradoxically logicalis-
incongruus of this collage flashed before Heepe’s boozy eyeballs, a 
where- why-what??? whoa!!!! head-splitting toilet bowl full ‘o shame.

Another binge-drinking bout, where hubris had seen him in a 
tavern strutting his pigeon-French across a floating incandescent 
trapezoid to an aged female midget named Madame Sowlzafyr, a 
bantam candy-floss haired shrew with a red cupid mouth, green eyes 
and huge hoop earrings, the deep lines of time etched into her face 
skimmed with creamy beige goo.

When they had no money left to pay for more Pis-Aller wine, the 
tzigane made him a proposition which, if he had been in a temperate 
state, would have sounded plainly preposterous, but inebriated as he 
was it sounded amusing and inconsequential. Besides, he reasoned, 
he was wearing designer armour, circa 1999. What ill can a witch 
possibly do to a dude wearing a pair of antique Nike titanium-
framed wraparounds with iridescent lenses?

The  couple  duly  wobbled  and  weaved  their  way  between  
shoals  of  woeful mendicants, drifts of sullage and acrid bonfires to 
a boarded-up shop whose faded sign indicated that it had once been a 
epicerie.

Inside, the harpy cackled on about a plot she had contrived to 
cheat The End whilst lighting stubs of tallow candles and pouring 
generous slugs of home-brewed Absinthe.

Whilst prattling on about the Thief of Time, the The Sultan of the 
Sick Sundial and the Whore of Hours, Madame Sowlzafyr revealed 
that she was plotting to hoodwink The End with a deranged notion 
based on a derivative of Einsteinian atomic theory involving the 
splitting of the sixty seconds in a minute into unequal segments, 
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thereby creating a new paradigm of anarchistic astronomical values 
which would have a negative gravity effect on the earth’s axis 
around the sun, which, in turn would send planet Earth out like a cue 
ball on the astral baize to snooker the culprits for The End, who, 
according to her, were diabolic Helvetian gnomes with tiny 
screwdriver-tipped fingers sequestered in the labyrinths of a Black 
Hole cunningly camouflaged as The Milky Way.

Betwixt her barmy badinage, a pack of dog-eared cards fanned out 
in an impeccable arc in her palm. In the flickering penumbra cast by 
the candles, Duffa Heepe obeyed when she asked him to cut the pack, 
watching bleary eyed as she dealt out the ancient cards.

‘Tarot.’ Madame Sowlzafyr said. ‘Right hands, big magic. 
Wrong hands...’ She closed her eyes and shook her head.

Heepe knew nothing of the Tarot, but grimaced when he saw the 
picture on the first card she dealt.

‘Fuck.’ He gulped, peering at the mediaeval polychrome engraving 
of a hanged man.

‘Am I at the end of my tether?’
The old woman cackled. ‘Hush, fool of little faith. One card does 

not literally mean what it appears to mean. Shadows speak of light, 
and light of shade. The silence of death can sing, and a host of life 
can be mute. Voila. You will leave this abyss and go forth under a 
protective mantle to the west, accompanying the Spirit of the Dead to 
its final destination. You will approach a summit by crossing water 
in the company of a giant madman from the low countries, and 
many beasts of the field. I see an aged Croesus who would flee to 
the stars in a tube of flames. And an automaton from the land of the 
rising sun with many faces. But your paths shall not cross. There is 
an exit which you will take to dark waters, where an inferno will ride 
on the waves. It is there that you will depart from this mortal coil. 
Death comes to us all. It is your destiny.’

§
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