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I died
during the short stroll from the company car park to
the office building. I was only a few faltering footsteps from my
destination when a shaft of sunlight weaved its mysterious way
through the leaves of a weeping willow and caught my bleary eye. I
hesitated for a fleeting, fateful moment. High above a window
opened. An over-zealous cleaning lady dislodged an oversized
software manual from the ledge and sent it on a collision course
with the centre of my skull. The impact left me pole-axed on the
pavement, an insensate jumble of flesh and bones that no medical
man on earth could resuscitate.

 


Not many
stories begin with the death of the narrator I know. And believe me
no one could find the paradox more shocking than I do. I was a
corporate professional unconcerned with what would happen should
the Grim Reaper come knocking. Having made no appointment with my
secretary he was not expected.

 


Death, let me
point out, has absolutely no similarity to its portrayal in the
movies. My life did not flash before my eyes like a 1950’s
newsreel. Nor did an ethereal image of my earthly self emerge
unseen from my body and watch dumbfounded as anxious colleagues
tried to revive me. I didn’t even have the pleasure of appearing in
the sky at my own funeral. Instead I found myself trudging, leaden
footed, across a mist soaked marshland. Dark figures, vaguely human
in form, haunted the periphery of my perception but vanished into
the grey vapour each time I turned to confront them. After what
felt like a lifetime, but was probably no more than a blink of the
cosmic eye, the mists cleared and I was alone, floating in a
void.

 


Then I heard a
voice.

 


‘Wasting time,
going nowhere, suffering without benefit. That is how you chose to
live,’ it said.

 


Despite the
cold terror of the moment I was seized by an overwhelming sense of
indignation. I was, or had been, a senior manager, company director
no less, responsible for the sprawling computer system of a
multifarious multi-national concern. How dare anyone, even God, or
a senior representative, construe my life’s work as waste of
time?

 


My unspoken
objection was cut short, brutally.

 


‘And that is
why you chose to die.’

 


‘Death chose
me.’ I screamed, ‘I had no choice.’

 


My words
evaporated into the emptiness.

 


‘You are to be
given the opportunity to learn the error of your ways,’ the voice
continued, ‘by bearing witness to those who are living the same lie
as you did.’

 


I comforted
myself momentarily with the thought that this must be a
compassionate though mistaken God intervening to save a wayward
child. It seemed I would be given a second chance, a second
life.

 


Then I learned
the sickening truth. I was not to be resurrected nor even
reincarnated. I was to return to the earth as a phantasm, a wraith
who could be not be seen, heard, touched, smelt, tasted, sensed or
even imagined by creatures of flesh and blood.

 


‘Use this
opportunity wisely. It will be your last,’ the voice advised.

 


The mists
closed around me but this time I thought I could make out the
indistinct outlines of familiar forms, houses, tall buildings,
maybe even the faint glow of a street lamp. I felt a sudden stab of
nausea where the pit of my stomach used to be. A random thought
flitted through my mind, ‘Cyrus will be waiting.’ A dark shadow was
heading straight for me. I wanted to run but sheer dread held me in
its clammy grip.

 


As the shadow
approached it shifted and took on a most startling form. Out of the
darkness came a vision of beauty. Voluptuous, blonde, provocative
in contour-hugging cashmere and a tiny leather skirt, coat thrown
open in defiance of the cold, Anna passed straight through me with
just the slightest of shivers. I found myself able to turn and
watch as the mists lifted and she hurried away along a desolate
city street towards God-knows-where. A jumble of incomprehensible,
disconnected thoughts scurried around my mind, a cacophony of
conflicting feelings - sadness, (such terrible sadness), elation,
desire, disgust, fury and foreboding - exploded inside my being
before the voice spoke again.

 


‘You have been
given the capacity to experience the thoughts and feelings of
others as though they were your own. Each intractable desire, every
disowned stab of resentment, mean-minded accusation or wayward urge
will resonate with the clarity of a church bell through your
consciousness. You are of course at liberty to ignore, expel or
simply deny that which unsettles you, much as you did during your
physical incarnation. You would though be well-advised not to avert
your eyes.’

 


I was left with
a single, final, irrefragable thought.

 


‘What you are
about to see is your own reflection. Nothing more. Nothing
less.’

 


The voice fell
silent and I found myself chasing after the beautiful Anna along a
rain-sodden street. She stopped in front of a crumbling building,
gripped by a sense of foreboding. She let herself in and I followed
her up two flights of naked stone steps to a heavy wooden door
reinforced by steel panels. Anna’s keys jangled in the stillness
like those of a jailer or an orderly in a lunatic asylum. Through
the door she went. She needed all her strength to slam it shut
behind her.

 


She stood for
moment in the unlit corridor and listened to the sound of her own
breathing. She put her hand to her breastbone and felt the pounding
of her heart. Then she turned towards the darkness and set off
along the gloomy corridor, her heels click-clacking on the bare
boards. At the end was a worn wooden door with a cold metal handle.
Anna pushed down the handle with her sweating palm and let the door
swing open.

 


A single naked
light bulb dangled by a thread from the ceiling. It cast its bright
light upon an expectant audience, sixty people who were waiting not
for Anna but for a self-proclaimed prophet who was about to begin
his oration. Said prophet fixed his unwelcoming gaze upon Anna. She
smiled, not at him, nor indeed at anyone in particular, and scanned
the room for a vacant seat. For a single panic-filled second she
thought all were occupied. Then she spotted a place, mercifully
empty, in the middle of the back row. She pushed her way along,
mouthing apologies, still smiling broadly, and slumped down, not
daring to meet the glare of the crepuscular presence at the far end
of the room.

 


*****
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Imagine my
bewilderment, after being told I was about to look into the mirror
of life and see my reflection, to find myself in the meeting room
of a down-at-heel cult. I was a manager who expected hard work and
loyalty not unquestioning obedience. I promoted no ideology,
espoused no religion. I was a practical man not given to
speculation about a possible after-life. Maybe this was a mistake.
But I see nothing to link me to Cyrus Jones, prophet of doom.

 


Given all
that’s been written about charisma and cult leaders he’s really not
much to look at. He’s tall and emaciated, a middle-aged anorexic.
And he’s not just bald, he’s completely hairless, like a corpse in
the early stages of decomposition. His drab attire, a checked-shirt
and ill-fitting cord trousers, only serves to emphasise the grey
formlessness of his being.

 


There was a
time, several long decades ago, when Cyrus believed he could
attract a million or more to his cause. He had hoped to inscribe
his name indelibly into the chapter headings of human history.
Nowadays, as he approaches his sixtieth birthday, he’s having to
settle for being the unquestioned leader of a depressed and
depressing troupe of demoralised zealots no more than sixty strong.
In his grudgingly beating heart he knows he’s unlikely to merit so
much as a footnote in even the most eccentric chronicle of the
doings of humankind and each time he addresses his followers he’s
reminded of this deeply distasteful fact.

 


So it was
that I encountered Cyrus at a so-called open meeting of
The Movement For The Rebirth Of Mankind,
a relatively rare occasion upon which the cult’s creaking
doors are heaved open to admit any members of the general public
foolish enough to search for meaning in the Prophet’s bargain
basement of the verities.

 


The meeting
room was appropriately inauspicious, bare wooden floors, hard
wooden chairs, ill fitting, worm eaten window frames, chipped,
cheaply plastered walls barely covered by peeling yellow paint. A
chill wind whistled through the gaps between doors and floor and
windows and wall.

 


Cyrus watched
in malevolent silence as Anna stumbled to her seat. Then he
surveyed his audience, waiting as several leaden-footed moments
plodded by, before almost inaudibly enunciating the claim that it’s
possible to relate the history of the world in two minutes. His
bemused followers strained forward, fearful perhaps that a
momentary lapse of concentration might deprive them of a speech of
few words but incalculable importance.

 


Their fears
were unfortunately unfounded. The Prophet proceeded to spend fully
two hours expounding his impenetrably turgid and completely
fantastic theology.

 


He talked
of a time known in Movement
mythology as The Great
Confusion when, believe it or not, he wandered from
one fringe religious outfit to another seeking ‘not truth but
guidance.’

 


No sooner had
this innocuous phrase fallen from his lips than he leaped to his
feet, screaming, as though a rabid dog had just sunk its incisors
into his cadaverous behind.

 


‘If you want
the truth you’re shopping at the wrong store,’ he screeched, his
arms held rigidly by his side, his whole body quivering, ‘go sit in
a jungle and drink Kool-Aid. Buy a pair of tennis shoes and slit
your wrists. The truth is not out there, or in here, or anywhere.
And if you go looking for it you’re liable to wind up dead.’

 


The
Prophet’s reasoning is somewhat abstruse, if not non-existent. That
said, having asserted the deadly nature of the search for truth he,
at least, seemed reassured. Indeed he retook his seat and continued
his ramblings in a calm, almost whimsical tone, telling how
The Great Confusion came to an end on
the banks of ‘the big river that runs through this great
city.’

 


There it was
that the wandering Prophet-to-be was handed the mysterious Blue
Book by an inebriated vagrant. As the drunk staggered back into the
mists Cyrus sat himself down on the sodden turf and read the book
from cover to cover, never so much as raising his eyes until he’d
gorged himself upon its every word.

 


It was at this
moment in Cyrus’ discourse that Anna found the courage to raise her
head and look around. By her side sat an unfamiliar, unwashed,
gangling waif.

 


‘The Blue Book
doesn’t have a title,’ she whispered warmly into Colin’s wax-filled
ear, ‘the cover is completely blank. And it doesn’t even have page
numbers.’

 


Whether Colin
heard her clearly or not I cannot say though her hot breath
undoubtedly stirred something in the darkness that is his soul. A
throat clearing sound from the Prophet indicated that those
speaking at the same time as his illustrious self should cease
immediately. All eyes turned towards the back of the hall and
locked accusingly onto Anna and Colin.

 


‘You are
in the temple of Inanna, Queen of the Earth, Goddess of all that
lives and breathes,’ the Prophet informed them by way of reference
to the seedy office suite that houses The
Movement. He waved a finger over his shoulder, drawing
attention to the strange, framed, computer-generated image that
hung on the wall behind him - the head and torso of a black haired,
green eyed beauty, naked apart from the snakes that obscured her
breasts and leaped skywards out of her skull.

 


‘Respect the
words of Her priest,’ the Prophet hissed.

 


Panic bounded
like a predator through Anna’s psyche, scattering her thoughts and
sending the blood rushing to her face. Her hand dropped
involuntarily onto Colin’s thigh only to be pulled away the moment
the contact registered. But register it did, sending Colin’s libido
off around the room, turning back-flips.

 


Tonight
was Colin’s first time at the feet of the Prophet and his first
time in the presence of the divine femininity that is Anna. He’d
been lured along by a message likely to drag only the most
disoriented from their homes on a bleak winter’s evening.
‘A Watery Grave Awaits The Unfaithful,
Follow The Earth Goddess To The Land Of Plenty,’ said
the leaflet plastered to the window of an abandoned fish shop. And
now, as Colin gazed down upon Anna’s tantalising thigh, he felt he
was indeed only inches from paradise.

 


It was a
strange moment. Disturbing, because I could feel Anna’s fear and
sense only too clearly Colin’s desire. Was it just the sight of
alluringly packaged human flesh that set Colin’s heart pounding or
did the aroma of fear itself act as an aphrodisiac?

 


Unaware of my
musings, or the pact being sealed in the back row of his ‘temple,’
Cyrus meandered his wordy way towards the prophecy that lies at the
core of the Blue Book. He told of the coming of Inanna and the
salvation of Her earth. But before Inanna could return mankind and
womankind would have to be purged. It was at this moment that the
razor sharp incisors of my metaphorical hound once again savaged
the Prophet’s hindquarters and threw him onto his feet.

 


‘And there will
be a flood,’ he screamed to the heavens, his arms convulsing
involuntarily around his head as though beating off a swarm of
killer bees, ‘and the scum of this Earth will drown and their
bloated corpses shall be consumed by the creatures of
Poseidon.’

 


The dire
prophecy having been enunciated Cyrus retook his seat, gasping,
short of breath, grasping at the water jug as though it contained
the elixir of life. He slipped back into his less demanding
whimsical tone and told of the good news. There is a way to avoid
the awaiting watery grave.

 


‘Rally to
the banner of Inanna, spiritual incarnation of vitality, fertility
and renewal.’ Or put another way, ‘join The
Movement.’

 


It was upon
this hardly inspiring note that the oration came to its merciful
conclusion. An inappropriately thunderous ovation from an audience
that for the most part had heard it all a million times before
brought the proceedings to a close.

 


‘Interesting,
huh?’ Anna said, beaming with the radiance of a small star. Then
she emitted a giggle, a strange high-pitched sound that came from
her but was somehow not of her.

 


Colin nodded
dumbly and ran a hand through his long greasy locks. He looked into
Anna’s deep green eyes, the eyes of a feline predator, and felt
himself falling. Moments later he was standing at a trestle table
holding the Blue Book of which the Prophet had spoken.

 


‘It really
doesn’t have a title,’ he mumbled almost inaudibly.

 


Anna sauntered
around the table, hips swaying slightly, just the hint of a pout on
those deep red lips, and stepped uninvited into Colin’s personal
space.

 


‘Some things
are unnameable,’ she said ‘and it really doesn’t have page numbers
either. You have to read it all so why number the pages?’

 


A number of
objections to Anna’s reasoning jumped into Colin’s head but, being
driven by a higher purpose, he decided not to voice them.

 


‘Maybe we could
get together,’ he said.

 


Anna’s eyes
narrowed. Was she about to pounce?

 


‘To talk about
the book,’ Colin explained, a waft of perfume causing his voice to
rise.

 


‘You have to
buy it first,’ Anna informed him, business like, edging a fraction
closer.

 


Colin
remembered his poverty. Then he looked into those gleaming green
eyes and produced his almost empty wallet. He paid the price and
pushed the Blue Book into the pocket of his shabby overcoat.

 


‘I should be
able to get through it in a few days. A week at most,’ he said as
the floor began to sway beneath his feet. Anna was about to tell
him how the Blue Book constituted a lifetime or more of study when
the booming voice of the Prophet cut short their fateful
encounter.

 


‘Hey Anna,’ he
yelled, ‘I’ve got a Queen-sized bed and a bottle of bourbon. Why
don’t you come with me?’

 


Anna stood for
moment as though rooted to the spot. Then she rocked, slowly, from
side to side, the blood draining momentarily from her face. Just as
it seemed she was about to collapse she turned away from her
threadbare suitor and ran to the door where the Prophet awaited
her. They disappeared arm-in-arm across the threshold.

 


*****
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It seems I have
no control over who or what I witness. As the meeting drew to a
close the mists descended, like a damp curtain falling on the first
act of a bleak, black comedy, and I found myself once again
wandering the marshland, glimpsing shadows, pondering my fate.
Which is where I am now.

 


Oddly enough
only a matter of days before my removal from the land of the living
I read an article in a Sunday newspaper concerning the growing
phenomena of religious cults. Written by a Rhodes Scholar of
impressive learning the piece laid the responsibility for the
irresistible rise of the likes of Cyrus Jones squarely at the door
of the established churches which, the Scholar claimed, had failed
to provide leadership for a populace floundering in a cesspool of
amorality.

 


At this
uncertain moment in my existence the failings of the feuding
factions of the western churches do not concern me greatly. Of more
relevance to my predicament is the learned one’s profiling of those
subject to the influence of the false prophets. Top of his list
were the lonely, the outcast and the socially maladapted. There
were, doubtless, more than a few fitting this description present
at that dismal meeting. Then of course there are those with low
self-esteem or a feeling of inferiority who hope to be made whole
by the healing powers of a divinely connected soothsayer. And
lastly, concerned not to leave a stone unturned, the Scholar
explained how even ‘perfectly normal’ people in search of a sense
of purpose are prone to the pulling power of Cyrus Jones and his
ilk.

 


Apparently
unaware that he had identified almost the entire population of the
western world as possible cult material the Scholar related how the
‘illusion of communion’ and the sense of ‘being baptised through an
immersion in a higher cause’ constitutes the initial attractive
power of these bizarre little groups. This though is merely the
bait because, once a social misfit or, alternatively, a
well-adjusted member of society, has been lured in he is
psychologically demolished, his sense of self is dismantled and
replaced by a dependence upon the collective and, by extension,
upon the leader. As I jokingly observed to my wife the Scholar
could have been describing the private school for which my daughter
is destined.

 


It may of
course be presumptuous of me to so lightly cast aside this erudite
analysis because how precisely I am to benefit from watching edited
highlights of the Cyrus Jones story is truly beyond me.

 


For the record
I’ll acknowledge the superficial similarities between Cyrus and
myself. He is a leader and so am I. He has sixty people in his
little group. I had the same number, or thereabouts, in my
department. And it could be that I was sometimes a little too hard
on my staff during my previous incarnation though I cannot believe
I’ve been judicially murdered for an all too common white-collar
crime. And here we leave the insignificant area of common ground
because in contrast to the Prophet and his benighted subjects I am
educated, cultured and successful, a family man who gave his wife
and child the best of everything. How can I possibly compare myself
to this ideological second-hand car salesman who makes a living by
defrauding a bunch of down-at-heel losers? Perhaps that’s a little
harsh. At least as far as the Prophet’s followers are
concerned.

 


What am I to
make of Anna? She led me to the meeting and perhaps that will be
the end of her involvement in this sorry affair. She cuts an
incongruous figure though, a femme-fatale who would grace the cover
of any glossy magazine caught in Cyrus’ slimy clutches. Her inane
giggle and proclivity for sexual provocation might have inclined me
to dismiss her as a brainless blonde bimbo had I not had the
privilege of glimpsing her excruciating sensitivity. She’s a
vulnerable, confused creature whose inner world seems almost
completely divorced from her outer reality.

 


And then of
course there’s Colin. He’s been doing the rounds of various fringe
sects, searching for something that suits him. Has he found his
home? Or is he merely a passing distraction, a shadow about to
disappear into the mists? More to the point, what if anything can
he tell me about my life?

 


Hopeless as the
task may now appear it is incumbent upon me to find enlightenment
within what I’m watching. This ephemeral quagmire, populated by the
living dead is, I believe, my destination should I fail to unravel
the riddle unfolding before my eyes. I have no desire to spend the
whole of eternity, or even a part of it, wandering aimlessly
amongst insubstantial shadows. I didn’t give God a great deal of
thought whilst alive but insofar as I did I pictured Him as too
gentle a being to mete out the horrors threatened by the
established churches. It appears I was mistaken.

 


*****
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Following my
reflections on my fate, or the lack of it, I found myself playing
fly-on-the-wall in Colin’s dingy little bedsitter.

 


A naked light
bulb that dangled from the high cobwebbed ceiling cast its harsh
glow across a scene of domestic devastation - a few sticks of
furniture no doubt liberated from the local rubbish tip, an ancient
cooker held together by the rotting remains of countless
grease-laden burnt offerings, a filthy enamel sink indelibly
stained by decades of neglect and a hissing gas fire that might
explode at any moment.

 


When I arrived
Colin was lying on his dishevelled bed, his nakedness covered only
by a pair of sagging underpants and a food stained vest. Fleeting
images from an evening spent in the shadow of the Prophet Jones
floated past his red rimmed eyes. He opened the untitled Blue Book
Anna had seduced him into buying and read:

 


This is a book.
It is only a book. It is not The Book. That is to say it does not
claim to tell you The Truth. In this sense this book is not like
the Bible or the Koran or the Book of Mormon, to name just a few
examples, all of which claim to contain the definitive truth about
our existence here on the planet Earth. This book is a guide. It is
a guide to life. You are free to accept or not accept what it says.
You can follow some of the advice given here without having to
follow it all. You can ignore it all if you like. You can shut this
book now and read no further. That would be very stupid but you can
do it. It is your decision. You are a free agent.

 


The subject
matter is arranged alphabetically by heading. There are no page
numbers because page numbers are arbitrary. Think of the confusion
it could cause if somewhere the book was to refer you to page 158
and in a new edition the content of the old page 158 is to be found
on page 112 (because the print is smaller). The subject headings
are large enough to find by flipping through the pages. Remember to
try and think clearly at all times, but particularly while you are
reading this book. In this way you will gain the most benefit. Once
you have absorbed the content in all its various aspects you will
find it much easier to navigate your way through life and through
death.

 



Strangely, even drivel of this magnitude did nothing to
remove the scales from Colin’s eyes. Rather than take this
tautological claptrap and hurl it into the nearest rubbish bin he
searched the numberless pages until alighting upon the section
headed Women.

 


Women are in
many respects superior to men. They are fundamentally spiritually
different coming as they do from the more dynamic and sensitive
aspects of cosmic energy. In today’s society women are better
attuned to their emotional life than men. They are therefore better
child-carers than men. They are better mediums than men. Their
ability to recognise and accept their emotions means they are
better in crisis situations than men, better able to deal with new
situations. They are also better combatants than men because they
are able to distinguish the important from the trivial and know,
therefore, what is worth fighting for and what is not. It is
imperative that men both respect and nurture the female aspects of
their personalities if they wish to take part in the battle to lead
mankind away from the abyss.

 


In his own hazy
way Colin concurred with many of these somewhat banal assertions.
He’d never admit it but he does find women intimidating,
particularly those endowed with more than their fair share of
physical beauty. The memory of Anna standing so very close
unsettled him. He felt the urge to move.

 


A pair of
shiny-seated corduroy trousers, a heavy pullover with no elbows, a
grubby army surplus coat and an odd couple of battered brown shoes
were lying conveniently within arms reach of the bed. Thus attired
Colin stepped out onto the street.

 


As he walked he
peered at the ground hoping to find money but all he saw were
cracked paving stones and clumps of rain soaked newspaper blown up
against the garden walls of the decrepit old houses by the freezing
wind. In the distance the familiar, garishly lit frontage of his
local bar beckoned.

 


It’s a
depressing aspect of the poor that they spend much of what little
money they have on non-essentials like alcohol and cigarettes.
Colin is no exception although I should point out that he is not in
the strict sense deprived, having a regular if badly paid job as a
lowly local-government employee.

 


The bar is a
drab draughty dimly lit affair with a lacklustre clientele,
somewhere, if left to my own devices, I would certainly avoid. It’s
invariably patrolled by a barrel chested, hairy looking man in an
open-necked shirt. He’s a primitive type feared in the area for
what the locals call his ‘short fuse’ or, in other words, his
tendency to resort to physical violence at the least provocation.
Being aware of this Colin tried to avoid using large denomination
bank notes to pay for his beer.

 


As ever, when
he drank alone, Colin sat silently in one of the dark corners and
watched this little world go by. There was not much to see tonight.
A few tables away sat an unshaven old man swathed in a heavy black
coat. The man glanced uneasily around the room before pulling his
collar to his mouth and mumbling urgently but unintelligibly. Had
anyone enquired as to what exactly he was doing he would have been
more than pleased to explain that he was delivering a report on his
latest secret mission via a concealed microphone.

 


Apart from
Colin, the spy, and a massively overweight man in an Hawaiian shirt
who was pouring his life savings into a slot machine, there was
only one other customer, a middle-aged peroxide blonde propped up
unsteadily at the far end of the bar. She was clothed in the
cast-offs of a washed-out streetwalker, a bright red bomber jacket
worn over a tight yellow sweater, an embarrassingly short
imitation-leather skirt, fish-net stockings and yellow high-heeled
shoes. Her face was plastered with more make-up than the average
circus clown. She was trying, with great persistence but little
success, to attract the attention of the beast of the bar and
thereby secure another much needed drink.

 


‘I’ll have a
whisky. Make it a large one,’ she cried repeatedly and with
increasing desperation, each word sliding uncontrollably into the
next. From the hairy one came not the slightest flicker of
recognition. He was a study in concentration, his mind focused
without distraction upon the sports pages of a week-old tabloid
rag.

 


Ignored but
undeterred the woman turned to her public for moral support. Since
senses one to five were clearly not in a functional state it must
have been number six that guided her awareness to Colin. Oblivious
to his attempts to avoid eye contact, the red bomber jacket and
fish-net stockings headed straight for him.

 


She was swaying
alarmingly as she drew up before his table.

‘Would you get
me a whisky love?’

 


She attempted
an ingratiating smile but her facial muscles were too relaxed to be
pushed into any definite position.

 


Colin tugged at
his ear lobe and considered his options. He concluded that the
truth would almost certainly send her on her way.

 


‘I’ve got no
money,’ he said.

 


She parried his
thrust by producing a bank note from her grotesque imitation
crocodile skin handbag.

 


‘That’s all
right love, this one’s on me,’ she said, thrusting the money in
Colin’s direction.

 


He was about to
refuse the kind offer when he noticed that more than the bank note
was coming towards him. The gesture had been too much for his
benefactress’ badly overburdened sense of balance and she toppled
forward, taking the table and Colin’s beer with her.

 


‘Right,’ yelled
the barman, ‘that’s it. You’re out!’

 


He stormed
across the room, grabbed his prey by the collar, lifted her to her
feet as though she were weightless and frog-marched her to the door
where he put his boot in the small of her back and kicked her out
onto the street.

 


Colin,
meanwhile, was also heading for the exit.

 


‘You all right
mate?’ the barman enquired as the two passed.

 


Colin didn’t
bother to answer or even look up. He stepped out into the drizzle,
across the sprawling body of his would-be drinking companion, and
trudged home, head down.

 


When he arrived
he tossed his coat onto the floor and grabbed an unwashed glass and
an almost full bottle of whisky from a shaky metal shelf. As he
poured himself a large drink he heard water running in the next
room. During his two years in the house he has never seen his
neighbour though he’s convinced he lives next door to a woman (a
certainty I can confirm). Colin knocked back his whisky and the
world began to feel a little warmer.

 


The water
stopped suddenly. Silence descended on the house. He lay on his bed
listening for a while before once more seeking solace in the Blue
Book. He studied a section headed, ironically, Knowledge. Here Colin was informed that nobody
actually knows anything with any certainty, that hundreds of years
of scientific discovery are of no value and that our surroundings
are probably (because of
course we don’t really know
anything) mere figments of our over heated
imaginations.

 


I find it hard
to believe that an intelligent person could take this convoluted
self-contradictory pseudo-philosophy seriously but Colin seems to.
Even in his current very solid form he’s prepared to entertain the
idea that the physical world is a chimera, a mental fabrication. I
fail to see how he can draw any comfort at all from the belief that
his poor surroundings are the product of his own poverty of
imagination except insofar as it gives more substance to his
alcohol sodden fantasies.

 


And indeed, as
he drank, the harder edges were falling off reality. He drifted
back to his youth, back to a beautiful girl with gleaming blond
hair. She was so soft, so clean and so very beautiful. Tears rolled
down his face and the whisky poured down his throat. He drank until
the glass fell from his hand, until his body crumpled and his
consciousness collapsed into a dehydrated stupor. Until darkness
overtook him.
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On the morning
after Colin was awoken by the deafening ring of his telephone.

 


‘Hello,’ he
croaked into the receiver, his throat so parched he could barely
get the word out.

 


‘Hello. Peter?’
said the voice on the other end of the line.

 


‘Er well,’ was
the best Colin could manage by way of a reply.

 


‘My God! You
sound rough Peter,’ said the voice.

 


‘It’s not
Peter.’

 


‘Oh, sorry,
wrong number.’

 


Colin dropped
the receiver and slumped backwards, fighting the urge to vomit. He
pulled a soiled sheet over his head but couldn’t block out the cold
light of day. Slowly but relentlessly the realisation dawned that
today was a working day. He pushed his head out and squinted at his
watch. It was already nine-thirty. He retreated back under the
sheet, drew his legs up into the foetal position and rocked from
side to side, moaning piteously.

 


It was nearly
an hour later when he dragged his dehydrated body over to the sink
and consumed his fill of filthy water directly from the rusting
tap. Whilst there he made the mistake of examining his reflection
in the cracked mirror. Staring back at the twenty-eight year-old
was an unwashed unshaven middle-aged man on the edge of a physical
collapse. I once heard a spiritual guru (an Indian no less! with
his very own TV program!) make the incontrovertible observation
that a mirror can show us only what is there. If our eyes are
bloodshot and drooping and our skin is deathly pale, if our beard
growth is several days old and our hair is matted by grease, then
that is what we will see.

 


It was what
Colin saw.

 


‘My God! You
look rough,’ he said, echoing his telephonic accuser. He decided to
lie in the bath.

 


The communal
bathroom, shared by the four inhabitants of the ground floor, is in
the same decayed condition as Colin’s room. The old green wallpaper
will one day soon slide completely off the walls onto the filthy
cracked floor tiles below. The air is permanently impregnated by
the putrid smell of other peoples’ bodies and the bath is decorated
by stains of various colours and textures, the origins of which are
best left unexplained.

 


Anyone who has
ever lived in shared accommodation knows that before running a bath
it is first necessary to grit one’s teeth and pull that disgusting
mound of matted body hair out of the plug-hole. Colin felt his
stomach heave as he reached down and wrapped his fingers around his
house-mates’ discarded tresses. He threw himself onto the toilet
and released the contents of his bowels into the water below. As
the stench of his own excrement hit his nostrils he wanted to stamp
his feet and shout with self-loathing. The only consolation life
had to offer was the prospect of bathing his sweaty body in murky
warm water.

 


He ran his
bath, lowered himself in and hung his lanky limbs over the side. He
closed his eyes and drifted into a fantasy about a work colleague,
a lovely young woman who sits only three desk-widths away from him.
Her radiant smile greeted him one sunlit morning as he sauntered
into the office. He handed her a single red rose and kissed her
lightly on her soft, pink lips. He was about to whisper something
seductive into her ear when her smile turned into a grimace. She
slapped him hard across the face. Colin backed away. The woman
waved a finger in accusation.

 


‘How your life
is, is how you are,’ she said with unnerving certainty, ‘open your
eyes and look.’

 


Colin’s eyes
sprang open. He stared around as though searching for someone. His
attention came to rest on the rotting window frame and the moist,
cracked panes of opaque glass. Outside, a shadow seemed to pass by.
Colin shivered though the water was still warm. He washed himself
thoroughly, shampooed the grease from his hair and shaved the
unsightly growth off his face. He climbed out of the bath and went
to the mirror. It seemed he was about to smile at his reflection
when he turned away and walked stark naked and soaking wet out into
the corridor. A door opened behind him and a woman gasped. He
wheeled around but the door slammed shut before he was able to make
his neighbour’s acquaintance. He trudged back to his room leaving
behind a tell-tale trail of damp footprints.

 


Colin dried and
dressed himself and, having nothing better to do, decided to go for
a walk. He wandered the streets aimlessly, absently pondering his
isolation. He came here five years ago with his girlfriend, having
studied, of all things, philosophy! He had hoped to find a job
suited to his qualifications though I hardly need to spell out that
there’s not much call for philosophers these days, anywhere.
Poverty pushed him reluctantly into his current thankless
occupation in a run down local government outpost somewhere south
of the big river. His girlfriend, who was even less qualified for
the commercial world than Colin having dropped out of a psychology
course half-way through, took a job in a bar patronised by used-car
salesmen and failed hoodlums.

 


The
relationship had always been difficult based as it was on their
common lack of direction. It fell apart when, in that very bar, a
strange person claiming to be a safe-cracker informed Colin that
‘his girl’, (meaning Colin's girlfriend), was ‘servicing’ a local
car-dealer. For better or worse Colin felt the need to put some
distance between himself and ‘his girl’ so he crossed the river and
took up residence in his current hovel. At the time he was also
considering giving up his job so the idea of a long journey to work
had not troubled him. Two years later he still hasn’t found
suitable alternative employment and has consequently condemned
himself to the daily torture of three hours on the city’s
integrated public transport system.

 


The ache in
Colin’s legs wrenched him out of his reverie. He spotted one of
those cafés where the outside is invariably more inviting than the
inside. And so it was in this case although, in fairness, I should
say that the fresh white paint on the walls at least gave the
impression of cleanliness. Colin bought a coffee and a sandwich
from a small fat female in a white apron. As he sat down he had a
vague feeling that he recognised the sad face of the young woman
who was sitting on the other side of the otherwise deserted café. A
moment later the realisation dawned that the sad face belonged to
Anna. He waved with all the cheer he could muster. She smiled
weakly in response as though lost somewhere in her own little
world. Then a sudden, unwanted impulse catapulted her brutally back
to reality. The face lit up, the vocal chords emitted a trademark
giggle.

 


‘Hi,’ she said,
‘I didn’t recognise you for a moment. You’re Colin, we met the
other night. I meet so many people, you know. Do you mind if I sit
with you?’

 


Anna picked up
her coat and bag and crossed the room like model on a catwalk, her
voluptuous curves irresistibly emphasised by a tight green top, her
luscious legs encased in sheerest nylon and obscured only by a tiny
skirt of softest leather. She slipped into the seat opposite Colin,
beaming from ear to ear, casting a warm glow into the bleakness
that is Colin’s world.

 


Again I was
confronted by the paradox that is Anna. The shiny, smiling exterior
and the fearful, dark interior. Is the smile merely a mask? Or is
it an expression of contempt for a world obsessed by appearance?
She was though genuinely pleased to see Colin. He belongs to a
world other than her own.

 


‘Do you live
around here?’ she enquired, brushing a few stray golden tresses
from her high cheekbones.

 


He took a very
deep breath, as well he might.

 


‘Yes, not too
far away.’

 


‘Oh really,
what a coincidence, not that there are any coincidences, I mean
everything is fated really, but whatever, so do I. Let me give you
my address and telephone number. Maybe you could come and see me
sometime?’

 


Anna broke into
an irksomely high pitched laugh and reached into her bag.

 


She handed
Colin a card.

 


‘You’re not
working today?’

 


‘Er no, I'm
going to call in sick. And what about you? Have you phoned in
sick?’

 


‘No. Of course
not,’ answered Anna, aghast but still smiling, ‘I’m on holiday,
well that is I have to do something in our office. I’ll probably be
there until ten or eleven this evening.’

 


Anna fixed her
cat’s eyes on Colin’s bloodshot orbs.

 


‘Have you had a
chance to read much of the Blue Book?’

 


‘Yes. It's very
interesting.’

 


‘Good. Why
don’t you come to one of our seminars?’

 


Colin’s mouth
didn’t move. He was trapped and he knew it.

 


‘There’s
one this weekend, tomorrow in fact. It only lasts a few hours but
you’ll hear all about the history and philosophy of
The Movement.
We start at ten.’

 


Anna leaned
across the table and touched Colin’s hand.

 


‘I’d love to
see you there.’

 


That touch,
that all too fleeting physical contact with the soft skin of a
goddess, cut like a scalpel into the craving of a young man who
hadn’t been held against the warm body of a woman in nearly two
years.

 


‘Will you be
there?’ he gasped.

 


‘I’ll be
around. You know. I’m always around.’

 


She pinched
Colin playfully on the cheek.

 


‘Well, better
be going now. I’ve got work to do.’

 


She stood up,
threw on her coat, grabbed her bag and headed for the door.

 


‘See you
tomorrow,’ she said before disappearing into the grey morning
light.

 


Though Anna was
gone her touch lingered a while on Colin’s hand, on his cheek and
in his loins. He breathed in the last fragrant residues of her
perfume and dreamed of paradise.
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Is Colin
one of the Scholar’s maladjusted deviants looking for a home in the
Prophet’s merry little band? He is without a doubt a poorly
integrated member of society having no career, no partner, no
friends and no money. And his self-esteem is not all that it might
be. He’s a strange one though, a closet intellectual who, despite
having picked up a first class philosophy degree without really
trying, seems unable to see through the shoddy speculation of a
burnt-out fraud like Cyrus Jones. And, even accepting that Colin is
classic cult fodder, why on earth has he selected
The Movement from amongst the scores
of alternatives freely available?

 


Before
arriving on the Prophet’s doorstep Colin spent some time talking to
a tiny group of fundamentalists called The
Church Of The One Saviour. It would be rash to say
that they are stranger than The
Movement though they do believe that Christ arrived
upon the earth in the escape pod of an ailing, alien spaceship.
They claim also that He arrived on a Wednesday and are consequently
the only group having at least a tenuous connection to the
Judeo-Christian tradition to celebrate a midweek Sabbath. This
unique aspect of their faith means they find it difficult to
recruit anyone in regular employment. They do though celebrate
their holy day with great gusto, dressing in blue linen and dancing
through the streets of the city maniacally roaring in unison the
verses of their highly revised prayer book. Each recitation closes
with the words ‘Praise be to the Lord, Praise be to the One
Saviour, Praise be to the Elders of Saturn from whence our Saviour
came.’ In the evenings this high energy but harmless band of
eccentrics continue their observance by dancing non-stop to a
never-ending tape of Glenn Miller’s Greatest Hits.

 


Colin had
a number of meetings with two spotty male representatives of
The Church Of The One Saviour before
telling them that he didn’t believe in extra-terrestrial
intelligence and could never see himself dancing to ‘In The Mood.’
Had they instead sent him a smooth skinned femme-fatale would Colin
now be spending his Wednesday evenings tripping across the dance
floor to the sound of forties swing? Can it be that he’s simply
blinded by the light of Anna’s physical beauty? Is he really so
shallow? A simple minded, sexual lemming whose desire will
undoubtedly lead him over the cliff edge?

 


However I
attempt to explain Colin’s behaviour I find precious little to
connect him to me. I spent the last ten years of my adult life in a
committed relationship, devoted to my wife and daughter. True my
colleagues regarded me as a bit of a flirt. Women found me
attractive. But under no circumstances would I have allowed mere
sexual attraction to dictate the course of my life. And I was never
an alcoholic much less an under-performer. So what precisely am I
supposed to learn from Colin?

 


Could it be
that I’m being shown the other side of life, not a parallel to my
own but the very opposite? Is it my task to understand Colin’s
pitiful predicament and thereby develop more sympathy and
understanding for the suffering of those less fortunate than
myself? It’s an interesting insight, a thought to be held onto,
because God knows there’s not much else to give me hope.

 


*****
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After my
prolonged subjection to Colin’s predicament I found myself back
with the Prophet’s brood, in the meeting room, witnessing their
histrionic high-volume monthly membership meeting. A few vignettes
of life in the asylum taken from three smoke filled hours of a
Friday evening should more than suffice to convey the texture of
this disturbed and disturbing gathering.

 


The
Prophet and his sixty or so brothers and sisters sat on neat rows
of chairs that faced towards the front of the room. Staring back at
them from behind a table was none other than Daniel Stocking, the
national convenor. Daniel is one of the older members, forty-one to
be precise, and at six foot four one of the tallest. He’s broad
shouldered and sports a neatly trimmed moustache. Of particular
interest are his round metal spectacles which steam up whenever he
becomes emotional and his strong white teeth which he bares
whenever his spectacles steam up. Cyrus has, on more than one
occasion, described Daniel as brilliant. Daniel, Cyrus says, has
written some of The Movement’s
finest articles including one that explained the relationship
between the cycles of the moon and outbreaks of social
unrest.

 


It was Daniel’s
responsibility to see that the meeting began at nineteen hundred
hours precisely. He studied his watch with furrowed brow, noting
that the big hand was on twelve and the little hand on seven. With
a patience and precision he’s mastered over the years he sat stock
still, waiting whilst the second-hand completed its circuit.

When the moment
had come and gone he stood up slowly and glanced around the room. A
hint of steam appeared ominously behind his lenses. The drama was
about to begin!

‘Praise be to
Inanna,’ he said.

 


‘Praise be,’
replied his audience, uncertainly.

 


A moment of
silence hung heavily in the stifling air.

 


‘I’d like to
start with the agenda,’ Daniel said, stressing each syllable almost
to breaking point, ‘the secretariat finalised the agenda a few days
ago. We let it be known we had an agenda and then we waited to see
how many of the brothers and sisters had the initiative or the
interest to come and ask what the agenda was. Not many did.’

 


An
anticipatory tension filled the air as Daniel leaned forward onto
the table, lenses almost opaque, teeth bared like a
half-starved Rottweiler. He began to shout, not
hysterically like the Prophet but with channelled venom.

 


‘What we
need in The Movement are not lazy time servers but committed
brothers and sisters who really want to serve, who want to drive us
forward, who want to get our ideas out. How committed are you if
you don’t even care what’s coming up in the next
meeting?’

Daniel paused
and glared into the gloom.

 


‘So now we’re
going to find out who knows what the agenda is and who doesn’t. You
have three minutes each to explain yourselves.’

Daniel sat down
and leaned back in his chair.

 


‘Who
wants to be first ?’ he asked almost jovially, ‘we’re a voluntary
organisation so you can choose when
you get to speak, but not if.
We’re not that voluntary.’

 


Daniel chuckled
and glanced at Cyrus who was positioned in the front row.

Further back
sat an overweight young man with a puffy pink face and a burgeoning
problem. Simon Monk, a wannabe member of the secretariat, was
feeling that the prospects of his promotion to that exalted body
(the supreme body of The Movement, apart from Cyrus himself of
course) were receding at the same alarming rate as his
hairline.

 


He did not know
the agenda.

 


He sat
motionless, frantically searching every nook and cranny of his
censorious consciousness for an acceptable explanation of his
ignorance. But all he found was the black cloud of confusion
hanging like a demonic omen over the failing light of his reason.
Ringlets of sweat formed little rivulets of anxiety on his high
brow. He knew there was only one way out. Mental paralysis could
only be overcome by action. He screwed up his pig-like eyes,
scribbled a few incoherent lines of argument onto his notepad and
waddled uncertainly to the front.

 


By way of
preparation for his delivery he tossed his head back, opened his
mouth as wide as it would go and swivelled sideways gesturing
towards the wall with his right hand. Then he wheeled back to face
his fate, yelling.

 


‘Brothers
and sisters I am a member of your presidium. I have been a member
of the presidium for seven years. I am a founder member of
The Movement.
I do not know what the agenda is.’

He paused for a
moment, his mouth still wide open.

 


‘Do you know
why I don’t know? Because I didn’t ask. Yes, I didn’t ask. I
thought about it but then I forgot. That’s right I forgot. And we
all know that you only forget the things you want to forget. So it
follows that I didn’t want to know the agenda of this meeting.’

 


Simon heard a
snigger behind him. He knew it emanated from Daniel. He felt his
body temperature rise a little but pressed on regardless.

 


‘So I
guess I have some thinking to do. We are dependent upon the
collective consciousness of the membership. If that consciousness
is lowered we’ll all go under. What’s at stake here is the survival
of The Movement and maybe also
of mankind. As Cyrus has said if we are not around to offer
guidance where are people going to turn? So we’re talking about the
survival of our species here. That’s a big thought and it’s kind of
scary. So I’d like to thank Daniel for bringing it to my attention
that maybe I need to work on my consciousness.’

 


Simon noticed
that Cyrus was grinning. He glanced round and saw Daniel was
grinning too. They were grinning at one another. His throat began
to constrict as though a strong hand were closing slowly over it.
He slunk back towards his seat, sweating profusely.

 


Before
Simon had sat down the menacing and malevolent Melissa was on her
feet. Prematurely grey, both inside and out, Melissa is feared and
admired in The Movement partly because of her sheer nastiness
but mainly because she’s the Prophet’s regular sexual partner.
She’s a surprising choice for a man whose following contains a
selection of far more alluring female flesh. Melissa is not so much
overweight as out of shape, her flabby hips and thickened thighs
being the result of a ravenous partiality to milk chocolate. And
the ageing process has not treated her kindly. She’s thirty
years-old but could be forty-five. Her sallow skin and grey hair
belong to an older woman as do the black bags which dangle like
dark indictments beneath her hollow eyes.

She seemed
untouched by the tension, standing at the side of Daniel’s table
with her hands thrust into the pockets of her baggy trousers. A
voice that could pierce reinforced concrete was augmented by a
stabbing right forefinger.

 


‘So Simon says
he’d better do something about his consciousness. Yeah, I’d say you
probably should Simon. That’s right, you’re a long time member of
our presidium but you get up tonight and say you forgot to ask
about the agenda.’

 


She paused
briefly, drew air into her lungs, leaned in Simon’s direction and
raised her already loud voice to screaming pitch.

 


‘You
forgot to ask! That’s right! Forgot! Well maybe we should have you
scrubbing the office floor with a toothbrush to remind you of what
being a member of The Movement
is all about! And I’ll tell you something else brother Simon,
just take a look at yourself. Look at your clothes. Talk about
bargain basement. What you’re wearing wouldn’t interest a garbage
man.’

 


As Melissa drew
breath a few of the brothers and sisters threw nervous,
surreptitious glances at Simon who seemed to be trying to touch his
lap with his forehead. Simon was actually not so badly dressed
compared to the company he was keeping. He wore a blue shirt,
stretched to bursting point across his pneumatic chest, off-white
cotton trousers straining to contain his enormous behind and a pair
of down-at-heel, slightly scuffed brown shoes.

 


‘When was the
last time you had a shower Simon?’ Melissa continued, obviously not
concurring with my more charitable appraisal.

 


A stunned
silence ensued as many of the brothers and sisters furtively
reviewed the state of their clothing, hoping no untoward smells
were emanating from their inadequately washed bodies. But Melissa
was not finished.

 


‘Simon’s
stinking body is telling us something brothers and sisters. It’s
telling us there’s something rotten in The Movement. It’s
telling us it’s time to stand up and be counted. You’d better think
about whether you’re part of the problem or part of the solution
because we’ve got some clearing out to do. Maybe we should start
with those brothers and sisters who’ve forgotten how to turn their
showers on.’

 


Melissa’s
venomous contribution set the tone for what followed. One
brain-dead devotee after another offered a heartfelt
mea culpa for
not knowing the agenda. To a man, or woman, they promised to work
on their consciousness and invariably concluded with a gratuitous
verbal lunge at Simon. One particularly irate young man spent a
full minute screaming ‘you stink Simon, you stink, you stink!’
whilst another proposed that videotapes of Simon in the shower be
made available for scrutiny by the secretariat.

 


This then is
the world in which Anna lives. It’s little wonder she’s scared.
When her turn to speak finally arrived all she managed was the
suggestion that Simon be forced wash the laundry of the entire
organisation for a month. She simply forgot to mention the agenda,
the supposedly central issue of the whole charade. And I think
that’s probably how she survives. By closing doors in her
consciousness, by refusing to acknowledge that which she finds
intolerable or terrifying. During Melissa’s malicious outpouring
Anna daydreamed about a dinner date with a dark haired young man
named Phil, who happened to be sitting beside her.

 


And I
should say, by way of balance, if balance is possible or
conceivable under current circumstances, Phil’s three minutes
lacked the unbridled viciousness of some of his more zealous
brothers and sisters. He omitted to castigate Simon preferring
instead a few vacuous observations on the history of the sewage
system and rising standards of personal hygiene throughout the
twentieth century. It’s hard to see what he’s doing in
The Movement. The frailty of his
physical form reflects a retiring nature seemingly unsuited to the
unthinking psychological brutality I witnessed tonight. When he
spoke his nervousness was instantly apparent in the stuttering,
repetitive delivery and his habit of removing and replacing his
spectacles. He has though been a member of the Cyrus’ outfit for
more than a decade.

 


And of course
no account of the evening would be complete without hearing from
said Prophet. When the cacophony of condemnation had drawn to a
close he rose ominously from his chair.

‘Brothers
and sisters this has not been a pleasant meeting for me. It has
been in some ways very painful. It is painful for me to see once
good brothers and sisters straying from their duty. Because it is a
duty you know. You are blessed with a priceless gift called
knowledge. With knowledge comes consciousness and with
consciousness comes responsibility. We are a voluntary
organisation. You are free to leave any time you like. No one is
forcing you to stay. If you choose to stay I can promise you a lot
of hard work and probably some more fights like the one we’ve had
today because I have a responsibility to make sure
The Movement
is not polluted by alien influences. I want to keep our
doctrine, or to be provocative I’ll call it our dogma, I want to
keep our dogma pure. But there are also rewards to be had here. To
be able to fight for something you hold to be right is a great
privilege. And there can be no greater satisfaction for a human
being than to be in the forefront of the battle to save the species
from possible extinction. That is what The Movement has to offer
you all. The chance to live and fight with your eyes open. The
choice is yours, brothers and sisters.’

 


The Prophet
concluded to a stunned silence and nodded at Daniel who, in a
suitably reverential tone, brought the proceedings to a close.

 


‘OK brothers
and sisters the meeting is now at an end. The outstanding agenda
points will be dealt with next month. You should all return to your
posts.’

 


*****
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What precisely
I am supposed to have learned from my attendance at Cyrus’
malicious monthly ritual escapes me. I don’t know which was worse,
the utter spinelessness of the victims and their willingness to
turn on one another in the hope of saving themselves or Melissa’s
sadism, the obvious pleasure she got from berating a pathetic
specimen like Simon. And then, to add insult to injury, the Prophet
chose to flagellate his low-life followers from atop the moral high
ground. Nauseating as all this undoubtedly was, it was nothing to
what followed.

 


When the
meeting had drawn to its lamentable conclusion I was whisked away
and set down inside, of all places, the Prophet’s bedroom. The room
is dominated by a king-size four-poster bed that stands in the
middle of the floor. The bed was given to Cyrus by a well-wisher
who picked it up at the closing down sale of a shabby provincial
theatre. The high ceiling is adorned by lurid nudes of Rubens-like
proportions engaged in a variety of sexual acts with mythical
creatures. It’s the Prophet’s pornographic version of the Sistine
Chapel created by an art school drop-out who claimed his brush was
guided by none other than the late great Michelangelo (although the
Marquis de Sade seems a likelier source of inspiration). The walls
are covered in posters depicting horses attempting to penetrate
large dogs from behind and other similarly less than wholesome
images. Before going any further with my tale I can report with
great relief that the Prophet himself owns no animals. His interest
in such matters appears more prurient than practical.

 


Shortly after
my arrival Cyrus entered accompanied by Melissa and Anna. Cyrus was
wearing nothing apart from a pair of silk jockey shorts adorned by
the figure of a golden stallion rearing up on its hind legs. Anna’s
modesty was covered by a long baggy tee-shirt and a pair of cotton
socks whilst Melissa had squashed her out-of shape figure into a
body hugging orange leotard. The three climbed onto the bed where
they fondled one another and emitted feeble groaning noises like a
group of extras in piece of cut price pornography.

 


And Anna
at least was acting. She seems to have cultivated the capacity to
flee mentally whilst remaining bodily present. Once again she was
with Phil, this time playing scrabble and drinking coffee. Whilst
the Prophet pawed her breasts and pulled her soft hand onto his
rearing stallion Anna spelt out a word - emasculate.

 


Before she
could see how many points she’d gained the fantasy was shattered by
the Prophet suddenly sitting bolt upright and clapping his hands
together. I almost expected him to call out ‘bring me the head of
John the Baptist.’ Instead he remained silent as a tall, negligee
clad, shaven-headed, young lady entered carrying a bottle of malt
whisky and three glasses. She hovered over the threesome, grinning
like an air-hostess. Cyrus took his drink from her with one hand
and helped himself to her body with the other.

 


‘Perhaps I
should join you,’ she gasped breathlessly, only adding to my
impression that I was watching a rehearsal for an under funded
sexual melodrama.

 


‘Leave the
bottle with me and bring on the dancing girls,’ the Prophet said
joyously before downing his whisky in one gulp.

 


The young lady
darted out through the door. Shortly thereafter the strains of
Tchaikovsky's Swan Lake were to be heard from the large speakers
positioned in each corner of the room.

 


Seven young
ladies entered carrying candles. Each was attired in a purple
g-string, a witch’s hat and a pair of white felt boots. They
positioned themselves around the bed, placed the candles on the
floor and began to dance. As I might have mentioned I am a cultured
man and have enjoyed ballet in many countries of the world. Believe
me when I say that whilst the music may have been sublime and the
girls alluring the spectacle was very far from the grandeur of the
Bolshoi.

 


A flat
footed version of The Dance Of The Sugar
Plum Fairy was enacted to Cyrus’ great amusement. The
girls skipped and hopped around the bed whooping and screeching,
occasionally crashing painfully against one another. Cyrus clapped
his hands and swivelled from side to side, slavering like an over
heated wolf-hound at the flickering young flesh. He reached out and
grabbed one of the girls, dragged her across the bed and buried her
head in his lap until it seemed she might be about to suffocate.
Then he released her, pushed her back into the circle and grabbed
another.

 


The girls I
should explain had been selected from the ranks by Melissa, their
appearance scheduled and choreographed as a service to her Prophet.
And, in that grey way of hers, Melissa did appear to be enjoying
her own handiwork. As Cyrus dragged one girl after another into a
truly close encounter with his wizened body she searched out Cyrus’
stallion, each contact causing her to cackle like a witch in one of
Grimm’s most fearsome fairy tales.

 


Anna remained
silent, hands trembling, drinking heavily, perhaps hoping to render
her body insensible to the touch of another. The Prophet’s
attention having been diverted by Melissa’s dance troupe she took
refuge on the edge of the bed, hunched up like a frightened child.
She glanced through the window. On the far side of the street two
star-struck lovers exchanged a gentle kiss. A solitary tear fell
from Anna’s opaque eyes.

 


Suddenly,
shockingly almost, the music changed. The harmonies of the great
Russian master slipped away to be replaced by Topol’s version
of If I Were A Rich Man. The
girls gathered at the foot of the bed arms outstretched, their
naked torsos writhing erotically to the rhythm of this banal music
hall song. Cyrus too was on his feet, bouncing around the bed,
chest thrust out, arms aloft, singing along as though he really
were the star of the show. Melissa slipped out of her leotard and,
now completely naked, joined her prophet in his unsteady
celebration of life.

 


Anna crawled to
the middle of the bed and sat Buddha-like as the Prophet and his
number one concubine swirled around her. Her mind wandered back to
her childhood. She was nine years old, lying in bed in the dark,
eyes wide open, waiting. Quietly, slowly, the bedroom door opened,
the light from the hallway streamed in. Anna put her hand in front
of her face to cover her eyes. Someone had come into the room and
was standing by the bed. This memory visits Anna with increasing
frequency though she is never able to see the face of her
night-time visitor, nor can she recall what happened next. Just as
a feeling of inexplicable terror crept over her she felt a warm,
wet sensation on the top of her head. She looked up to see Melissa
emptying a glass of the Prophet’s favourite malt over her.

 


‘Stop
daydreaming and dance,’ Melissa shouted with all the gusto of an
inebriated sergeant major. Anna hauled herself heavily to her feet.
Cyrus took her hand and rubbed it once again against his stallion.
Melissa, grimacing (or perhaps smiling), thrust a hand between
Anna’s legs. Anna offered no resistance but was unable to feign
enthusiasm. Then the threesome joined hands and danced around in a
circle like a group of children at a birthday party. The seven
nymphs once again encircled the bed and shook their wares until
Topol’s voice finally died away whereupon the Prophet declared
himself to be exhausted and in need of a massage. The seven were
dismissed with another single clap of the aristocratic extremities
and the tall girl reappeared grinning from ear to ear. Cyrus
sprawled out on the bed as though he were about to be crucified
while Melissa and Anna made space for the girl to mop, amongst
other things, his fevered brow.

 


It is, I think,
genuinely difficult to understand what any of these fawning females
finds attractive in a scrawny, middle-aged, sexual deviant like
Cyrus Jones. It’s not as though he’s even rich. Indeed those who
tonight tended to his bodily needs will tomorrow go out to work in
order to provide him with financial sustenance. And he’s not
exactly over endowed with masculine charm. He’s more the type I’d
expect to be arrested for exposing himself in a public place. It
has to be said though that each and every one of those present this
evening was over the age of consent and, as I’m sure Cyrus would be
quick to point out, there were no armed guards blocking the
exits.

 


And what of
Anna? Unlike the others she feels herself to be abused and still
she spurns the opportunity to walk away. Am I to feel sorry for
her? Or angry with her? To be honest my feelings are as confused as
my mind is muddled. I see nothing here that throws light on my
extinguished life. I may have fantasised about sexual indulgences
of the type I have just described. But that’s all it was, fantasy,
a part of any healthy male psyche. Besides which I was a married
man, faithful, by and large, to my loving wife and ferociously
protective of my dear daughter whose solid upbringing surely
renders her immune to the lure of an ageing pervert like Cyrus
Jones.

 


It
occurred to me to wonder whether Colin would continue to find Anna
so attractive had he seen her thrust against the body of a man old
enough to be her father and ugly enough to be a part of her worst
nightmare. Whatever the answer may be Anna was on Colin’s mind when
he awoke to yet another head splitting Saturday morning hangover.
Whilst Anna slumbered by her Prophet’s side Colin joined her in his
dreams which, as one might imagine, were anything but idyllic. I
will not attempt to describe scenes which would bring a rush of
blood to the face of even the most hardened movie censor. Suffice
it to say, Colin’s night-time fantasies were lurid enough to leave
a lasting impression on his drink scarred psyche. He awoke thinking
only of Anna’s invitation to The
Movement’s morning of initiation into the mysteries of
Cyrus’ Blue Book.

 


*****

 


-- 9 --

 


 


It was a ten
o’clock on that bleak Saturday morning when Colin arrived at the
inter-war office building that houses mankind’s last hope. He rang
the bell twice to no apparent effect. Standing there, quite alone,
on the threshold of the unknown, Colin had the vague feeling that
his life was about to change, perhaps forever and probably not for
the better. He considered accepting the reprieve life was offering
him. Anna did not have his address or telephone number. She did not
even know his surname. He could simply walk away. Instead he stared
at his shoes and thought about the mess in his room.

 


His inertia was
rewarded when the door finally creaked open and a curvaceous
grinning blonde beckoned him inside. ‘I’ve been expecting you,’
Anna said, giggling like a nervous adolescent.

Watching Anna
lure Colin across the threshold I found it difficult to believe she
was the same sad being I’d encountered only the evening before. She
was pure kitsch, the heroine of a nineteen-sixties action series
clad in clinging leather trousers and a cut-off black jacket.

Colin followed
Anna up several flights of stairs mesmerised by the swaying,
leather bound contours of a behind that would have graced Hollywood
in its most voluptuous era.

At the top of
the building they came to the heavy door, fortified by metal
panels. Anna stopped. Colin drew up beside her, breathing
heavily.

 


‘The door is
quite heavy,’ Anna said as she put her hand on his shoulder and
leaned towards him, ‘would you mind opening it for me?’

 


She breathed
softly into his ear, touched his cheek invitingly with her lips,
gazed into his soul. Colin stood quite still, like an actor who had
forgotten his lines, mesmerized by the fire that danced in her
eyes. He stared wide-eyed for one of those endless moments until
the flames flared and died, extinguished by the dullness that
lurked just behind them.

‘Don’t worry,
I’ll do it,’ Colin heard Anna say.

 


Using both
hands and all her strength Anna wrenched open the door. She slipped
inside and pulled Colin after her. Then she slammed the door shut,
turned a key in the lock and slid the bolts across, top and
bottom.

 


‘Just a basic
security measure,’ Anna explained with a flutter of her adorable
eyelashes. ‘We’re very security conscious. We have a lot of
enemies.’

Her face
reddened and the smile slid momentarily away. Colin fleetingly
entertained the idea of offering Anna a comforting embrace in her
moment of need. But he hesitated and the moment was lost. Anna was
already moving on, indicating that he should follow her along the
gloomy passageway to God-knows-where.

She directed
him into the all too familiar meeting room where the echoes of the
previous evening’s pandemonium could almost still be heard. The
furniture was now arranged as though for a university seminar with
tables along the length of each wall and a white board at one end.
Three of the twelve seats were already occupied.

 


‘Hi everybody,’
Anna almost sang the words, ‘this is Colin.’

 


Anna laid her
hand fleetingly on Colin’s arm and smiled brightly. ‘Maybe I’ll see
you later.’

‘I’d like
that,’ Colin replied, feeling his knees beginning to sag.

 


Anna punched
him playfully in the stomach and disappeared through the door.
Colin watched her go, mouth open, tongue out. He glanced around,
his imagination alight. On the far side of the room, sitting with
her back to the window and her eyes to the horizon, was an ageing
mousy-haired woman in a crinoline blouse. Hardly what Colin was
looking for. Opposite her sat a clumsy-looking overweight young man
whose big square face was decorated by heavy rectangular spectacles
and bright blue inkblots. Colin’s heart sagged as did his libido.
But all was not lost because, at the far end of the room a rose was
blooming on the dunghill. A dark haired, dusky skinned, ebony eyed
woman of mystery was shining her silvery light into the
shadows.

 


Colin was
almost salivating as he slid into the seat next to her, his eyes
gorging themselves on her luscious legs, packaged in sheerest
nylon. How fickle men can be!

 


‘Hi, I’m
Colin,’ he said, desperately trying to raise his eyes above the
level of her navel.

That
irresistible object of his desire focused her dreamy gaze on the
table and tilted her head slowly forward until her luxurious hair
completely concealed her face. She rocked slightly and slowly from
side to side for almost a minute. Then she threw her head back, ran
her hands through her hair and turned to Colin, smiling like a
two-year-old.

 


‘Hi, I’m
Marion.’

 


At that very
moment Phil, the man whose frail image comforts Anna in her moments
of need, shuffled quietly through the door. He was followed by none
other than the Prophet himself. The two took up their seats at the
head of the room and a deathly hush fell upon the proceedings.

 


The Prophet
turned his all-seeing gaze to Phil.

 


‘So,’ he mused,
‘potential new members. Are they any good?’

 


‘The usual
mixed bunch,’ Phil fiddled nervously with his designer frames.

 


The Prophet
began to nod, slowly. I believe that this head movement, which for
a normal person indicates either agreement or a slight infliction,
reflects a process of weighty consideration taking place within the
all-knowing cranium. I say this because once the Prophet’s head had
come to rest his rattlesnake-like instincts drew him straight to
Colin.

 


‘What do you
want from us?’

 


Colin reddened
and rubbed the stubble on his chin.

 


‘I’ve come here
to learn.’

 


‘Is that right?
And just what is it you are hoping to learn?’

 


Colin unwisely
opted to counter the Prophet’s challenge with sarcasm.

 


‘I was hoping
to hear some of the wisdom that’s been passed down through the
ages.’

 


‘You want
wisdom do you?’

 


The Prophet
paused and stared at Colin.

 


‘If you don’t
do well in this life you’ll come back in the next one as a
toad.’

 


The Prophet
howled like a constipated hyena having apparently just cracked a
joke. Then he calmed himself, glanced around at his stunned
audience and returned to Colin.

 


‘You’ve come
here to find a refuge. You want me to do your thinking for you, to
provide a few pieces of so-called wisdom to wipe away the doubts
that are eating into your soul. Well you’re shopping at the wrong
store brother. Here we offer guidance. The truth you can find for
yourself. If you have the time.’

 


The Prophet
paused again, both for thought and effect, the ferocity of his gaze
seemingly holding Colin in mid-air. Then he swallowed and
enunciated as though he were giving an elocution lesson, ‘wisdom is
banality expressed as certainty. Fool’s gold glitters just as
brightly as the real thing.’

 


Satisfied that
he had brought the rather one-sided confrontation to a suitably
incomprehensible conclusion Cyrus effortlessly altered the tone of
his voice and, almost, his personality and entered his whimsical,
story-teller mode.

 


We heard
once again of his early years, The Great
Confusion, when he hopped from one fringe religious
outfit to another, ‘everyone from the ascetics to the
Zoroastrians.’ Finding nothing and nobody that met his exacting
standards he abandoned the search and took to meditating each day
under a tree. Then it was that the miraculous intervened into the
life of the would-be soothsayer. He awoke from his daily
contemplation to see an envelope on the ground beside him and a
well dressed man hurrying away. Cyrus considered calling after him
but instead tore open the envelope. Inside was a one-way ticket to
the big city, first class of course. A sign from the
Gods.

 


And we all know
what happened next. Cyrus took to wandering the banks of ‘the big
river’ where he was accosted by a drunken emissary of the Earth
Goddess and handed a copy of his preposterous Blue Book.

 


Understandably,
Colin was finding the beauteous being by his side far more
interesting than Cyrus’ self-indulgent ramblings. His sidelong
glances were at first ignored but his persistence was eventually
rewarded by a fluttering of the eyelashes and a half-smile. As
Cyrus moved seamlessly from twenty-first century suburbia to
ancient Babylonia, telling of the flood unleashed by
ill-intentioned Gods against the population of the Tigris-Euphrates
valley Colin was surreptitiously brushing his hand against
Marion’s. Under the table his foot knocked lightly against hers.
Marion uncrossed her legs and stared straight ahead, smiling. At
the far end of the room Phil ran a trembling hand across his
close-cropped dark tufts and grinned in return.

 


Colin
barely heard the Prophet explain how the so-called information now
contained in the Blue Book first appeared over five thousand years
ago in an ancient Sumerian city, supposedly dictated by the Earth
Goddess Inanna to her high priest and then transcribed onto tablets
of clay by a friendly scribe. As the Prophet told of the divine
communication he leapt suddenly and shockingly from his seat
screaming ‘I was that priest, I am that
priest.’

 


It was at this
moment that Colin chose to slide his hand under the table and onto
Marion’s knee. Cyrus continued to quiver and wail whilst Marion
turned her dark gaze upon Colin. Slowly but with intent she
enveloped him in the hypnotic glow of her gleaming smile and raised
her pencil aloft like Joan of Arc preparing to behead an
Englishman.

 


‘I have been
sent to save humanity from the coming deluge,’ Cyrus screeched.

 


Colin slid his
hand slowly towards the hem of Marion’s skirt. The pencil arced its
way inexorably downwards.

 


‘It is my task
when the time comes to lead you all to a refuge prepared by Inanna,
Mother of gods, queen of the earth, goddess of war.’

 


Cyrus, eyes
upturned, gestured hysterically at the ceiling.

 


The tips of
Colin’s fingers were under Marion’s skirt, inches from heaven on
earth, when the pencil was driven with startling force into the
back of his hand. A searing flash of light shot up his arm and into
his consciousness.

 


‘Jesus Christ,’
Colin screamed and leaped Prophet-like to his feet.

 


Cyrus’ arms
dropped and his countenance darkened. He pointed a bony finger of
accusation in the offender’s direction. The finger wagged
earthwards and Colin followed it. He retook his seat without a word
being said.

 


After a moment
of deathly quiet the Prophet reiterated his claim to be a
reincarnated Sumerian high priest charged with the task of saving
humanity from the forthcoming flood. Colin licked his wounds and
contemplated the unfairness of life as Cyrus explained how the
drunken down-and-out on the banks of the big river was none other
than his old friend the Sumerian scribe once again manifesting in
physical form. He it was who had found the ancient clay tablets of
Inanna and transcribed Her message into the infamous Blue Book. Not
only had he translated the words of the Earth Goddess into modern
English he’d also been empowered to make adaptations reflecting
social developments in the intervening period. As Cyrus was at
pains to point out many of the references to day-to-day life in the
Tigris-Euphrates valley five thousand years ago would be lost on a
modern audience.

 


But those
clay tablets containing the original message of the Earth Goddess
are, it goes without saying, not actually in the Prophet’s
possession. Shortly after his encounter with Cyrus the inebriated
scribe departed the earthly realm taking with him the secret of the
tablets’ location. They are though ‘out there somewhere’ and
finding them is The Movement’s
most vital task. Only when the tablets are located will the
Earth Goddess communicate to Cyrus the geographical area to be
preserved from the coming flood, the location to which he must lead
the elect.

 


To emphasise
the significance of the search for the lost tablets the Prophet
shot out of his seat screeching.

 


‘If the tablets
of Inanna are not found, should we fail in our search, a terrible
and terrifying death awaits the whole of humanity.’

 


Upon this note
the Prophet concluded his sermon. He had once again spoken for
nearly two hours. Phil thanked his leader for the voluminous words
of wisdom and invited questions or, heaven forbid, comments.

 


Emboldened by
the tension in the room, the square headed, ink stained buffoon
named Alan declared he was ‘ready to fight for Inanna.’ How
reassuring for the Goddess of love and war that must be.

 


The beautiful
Marion, apparently unaffected by her encounter with Colin, asked
the question of questions: ‘when is the flood coming?’ To which the
correct answer is: soon but nobody knows exactly when.

 


Colin said
nothing having barely heard a word.

 


Just as I
thought the proceedings were coming to an end the otherworldly
Susan broke into a frantic monologue addressed to no one in
particular.

 


‘I am ready to
fight for Inanna. I too have received warnings of a coming
catastrophe. I dreamed I was floating alone in a huge ocean when a
whale swam by. The whale told me I was the last human being left
alive. Humanity had been punished for its sins, exterminated for
its war against the environment, condemned to eternal
hellfire.’

 


She stopped as
suddenly as she had started and stared desolately at the table.

Colin took a
deep breath, Alan stuck his ball-point pen in his face, Marion
disappeared behind her hair and Phil’s face turned bright red. Only
the Prophet remained unmoved by Susan’s declaration of
insanity.

 


‘I guess
you’ve all heard a lot of new stuff today,’ he interjected into the
silence, ‘and I guess also you’ve been a bit shocked by what you’ve
heard. Well it is kind of shocking. I think it’s worth pointing out
that you are a privileged little group. You have the opportunity to
take part in the struggle to save mankind from destruction.
Humanity has a chance to cleanse itself. Take a walk down any
street in this city and what you see isn’t always too impressive.
You see a lot of blinkered, mean spirited types. A lot of them are
racists too. Racism is very, very stupid. You know why? Because
there was only one race created by the gods. That’s a tenet
of The Movement. We have a
slogan that sums it up. We say “one race the human race.” We will
save only the best. The flood is a chance to purify our race. So
don’t think you can just walk into The Movement. You have to
prove yourselves. We want only the most conscious and the most
committed.’

 


‘I want
to end this seminar by offering you all the opportunity to come
here next Wednesday evening to take part in a very important aspect
of our work, the monthly mail-out of The
Newsletter.’

 


The Prophet
paused and nodded.

 


‘The Newsletter is the organ of our ideas, the
embodiment of our mission, the means by which we deliver our
message to the world. We begin at seven-thirty sharp.’

 


******
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Colin’s grubby
attire is clearly a reflection of his tacky little mind. Any
desirable female who wanders within arm's length is groped or
pawed. Violated would not be too strong a word. Has he never heard
of candlelight and roses, moonlight and romance, the dance of
courtship, the wooing of the fair sex with a carefully chosen
compliment or affectionately selected gift? He’s a primitive, a
caveman who, fortunately for womankind, has lost his club.

 


Sex is a basic
human drive we’re told (often by male psychiatrists who illustrate
the point by molesting their female patients). Although I was
happily married for more than ten years my thoughts did sometimes
wander to this or that young lady in the office, on the train or in
the street. I did my share of window shopping but I never felt I
had the right to simply reach out and grab. Mutual respect, after
all, is the starting point for any healthy human relationship.

 


Honesty is
important too. I don’t think Cyrus ever asks himself whether this
or that outlandish claim has any basis in reality. I have of course
pondered whether Cyrus actually believes he has a mission to save
humanity or, more fantastically, really thinks he’s the
reincarnated representative of a mythical deity. At first I was
inclined to write him off as a simple fraud. But from my ethereal
standpoint I am beginning to glimpse the tangled web that is the
human mind. Cyrus exists in a twilight world where truth and
self-interest have become as one inside the all-knowing cranium. He
believes it’s important to continue to believe his own lies.

 


What light this
throws on my predicament is not at all clear. Scenes of sexual
degradation and depravity interspersed by the ravings of the
Prophet hardly seem likely to lead me towards enlightenment let
alone Nirvana. And once again I find myself enveloped by mist,
chasing shadows across my marshland home. Has my celestial judge
betrayed me? Have I been banished for eternity to the land of lost
hope, burdened by the cruel conviction that I may one day find my
way out? Some things really don’t bear thinking about. Do they?

 


******
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My morose
musings were cut short by a return to The
Movement’s office as Colin hurried away, anxious to
escape the attentions of the dark angel and the verbal violence of
the screaming soothsayer. He was making his way along the dark
corridor, nursing his wounds, when he glanced through an open
doorway. Sitting by a window, reading intently, was
Anna.

Colin coughed.
Anna didn’t so much as lift her eyes.

 


‘Hi,’ he said
hesitantly.

 


Anna turned
suddenly, startled. The book, a street map of the city, fell from
her hands.

 


‘Oh, hello,’
she said, seeming relieved, ‘how was it for you?’

 


‘Really great,’
Colin replied, shifting from one foot to the other as though
desperate to empty his bladder.

 


‘I’m at a bit
of a loose end this afternoon. Why don’t you come back to my place.
We could talk about the seminar,’ he suggested.

 


‘Sorry, I’m
really busy. I’ve got an assignment this evening. I’ve got to
prepare.’

 


A chill wind
swept through Colin’s sweaty loins.

 


‘An assignment?
On Saturday night?’

 


‘Oh yes.
It’s a twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week commitment
in The Movement. The future of
our species is at stake.’

 


There being no
adequate answer to this statement Colin backed out through the
door, nodding thoughtfully as though in agreement. He made his way
alone through the exit, down the darkened stairs and out onto the
drizzle soaked streets.

 


Anna stared
wistfully through the window like a prisoner peering through the
bars of her cell. She watched Colin’s hunched figure cross the road
below and disappear around a corner. In the park opposite the
building two small children were playing on the swings, rocking
gently back and forth, enjoying life’s simple pleasures as only the
very young can. A feeling of nausea sunk its soft fangs into the
pit of Anna’s stomach. She averted her eyes and turned back to the
task in hand, the street map and the evening assignment.

 


A few
hours later Daniel, the man with the misty spectacles, appeared in
the doorway, grinning cheerfully and waving a baseball bat in the
air. Anna followed him silently out of the building to her car
which The Movement had
commandeered for the evening’s escapade. Occupying the rear seat,
wearing a balaclava and holding a baseball bat, was the officially
unclean Simon. Daniel tossed Anna the keys and told her to drive
safely but swiftly.

 


As the car
travelled through the grey and the decay towards its objective the
three were hardly breathing let alone speaking. Having been
thoroughly coached beforehand and having spent the afternoon
memorising the street map Anna knew exactly where to leave the main
road and how to navigate her way through the maze of back streets.
She wended her way along the familiar route turning finally into a
narrow, badly lit road lined with derelict houses. She drew up
beside what had once been a cinema and parked half-on and half-off
the footpath. Daniel peered into the alleyway that ran along the
side of the cinema and ordered Anna to douse the engine and the
lights.

 


The threesome
sat silently in the shadows and waited.

 


Ten terse
minutes struggled by before Anna caught sight of a figure moving
along the footpath towards them. She swallowed a giggle and nudged
Daniel. Daniel’s eyes narrowed like a bespectacled cat who’s
spotted his prey. He arched his back and showed his fangs.

 


‘Here he comes,
don’t move yet, wait for my command.’

 


The man
continued undaunted and unknowingly towards his fate. As he drew
level with the windscreen Daniel hissed, ‘Now!’

 


Simon leaped
from the car. The man thought about fleeing but hesitated, fatally,
because by the time he turned around Daniel was behind him. The two
servants of the Earth Goddess grabbed their quarry and dragged him
into the alleyway.

 


Daniel struck
the first blow, smashing his baseball bat into the victim’s knees,
sending him crashing to the ground. Simon leaped into the fray,
hammering his weapon into the abdomen of his fallen prey. Spurred
to ever greater exertions by the cries of pain, Simon lashed out
repeatedly, venomously, viciously, breaking the man’s bones and
crushing his spirit.

 


‘Don’t hit his
head,’ Daniel instructed as he stepped back to inspect the damage.
Lying before him was a skinny, middle-aged, moustachioed man,
already beaten to the limits of his endurance. Daniel snorted and
blew his nose whilst Simon landed a few more malevolent blows.

 


‘Enough,’
Daniel said, as he put his handkerchief away, ‘he’s mine now.’
Simon stepped back into the shadows. Daniel squinted through his
misty lenses and put his right foot carefully onto his victim’s
wrist. The man whimpered. He was in too much pain to beg. Daniel
raised his steel-capped left heel into the air and brought it
crashing down onto the man’s outstretched hand. Three fingers
splintered under the impact. Daniel waited with characteristic
patience until the screams became an agonised whine. Then he bent
over his blood spattered prey and spoke quietly into his ear.

 


‘Those were
just a few love taps to remind you to be more respectful towards
women.’

 


The three once
again sat in silence as Anna drove them through the darkness.
Behind her Simon gasped like an asthmatic stalker. She could feel
his malodorous breath lingering on the soft nape of her neck. The
musty odour of his sweat drenched flab filled her mouth and
nostrils.

 


At the edge of
Anna’s vision Daniel fingered his baseball bat as though it were an
extension of his own phallus. He turned to her gasping and ran the
bat up and down her thigh, slowly, before sliding it between her
legs.

 


‘You did well
tonight,’ he said, unable to see through the thick film of mist on
his spectacles, ‘maybe I could give you a little reward.’

 


Anna stifled a
scream, just.

 


‘Phil’s
expecting me. We have to work on an article. For
The Newsletter. Cyrus wants it by
tomorrow.’

 


Daniel
sniggered. And then he grinned. But he withdrew the bat,
defeated.

 


After dropping
her two brothers outside the office Anna drove around the nearest
corner and flung open the car door. She vomited long and hard into
the gutter. Then she drove on to Phil’s apartment with the windows
wide open, hoping the freezing air might numb her pain.

 


She sat
unsteadily on Phil’s sofa, saying little and drinking wine. Phil
sat silently beside her wrapped in a large dressing gown, drinking
coffee.

 


Compared to
Colin’s hovel Phil’s place is the lap of luxury. He doesn’t have a
lot of furniture but what he does have seems to have been purchased
from a department store rather than picked up off the side of the
road. He even has a television and some modest hifi equipment. Most
surprising of all though is the framed photo hanging on the wall
that shows he and Anna embracing on a sun drenched beach. They make
quite a contrast as a couple, her luxurious blond hair and his
black tufts, her movie star looks and his gaunt face, hooked nose
and beady brown eyes, her voluptuous curves and his frail, feeble
form.

 


It was Anna who
broke the silence.

 


‘I kept the
window wound up tonight,’ she said softly, ‘during the assignment I
mean.’

 


Phil cleared
his throat and fingered his glasses, ‘yes, well, I suppose it is
quite cold.’

 


‘I didn’t want
to hear the screams,’ Anna said without inflection.

 


‘The screams?’
Phil reddened and laughed.

 


‘The screams of
the guy being beaten up by Daniel and Simon. It’s a secret.
Nobody’s supposed to know.’

 


Phil caught his
breath and fell silent.

 


Anna described
the meeting in Cyrus’ office where the Prophet raved about a
college lecturer ‘molesting one of our young sisters, little Cathy,
in the back of his car.’

 


‘I want
retribution!’ the Prophet declared with his usual sense of the
dramatic and incapacity for shame, ‘how dare he lay his slimy hands
on one of our
sisters?’

 


Daniel and
Simon were selected for the task because of their size and liking
for physical combat, Anna because she has a car. Daniel
masterminded the attack, following the lecturer for weeks, making a
note of his movements, selecting the most suitable time and place
to deliver the Prophet’s lesson.

 


Anna had been
prepared by Daniel. They had gone together on the shopping
expedition to buy the weapons and balaclavas. They drove along the
route ten times and waited in darkness outside the decrepit cinema,
noting how few people came and went. Daniel inspected the alley
thoroughly, making sure there was sufficient room to swing a
baseball bat. His concern that their victim’s screams might attract
attention were allayed by the certainty that in such a
neighbourhood no one would interfere.

 


At the end of
their final rehearsal Daniel took Anna’s brittle wrist in his
murderous grip and told her in a low voice how he’d questioned her
inclusion in the team because he thought she might ‘make a mess in
her panties.’ This was an act of retribution on behalf of an
embattled sister.

 


There were to
be no mistakes.

 


Anna
could not have told this story to anyone other than Phil. They have
an understanding extending back over many years. Everything that
passes between them is theirs alone, under no circumstances to be
disclosed to another being, living or dead. This practice, it
hardly needs saying, runs directly counter to the Prophet’s
ordinances. And as she spoke Anna’s mind reached back to a
particularly pernicious dispute which in Movement folklore has become known as the
Familiarity Breeds Dissent fight.
This battle, fought on behalf of a beleaguered humanity, was
intended to prevent couples from concealing their pillow-talk from
the secretariat. It came to light that one pair in particular, the
badly dressed Simon and his more presentable wife Louise, were
exchanging discordant remarks before, after, and possibly during
sex. The Prophet’s amorous ideological adversaries had been
groaning, as he so aptly put it, about the amount of money levied
from their salaries. In the course of the struggle it came to light
that many brothers and sisters abused their intimate moments by
voicing mealy mouthed complaints about this or that aspect
of Movement policy. A
resolution condemning the practice was adopted signalling the end
of Simon and Louise’s sex life.

 


Anna recalled
how she and Phil had raised their hands along with the rest of the
flock signalling their agreement with Daniel’s hastily drafted
motion:

 


‘A loyal
member of The Movement will
neither say, think, nor do anything that he or she would not be
proud to report to the secretariat.’

 


She began to
sob, quietly.

 


By way of
comforting her, and himself, Phil explained how the beating of the
hapless college lecturer had undoubtedly been in the best interests
of The Movement and therefore
of mankind.

 


‘After all,’ he
added, ‘we can’t just allow some pervert to molest one of our
sisters. Cathy’s young. She doesn’t have the life experience to
deal with this sort of situation.’

 


An image of the
unworldly Cathy beneath the scrawny, heaving body of the Prophet
flashed across Anna’s consciousness. She pushed the thought away
only for it to be replaced by the sounds of screams penetrating
through the closed car window.

 


In Phil’s
defence I should say that in lamely correcting Anna’s deviations
from the Prophet’s truth he was only doing what their secret
compact demands. Each is to act as a confessor for the other, as an
outlet for unwanted ideas that threaten to pull them out of their
current orbit. This fragile corrective mechanism requires, though,
at least one of them to be able to see clearly. These days both
seem to be stumbling in the dark.

 


Phil
thought he could remember a time when life in The Movement had not seemed so harsh. He recalled
how proud he had been to stand on a street corner in a poor
neighbourhood offering what he liked to believe was much needed
hope with the very first issue of The
Newsletter. He had read the Blue Book from cover to
cover long into the night, seeking to fill the empty cavities of
his being with its moth-eaten wisdom. The
Movement had been only twenty strong at that time and
now they were sixty. The slow trickle of new blood had at first
renewed the organisation’s purpose but over time produced only
strife and conflicts he could no longer understand. He does not
like these dissenting thoughts that push themselves unsolicited
into his head but he can no longer resist. If truth be told he is
not sure what has changed the most, The
Movement or himself.

 


Phil knew
though that this was not the time to convey his feelings to Anna.
For one evening at least both had trodden the path of the unknown
as far as was bearable. They sat together late into the night
listening to music and solving crossword puzzles.

 


******
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Abuse,
abuse and more abuse. Sexual, physical and psychological. Such is
the fabric of the Prophet’s world. A voluntary association mired in
self-deception, lies and deceit. Such is the nature of
The Movement.

 


Anna is numbed
by fear. The cage door stands wide open inviting flight but she
clings with quiet desperation to her captivity. A beautiful,
sensitive young woman irreparably damaged by a lifetime of
mistreatment. How roughly humanity handles the delicate and the
vulnerable.

 


Anna was
told at an early age that it was not lady like to shriek and she’s
been suppressing screams ever since. Her mother and father seem to
have been drawn together by their mutual silence. Throughout Anna's
childhood they spent much of their time together, sitting in their
prim little living room, listening out for the sound of pins
dropping. For hours on end the only noises to be heard were the
rustling of father’s newspaper and the tinkling of mother’s tea
cup. Anna’s parents apparently wanted to give their daughter the
gift of an almost silent upbringing. They were consequently highly
displeased when Anna herself shattered the stillness with her
shrill giggle. But for Anna her unnerving nervous laugh served as
the only tangible confirmation of her existence. She laughed not to
express the joys of living but simply to show that she
was alive.

 


This much Anna
knows. In fact it’s her own narrative account of her childhood,
related many times to her friend Phil and anyone else willing to
listen. It’s an all-encompassing explanation of her misery bestowed
upon her by a psychiatrist she visited during her university days.
As a piece of personal history it is of course of interest but has
been reduced to a mere incantation used to ward off evil
thoughts.

 




And nothing is
more evil than the rejected memory of her father entering her
bedroom in the dead of night. Anna’s mother shielded her from
further attack but refused to split up the happy family. She told
Anna her father was a weak but well-meaning man who had made a
mistake. That single act of violence, committed against a young
girl whose extreme sensitivity drove her to see goodness all around
her, turned Anna into a reluctant liar, hiding from the pain so
callously inflicted upon her. As far as I can see her only chance
of recovery lies in those fleeting moments when she places both
hands squarely upon the hard rock of reality and acknowledges her
misery. Sadly, with each year that passes she’s growing
increasingly weary, becoming less willing to try and step beyond
the cruel suffering that others have caused her. She knows now that
life offers no certainty, no security, no love and no compassion.
She experiences moments of great dread when she cries out to an
unknown god for help that never comes. It is then, in her time of
greatest need, when she thinks of her father, that she comforts
herself with the formula bequeathed by her loving mother: ‘he’s a
good man really.’

 


******
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Anna and Phil
awoke the next day on the sofa, slumped over the final clue of a
cryptic crossword puzzle. They breakfasted slowly musing over what
to do with the free day that yawned in front of them, deciding
finally to go into the city where Phil would wander around the book
shops and

Anna could
engage in that arcane female activity called window shopping.

 


They emerged
from the underground and parted with a hug. Phil headed first for
his favourite café where he sat alone stirring his cappuccino and
staring vacantly through the window, hypnotised by the sight of
other peoples’ lives passing him by. His frame of mind was almost
meditative, vague images flowed unperceived past his inner eye. He
was disconnected and disenchanted, a truly lost soul.


 


He sat
stock still for almost an hour, occasionally fingering his frayed
shirt collar, before a bad tempered waitress told him to order food
or leave. Unusually for a devotee of The
Movement he did have sufficient money for a meal,
being a relatively highly paid electrical engineer, but he chose to
conserve his cash for something more appetising than an overpriced
bowl of pasta. Without a word to the waitress he threw on his
overcoat and stepped out onto the street.

 


His spindly
legs took his vacant mind around an elegant shopping arcade to a
cobbled square. Three clowns, surrounded by a large crowd, sat atop
unicycles juggling some very sharp looking knives. Phil stood on
the edge of the throng for a few moments, staring distractedly,
before turning to leave. Only a few feet behind him was a hitherto
unnoticed red haired young lady sitting at a felt-covered table.
According to a sign tied to one of the table legs she was ‘Irina,
Tarot Card Reader.’

 


As one might
guess from his current affiliations Phil is inclined to the more
mystical aspects of his mortal existence. He was also in need of a
reassuring voice so he sat himself down opposite the inviting Irina
and requested a reading. She smiled and tightened her yellow head
scarf. Together they enacted the little ritual of splitting,
spreading and selecting the cards until ten were laid out in a
pattern on the table. Phil noticed with a jolt that he had chosen a
card adorned by a mythical representation of my old friend the Grim
Reaper, appropriately entitled ‘Death.’

 


Unperturbed by
this apparent premonition of her customer’s imminent demise Irina
began with some vague comments about Phil’s situation being tenuous
or difficult. She looked for encouragement but received only a
blank stare. She pushed on telling him he was going through a
period where he had to tread carefully, where a change had already
occurred and he must accept it. Phil interrupted her demanding,
with uncharacteristic aggression, to know the meaning of the card
of death. Irina smiled, sweetly I thought, and told him not to
worry, it did not mean he was doomed, but it did indicate the
change of which she had spoken.

 


Irina smiled
again and asked him if he was looking for a new job. No he wasn’t
nor was he contemplating any major changes in his life. Since the
onset of something new in the life of her dispirited client was the
crux of our winsome sibyl's view of what was to come she suggested
with a sigh that they did not seem to be connecting. Phil shrugged
his shoulders and shook his head. Seeing an alternative potentially
more cooperative customer hovering in the background Irina
suggested, with surprising resolution, abandoning the reading.
Without so much as a nod in the divine diviner’s direction Phil
stood up and walked away towards nowhere in particular. As he did
so one of the clowns missed his cue and clattered to the ground
along with his unicycle and knives.

 


Phil made
his way to a large book shop perhaps hoping to lose himself in the
maze of stairwells and shelving. Once upon a time, in the dim and
distant past, before he decided to squander his life sitting at the
feet of Cyrus Jones, he had enjoyed reading. He read mainly novels,
classical literature, something intellectually challenging. As he
browsed his eye was caught by Kafka's The
Trial, a book which relates the story of a man who
colludes with a funereal authority to secure his own
doom.

 


Phil
drifted from the ‘Classics’ section to ‘Mind, Body And Spirit,’ an
eclectic collection that might be better named ‘Fads For The Over
Forties.’ His failing attention was drawn to a pretentious
publication entitled Change Your Life In
Six Easy Steps written by a super rich break-away
Pentecostalist who claims that ‘just as Our Lord created heaven and
earth in six days, you can, in six easy steps, recreate your life
in His image and still have time to rest on Sunday.’ Phil didn’t
linger long over this message of hope for the terminally adrift but
a single stray tear did find its way onto the dust cover. He
shuffled out of the shop weighed down by mourning for his own lost
life.

 


No sooner had
he stepped onto the street than he heard a loud voice calling his
name. He blinked and there before him stood a strange figure who,
with his wild hair and even wilder eyes, could have been mistaken
for Einstein’s grandson. It was in fact Jeremy, Phil’s one-time
spiritual brother and erstwhile flatmate.

 


‘Great to see
you,’ Jeremy said with all the sincerity of a game show host.

 


Phil took a few
moments to respond. Strictly speaking the effervescent Jeremy is a
no-go area for all followers of the Prophet Jones. He was, until a
just over a year ago, an ardent believer, an enthusiastic peddler
of the wares of the Earth Goddess. Unfortunately, through no fault
of his own, Jeremy found himself on the wrong end of one of the
Prophet’s fights. He had been unwise enough to comment that a
healthy human being is one with his (or her) feminine and masculine
aspects in balance. To his great astonishment his innocuous
formulation provoked an hour long tirade from the Prophet summed up
in his final unforgettable sentence, ‘in the current phase only the
development of the feminine serves the plan of Inanna.’

 


In the weeks
that followed Jeremy was accused of plotting to undermine said
‘plan,’ of having ‘strayed from the path of the soul group,’ and,
most perniciously and inexplicably, of actively promoting and
practising ‘spiritual pederasty,’ whatever that may be. Needless to
say he didn’t long survive the boiling heat of the Prophet’s wrath
and was soon driven into obscurity.

 


Once
outside the charmed circle Jeremy refused to lay down and die.
Gratefully utilising the benefits of modern technology he founded
his very own devotional journal entitled Transcendence & Light. As the sole author,
editor and distributor Jeremy has been able not only to promote his
views but also to conduct literary warfare against his erstwhile
persecutors.

 


Issue
number one of T&L (as it
has become known) contained a lengthy, incomprehensible account of
the issues in dispute as well as Jeremy’s analysis of ‘the
spiritual collapse of The
Movement.’ According to the author, in the early
days The Movement had indeed
been the pristine pure embodiment of the word of the Earth Goddess.
Cyrus Jones had been ‘a shaft of white light in the spiritual
darkness’ developing and defending the precepts of the Blue Book.
But over the years the forces of darkness whittled away the will of
the Prophet until he gave himself heart and, more importantly, soul
to the enemies of the truth. On the fateful day that Cyrus Jones
launched his assault upon the now editor of T&L he showed himself to have been consumed
by the dark side of the feminine psyche as embodied in the Greek
Goddess Hecate, the man-eater responsible for madness, obsession
and lunacy.

 


It was,
consequently, only with some hesitation that Phil accepted Jeremy’s
invitation to coffee.

 


‘Are you still
with Cyrus’ group?’ Jeremy asked as they sat down.

 


‘Yes, of
course.’

 


‘Have you
read the latest copy of T&L?’

 


‘Yes I have,
and before you ask, I still think the debate with you was over the
top. There were accusations made on both sides that were not
justified. That happens sometimes but it doesn’t mean you have to
throw the baby out with the bath water.’

 


Jeremy screwed
up his face and brushed back his unruly hair.

 


‘You’re an
agent of darkness Phil, how do you feel about that?’

 


No matter how
disoriented and demented you may be the infinite nature of creation
ensures that somewhere out there lurks someone who is even wilder
and wackier than you are. Phil had just met that person.

 


‘You’re a
renegade and a traitor,’ Phil retorted without conviction. He stood
up limply and left, leaving Jeremy to pay the bill.

 


Whilst Phil was
supping with a turncoat Anna was indeed window shopping, killing
time, waiting for the descent of darkness to signify that the hour
of her rendezvous with the insatiable Cyrus Jones was close at
hand. She peered through department store windows, sometimes
smiling bleakly at the manikins, other times gazing wistfully at
her hazy reflection. She spent five minutes staring at a display
for ‘the larger than life woman’ (meaning those who weigh over 200
pounds), wondering what it would be like to feel so solid.

 


A shock of
curly black hair shot through her peripheral vision and jerked her
head to one side. She considered calling out but settled instead
for silent pursuit. Up ahead, a tiny young woman wearing an ancient
leather coat and battered white running shoes weaved her way
through the crowd. She walked quickly with apparent purpose,
oblivious to her pursuer, and veered without warning into an
alleyway. Anna ran, afraid of losing her prey in the labyrinth of
tiny streets. She turned the corner gasping for breath. Fifty
metres ahead the little woman strode on along the otherwise empty
alley. Anna raised her hand and waved weakly. She wanted to shout
but once again words failed her. The black curls disappeared around
a sharp bend. Anna ran again, tears formed in her eyes. She reached
the bend, hand on heart, and looked around wildly. A wizened old
man slipped from a doorway and tore open his coat. Anna’s gaze fell
onto his wrinkled genitalia and she screamed, a piercing,
penetrating, primal howl of disgust. Disgust for a pitiful old man.
Disgust for the pitiless God who created him.

 


A short
distance away the young woman broke her stride, pushed a mop of
black hair from her face and glanced over her shoulder. She’d heard
something, a scream maybe. Did someone need her help? Someone she
knew? Slowly she retraced her steps, back around the bend, but
apart from a cowed old man hunched in a doorway the alley was
empty.

 


Anna had fled
back out onto the main street seeking safety in anonymity. She
ducked into a gloomy, smoke filled bar, bought a large drink and
retired to the darkest recess she could find. And there she
remained until night fell, leaving her dark corner only long enough
to refill her glass. Time after time she replayed her encounter
with the old man. Sometimes he had her father’s face. Other times
he looked like Cyrus.

 


And she kept
seeing the dark curls and leather coat disappear around the bend,
and kept telling herself she should have maintained the pursuit.
The young woman’s name was Tanya, an old friend. A friend Anna
hasn’t seen in years. A friend who belongs to the outside
world.

 


******
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I’m wondering
whether I could be the victim of a celestial clerical error. Is
this all a case of mistaken identity? I admit I was never what
might be termed a ‘sensitive man’ but believe me a few flashes of
Anna’s psyche have already taught me the error of my ways. Couldn’t
the mists clear in recognition, just a little?

 


I was
chauvinistic perhaps, sometimes, but not a pig, and never a brute.
I enjoyed sex. But I never forced myself on anyone. Nor did I
expose myself in a public place. So why am I watching an tale of
unrelenting sexual abuse? I had a couple of affairs I admit. But
they were brief, meaningless episodes, a crumb of comfort on a cold
winter’s night far from home, soulless encounters in anonymous
hotel rooms.

 


And I’d like to
help Anna though that possibility is denied me. Instead I’m bounced
from one unsavoury scene to the next unable even to choose where I
go let alone influence events.

So it was
that I found myself back at the offices of my adoptive family. It
was approaching seven-thirty on Wednesday evening, the hour
appointed for the monthly mail-out of ‘the organ of our
ideas,’ The Newsletter.
Awaiting the arrival of the four neophytes was a certain Stevie
Meats, the Prophet’s venerable office manager. Stevie, a
middle-aged moustachioed, checked-shirted stick-man, is angry to
the point of bitterness that he has never achieved the leadership
position he believes he deserves. Despite many years of loyal
proselytising and unrivalled sycophancy, Stevie is not even a
candidate for the presidium, the supposed policy making body, let
alone the secretariat or the inner cabal that goes drinking with
the Prophet.

 


His
position as office manager though is not without its benefits. It
means, for example, that when the time comes to send out
The Newsletter to a small but growing
group of subscribers Stevie is in command of a team of brothers and
sisters whose duty it is, in his own words, ‘to get those ideas
out, and get them out fast.’ He was once commended by the Prophet
himself for so cogently expressing the essence of
The Movement’s mission. Whenever he
remembers what his beloved leader said in an address to the whole
organisation (‘What Stevie said today sums up our tasks - get those
ideas out and get them out fast’) he feels a warm glow
inside.

 


And he
was glowing tonight as Colin, Marion and Alan filed into his
office. (Susan didn’t make it. She was simply insufficiently
connected to external reality to realise that now was the time to
be in Stevie’s office). The three were directed to a table piled
high with copies of the very latest Newsletter. The readership is surprisingly large
mainly as a result of the annual subscription drive. Every
September followers of the Prophet spend four full weeks ringing
doorbells and pressing flesh in a frenzy of activity aimed at
swelling the circulation of the ‘organ of our ideas.’ Some
subscribers are simply browbeaten into signing on the dotted line
whilst others are charmed by feminine wiles. And there are those
who share the Prophet’s vision but lack the substance to join his
crusade (though they are few).

 


The
mail-out, this most revered of rituals, involves taking the six
hundred or so copies of The
Newsletter destined for the subscribers, rolling them
into a tight cylindrical shape inside a thin sheet of wrapping
paper and applying a piece of adhesive tape along with a lovingly
pre-prepared address label. Stevie’s favourite trick is to accuse
one of the fledglings, if possible a woman (of course!), of
sticking the labels on upside down. Having waited until she has
almost finished her quota he orders her to unwrap all her
Newsletters and start from scratch.
The bewildered and browbeaten newcomer, sensing that in Stevie’s
world the normal laws of time and space do not apply, rarely has
the temerity to point out that a rolled up magazine has no top or
bottom either practically or philosophically. These moments of
petty nastiness are the Prophet’s gift to Stevie, compensation for
the humiliation he regularly undergoes at the hands of his more
powerful brothers and sisters. He always takes full
advantage.

 


Stevie
circled the table like a grounded vulture waiting for someone to
display a sign of weakness. As he walked he delivered what has
become his standard address to those engaged in the distribution of
the Prophet’s propaganda rag. Punctuating his sanctimonious
pronouncements at every opportunity with the admonition to ‘get
those ideas out and get them out fast’ he explained how the
mail-out is the ‘heartbeat’ of The
Movement without which the
organisation would perish and mankind, lacking the necessary
guidance, would stumble into its watery grave. The ideas contained
in The Newsletter are, according to the Prophet’s lame
dog, the seed bearers of human potential and survival. Should they
fail to land on fertile ground then all is indeed lost. The three,
having been granted the privilege of a seat at the high table, were
not for a moment allowed to lose sight of the gravity of the task
in hand.

 


To describe
Stevie as irritating and ridiculous would be to grossly understate.
His constant beady-eyed circumlocution of the table, his attempt to
ennoble the task whilst demeaning those carrying it out, his
constant complaint that the wrapping paper was not applied tightly
enough or that the label wasn’t straight, reduced him to a figure
barely worthy of contempt in the eyes of all those present, myself
included.

 


Much to Colin’s
delight Anna appeared about thirty minutes into the ordeal. She
positioned herself at the edge of the room and waited in the wings
like a conjuror's assistant, her inner turmoil concealed by the
blinding light of her smile and the distracting curves of her
perfect body. She it was who supplied the materiel when it was
running low and the soothing words or a healing smile when the
office manager had wounded the feelings of one of his vassals. She
was a glimmering of light in the greyness, a drop of cool water in
the desert, Florence Nightingale in tight blue-jeans.

 


Anna conferred
particular attention on Colin tonight, helping him when his clumsy
hands failed to apply the sticky tape with the required accuracy,
touching his shoulder as she passed him by and staring invitingly
into his eyes whenever she crossed his line of vision.

Like Anna,
Marion too managed to maintain a cheery demeanour throughout the
evening, despite suffering the unwanted attentions of both Stevie
and Alan. Colin had understandably positioned himself as far away
from her as possible. Every time he saw Marion’s dark smile he felt
a sharp pain in the hand that only a few days earlier had wandered
across her thigh in search of heaven on earth.

 


Alan, the
square headed dolt with a leaking pen in his pocket, related one
idiotic anecdote after another in the forlorn hope of winning
Marion’s fair hand. Particularly hilarious was the time he’d drunk
fifteen bottles of gassy beer in a railway station while waiting
for a train that never came. His escapades that evening included
passing wind in the company of nuns, being caught relieving himself
in the station forecourt by a group of giggling girl guides and
putting Dijon mustard on a jam doughnut.

 


Marion was
saved from Alan only by the attentions of Stevie who found fault
with her work at every opportunity. Each time he felt the
compulsion to point out a problem with one of Marion’s packages of
hope he leaned across her breathing heavily, fortuitously fondling
the soft brown skin of her hands or unashamedly ogling the legs
that crossed and uncrossed with such hypnotic promise.

 


But after two
hours of being assailed by an imbecile and harassed by a
Neanderthal, Marion was still able to smile with sublime sweetness
and reapply her wrapping paper with increased firmness or her
labels with greater care. Stevie, more used to the sullen
cooperation he was now getting from Colin or the glassy-eyed Alan,
found Marion’s more than cheerful compliance difficult to cope
with. To add to his confusion she actually seemed to like him. He
couldn’t quite remember the last time he had changed his sheets but
he knew it was a long time ago.

The incipient
romances were unceremoniously interrupted by the sudden
materialisation of the Prophet at Stevie’s side. He threw his arm
around Stevie’s shoulder and hugged him like a long lost son.

 


‘Hi, Stevie,
how are you doing. It’s great to see you Stevie.’

 


The son of
Cyrus reddened and drew himself away. The Prophet, having once
again demonstrated his uproarious sense of humour, adopted his
folksy, camp fire tone and addressed the little group.

 


‘I
thought I’d drop by before you all left. By now you’ll have a sense
of the task facing us. I’d like to give you all a chance, and it’s
not a chance I’d give to everyone, to help us build our
organisation. Next weekend we’re going to an Esoteric Festival, one
of those events where you find every fad and fringe religious
movement. We think maybe we can find some decent human material in
amongst all the dross so we’re organising a Newsletter sales team. It should be kind of fun.
Afterwards we’ll be holding a party and you can get to know the
brothers and sisters a little better. Maybe even
intimately.’

 


Cyrus
sniggered.

 


‘So can I count
on seeing you all next Saturday?’

 


There was a
murmur of consent and a nodding of heads.

 


The Prophet
left as mysteriously as he had arrived.

 


Not long
thereafter the odious undertaking drew to a close and all were free
to leave. Marion was the first to arise, still smiling. Stevie
hovered before her grinning and twitching, muttering something that
may have been an invitation to an unspecified destination.
Accompanied by the merest flicker of her adorable eyelashes Marion
enunciated the classic female rebuff.

‘I’m really
rather busy just at the moment. Perhaps I’ll call you
sometime.’

 


Before Alan
could rise from his seat and offer his gallant services Marion had
slipped out and away, probably never to be seen again, at least not
by Stevie or Alan.

 


By way of
contrast Colin’s evening took a turn for the better. As he got to
his feet and pulled on his coat he felt a warm presence at his side
and a hand on his arm.

 


‘Have you got
time for a drink?’ The question was followed by a familiar
giggle.

 


Yes, Colin did
have time. He had all the time in the world.

 


******
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Anna took
Colin to a bar not far from the office, one of those fashionably
run down places frequented by unpublished poets and out-of-work
actors. After a few minutes of fumbling for something to talk about
Colin asked Anna to explain how she first came into contact
with The Movement. The
question immediately brought to Anna’s mind a university lecture
theatre bedecked by shrill slogans demanding animal rights and
condemning the destruction of the Brazilian rain forest. There she
was, in all her glory, standing behind the podium, speaking with
surprising coherence to an audience of several hundred people. Far
fetched as it may seem Anna was once the undisputed leader of a
thriving university environmentalist society.

 


At the time she
was sharing her home and her bed with a strange person called
Sammy. Oddly enough Anna now claims not only to have disliked Sammy
but to have actually found him physically repellent. Her hand, it
seems, was won by bloody minded persistence rather than animal
magnetism. Despite having had his slobbering attentions rebuffed on
innumerable occasions Sammy never gave up hope. In a final
desperate throw of the dice he camped out on the doorstep of Anna’s
student dormitory room, sustained by a large supply of cigarettes
and extra-strong beer. When word got around that a visit to Anna
involved stepping over the body of a drunken and often abusive
admirer, both on the way in and on the way out, her endless stream
of suitors began to dry up. Returning alone to her room late one
night Anna finally took pity on Sammy, and on herself, and invited
him in. Not long thereafter she took up residence in his apartment
which she used as a base for her habitual not-so-clandestine
affairs.

 


One of
her many lovers was a young man called Boris, an unemployed
bassoonist with an unfortunate preference for Baroque melodies. He
it was who had bought a copy of The
Newsletter after a hard afternoon’s busking outside a
city underground station. And he it was who combined a date with
Anna and a meeting with, of all people, Phil. It was at this late
stage in the story that her explanation to Colin began.

 


She had met
Phil in a bar Anna explained, ‘sort of by chance, but not really,
it must have been meant to happen, and anyway my boyfriend Boris
arranged it without telling me.’

 


Colin nodded
non-committally as Anna enthused about Phil’s clarity of thought,
his capacity to provide answers to her questions and his commitment
to the cause. Phil it was who had opened up the ‘spiritual arena’
to her for the first time. And then there had been the Prophet
himself who took her under his wing and devoted much time and
effort to her ‘personal development.’

 


Before Colin’s
imagination had time to do anything with this last piece of
information a bell rang, announcing that the witching hour had
arrived and the bar was about to close. The doors were thrown wide
open letting in the freezing air and thereby driving out those
patrons who might otherwise linger a while over their unfinished
drinks and thereby inconvenience the staff. As they passed through
the exit Anna took Colin’s arm and suggested they go to the
late-night cinema. Colin, it hardly needs saying, agreed.

 


The cinema was
only a short walk away. A double feature was showing. Movie number
one was a study in depression about a small man with a high
forehead whose girlfriend gives birth to aliens, the other, a
futuristic look at life in a post world war three frozen wasteland
populated by voiceless people who spend most of their time skating
at high speed across the ice. Just the thing to raise the spirits
on damp and dreary winter’s night.

 


The pair were
not to be deterred. They dutifully exposed themselves to nearly
four hours of cinematic art and emerged from the auditorium numbed
in mind, body and soul. Much to Colin’s disappointment Anna had
slept through most of the performance. They stepped out into the
bitter night air, their destination as yet undecided. Apart from
the gaggle of cinema patrons the street was deserted. The last bus
had long since left so Anna suggested calling a taxi. Unfortunately
her cell phone battery was dead and the nearby public phone was out
of order having been smashed to pieces earlier in the week by
several, sexually repressed young males. They decided to walk in
the general direction of Anna’s apartment which was about an hour
away. Colin began to feel that life was finally about to compensate
him for the many hardships he had endured to date.

 


They chatted
for a while as they walked and then fell into silence. Rain began
to fall. Thunder rumbled, ominously, portentously perhaps. They
increased their pace, huddling together for warmth and protection.
Anna smiled at Colin and began to sing, quietly at first, but as
the rain fell harder and the lightning flashed across the sky her
voice rang out with ever greater clarity. She was singing an old
school hymn, the name of which escapes me. A peal of thunder
cracked overhead and she thrust Colin to one side, held her arms
aloft and screamed the words to the heavens.

 


As she reached
her high pitched crescendo her voice fractured and her spirit
crumpled, the melody became a wail and she sank to her knees
repeating over and over ‘No, no, no.’ Anna’s behaviour
understandably threw Colin into that much maligned state called
confusion. He was rescued by the recollection of a line in an
almost forgotten book to the effect that there is no surer way to a
woman’s flesh than through her sadness. He sat down next to Anna
and put his arm around her. She laid her head on his shoulder and
together they sat on the soaking sidewalk as the rain poured down
upon them.

 


It was then, in
their moment of need, that a beam of light found its way through
the darkness. A door opened across the street and a figure appeared
gesturing to them to come in. Anna brushed her soaking hair out of
her eyes and made for the light. Colin followed.

 


‘Come in, come
in,’ the old man was saying as Anna came within earshot, ‘you’ll
die of pneumonia out there.’

 


They followed
him into a room packed full of old sofas and chairs arranged to
form a sort of octagonal shape. The octagon was surrounded by what
I suppose comes under the collective noun bric-a-brac, by which I
mean lamps that didn’t work, empty bird cages and bizarre looking
ornaments. Anna immediately noticed a musty odour hanging in the
air. The old man took their dripping coats and shoes and left the
room. He returned with two towels and invited them to ‘take a seat
but not on the sofa with the sheet over it.’ The sheet was clearly
concealing something but ‘what do you have under there?’ is not
exactly the kind of question that can be posed in polite
conversation.

 


Instead Anna
glanced around and said, ‘nice place you’ve got here.’

 


The old man
grinned. Anna put her towel to her nose and sniffed. By no stretch
of the imagination could it be described as fragrant but it was not
the source of the smell. She shivered and dried her hair.

 


‘I heard you
singing,’ the old man said to Anna, ‘it’s my favourite hymn that
one. We used to sing it at school. Very nicely sung if you don’t
mind me saying so.’

Anna grinned
from behind her tangle of wet hair.

 


‘It’s nice to
have visitors. I’m Joshua. Josh for short. And whose company do I
have the pleasure of?’

 


The two
introduced themselves.

 


Colin’s mind
began to wander. He was wondering whether Anna would share a shower
with him, ‘in the interests of economy of course,’ he would say to
her wittily. He looked at Josh.

 


‘Do you have a
shower?’

 


‘Yes.’

 


‘I could really
do with a hot drink,’ Anna interrupted, beaming. What
self-respecting man could resist such femininity in full bloom?
Certainly not old Josh. He shuffled out of the room sniggering like
a besotted teenager, promising to return with two mugs of ‘steaming
hot cocoa.’

 


‘I really could
do with a shower,’ Colin continued enthusiastically, ‘of course I
don’t suppose the old man’s got a lot of money. I mean it hardly
seems fair for both of us to …’

 


Anna was
sniffing and looking around.

 


‘What’s that
smell?’

 


‘I don’t know.
I’d been wondering myself. Anyway the shower ...’

 


‘It’s coming
from under that sheet.’

 


Anna’s mind
slipped back to the time she had hammered on her grandmother’s door
and received no reply. One of the neighbours let her in. The same
odour was in the air then. Her grandmother had been dead for three
days.

 


She sat bolt
upright and spoke in a whisper.

 


‘Have a look
now, quick, before he comes back.’

 


Colin stared
across at the sheet but didn’t move. He hadn’t recognised the
fragrance of death but Anna’s fear had found its way through his
desire for her body.

 


As luck or fate
would have it Josh walked back in at that precise moment.

 


‘The milk has
just boiled. Would either of you like sugar?’

 


‘What’s that
smell?’ Anna was almost screaming.

 


Josh looked
rather taken aback.

 


‘Smell, what
smell?’

 


Anna leaped to
her feet and stuck her face into his. Her hand pointed towards the
shroud.

 


‘The smell
that’s coming from under that sheet.’

 


Josh sat down
and rubbed the end of his nose.

 


‘It’s Lucy, she
passed away a few days ago. Poor old thing, hadn’t been eating
properly for weeks. She’s all right in here. It’s quite cool. Of
course if it was summer I’d have had her moved by now.’

 


Anna’s body
shook, her eyes rolled. She drew in a lung full of the putrid air,
hoping to regain control but the stench brought back an image of
her grandmother’s face, paled and twisted by her struggle with
death. Anna’s terror uncoiled itself sending her out of the house
and back into the driving rain. A few moments later Colin was after
her, calling her name as the elements crashed around him. Too late.
She’d disappeared into the darkness from whence she came.

 


Not wishing to
detract from the drama, I feel constrained to complete my account
by reporting that Lucy was not, as Anna had imagined, Josh’s dead
wife, but his dead dog. This Colin discovered when he returned to
the house having finally given up all hope of showering with Anna.
Josh had removed the sheet and was sniffing Lucy’s body, muttering
to himself, ‘don’t know what all the fuss is about, can’t smell
anything at all.’
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Is Anna on the
edge of a nervous breakdown or in the midst of one? And why
befriend Colin? His intentions are hardly honourable. Although I
feel her pain as though it were my own I have to say she’s her own
worst enemy.

 


Anna is
flattered by Colin’s pawing, predatory attentions. She tells
herself he’s ‘sweet.’ Doesn’t she realize the obvious, that his
interest doesn’t extend beyond her body? Maybe she sees some
goodness in him that’s unclear to me.

 


The days
following his failed attempt to shower with Anna were not good ones
for Colin. At work his supervisor summoned him to his office and
gave him a dressing down for sloppy work and excessive time off
sick. The supervisor, a lanky native of New Zealand named Geoff who
belongs to an obscure sect of born again Christians, had once
shocked his colleagues by breaking into a monologue about there
being ‘angels and devils in this world’ and the importance of
distinguishing one from the other. Colin felt sure that in Geoff’s
jaundiced eyes he had been assigned to the camp of Satan. In order
to atone and clear his backlog he had twice laboured late into the
evening. Thus when Saturday arrived he was less than eager to
participate in The Movement’s
jaunt at the so-called Esoteric Festival. But, of course, he
knew Anna would be there.

 


And Anna was
the first person Colin laid eyes on as he emerged from the
underground into the grey winter light. She was standing on the
edge of a small band of devotees, clutching Phil’s arm. Colin
shuffled sheepishly towards her. She disengaged from Phil and took
out her handkerchief.

 


‘I’ve got a bit
of a cold. Must be all that running around in the rain.’ She
sneezed loudly.

 


‘How did you
find your way home?’ Colin asked.

 


‘Oh, you know
me, I’m like a homing pigeon.’

 


Phil shuffled
and stared at his shoes. He knew the homing pigeon had in fact
spent several hours wandering aimlessly through the rain sodden
streets until literally stumbling into a road sign that pointed the
way home.

 


Colin’s
next question (‘did you have a shower when you got back?’) was
interrupted by Daniel’s voice calling the brothers and sisters
together. Apart from Anna and Phil, Melissa, Simon and Alan were
there ready and willing to carry the Prophet’s message to an
unreceptive public. Daniel, protected from the cold by a donkey
jacket and heavy scarf, held up a copy of The Newsletter. He
pointed to an article inspiringly entitled
Spiritual Growth Through
Confrontation, written by his good self in an attempt
to bring to the attention of the masses the need to forgo the
comforting illusions peddled by fortune tellers and mediums for the
harder but ultimately more fruitful struggle to build
The Movement.

 


‘There
are no individual solutions to the spiritual crisis facing
mankind,’ he informed his followers, ‘spiritual growth is a
collective activity and cannot be achieved by consulting the modern
day witch doctors we’re going to encounter today. But don’t forget,
many people are drawn to this event because they’re looking for the
sort of guidance only we can offer. We’re here to win them
to The Movement.’

 


Daniel paused
and breathed heavily through his mouth.

 


‘We have one
special target today, the Tarot card readers. Behind their blather
lies a system of so-called archetypes popularised by a certain C.
J. Jung.’

 


Daniel’s lenses
became cloudy, his voice acquired an hysterical high pitched tone,
he began making violent chopping movements with his right hand and,
all in all, attracting the attention of the general public.

 


‘Jung was a
Nazi collaborator, his theories confirmed the superiority of the
blond haired, blue eyed, master race. So we don’t take any crap
from these people. “One race the human race,” don’t forget
that.’

 


He stopped,
gasping for air, and signalled that the group should follow
him.

 


Daniel’s six
followers trailed after him down the high street and through a
crumbling housing estate until they arrived at the school that was
giving shelter to the unwitting Nazi propagandists and their
ilk.

 


Daniel called
the group to a halt shortly before they reached the advance guard
of reaction, a gaggle of ageing ex-student types who were
advertising their wares and services at the entrance. Colin, to his
great delight, was paired with Anna and told to help her ‘sell
outside,’ while the others disappeared into the belly of the
beast.

 


Anna
reached into a plastic bag and pushed a handful of
Newsletters into Colin’s
hands.

 


‘Hope you’ve
read it,’ she said cheerfully.

 


Anna
circulated through the eight or nine people grouped around the
gate, her Newsletters held
aloft. As she went she called out ‘no spiritual growth without
confrontation.’ Colin followed her, silently clutching his
Newsletters to his chest.

 


Anna positioned
herself squarely in front of a young woman who was leafleting for a
seminar on ‘Tibetan Pulsing’ and character analysis through a
reading of the eyes.

 


‘Have you
seen The Newsletter before?’ Anna asked.

 


‘No I haven’t,’
replied the young woman pleasantly, ‘would you like to take a
leaflet?’

 


Anna ignored
the offer.

 


‘There’s an
inspiring article about the need to build a social movement to lead
humanity out of the spiritual wilderness. You really should read
it.’

 


The pleasant
young woman shook her head. Anna smiled and moved on.

 


The next port
of call was a tall thin man advertising psychic readings.

 


‘Social
movements are for the politicians. Spiritual growth is a personal
matter,’ he told Anna

 


Anna responded
by reading directly from the great Daniel’s article. She pointed to
the lines as she read:

 


The spirit is
a common attribute of Homo sapiens. Only the development of the
collective energy of the leading elements of the human race can
lead to benefits at an individual level. All personalised
strategies will inevitably end in failure and are therefore
destructive because they divert much good human material away from
the only possible solution to the ultimately catastrophic crisis :
the building of The Movement to lead mankind away from the
abyss.’

 


‘So you see,’
Anna continued, actually somewhat inspired by this banal passage,
‘there aren’t any personalised solutions. Would you like to buy a
copy?’

 


‘Er, no,’ said
the young man, ‘it’s not for me.’

 


Anna giggled
and moved on, intercepting people as they passed through the
gate.

 


‘It’s fun isn’t
it?’ she commented to Colin every now and then. And she really did
seem to be enjoying herself.

 


Colin was
finding it anything but fun. During the walk to the school the
tension in the little group had wrapped itself around him like a
living thing. Now he sensed a certain hostility, or at least a
wariness from the people Anna was approaching. For the moment he
tried to hide himself behind her confident demeanour but couldn’t
escape the feeling that, even amongst people whose ideas are well
outside the mainstream, membership of The
Movement is considered, at best, strange.

Thirty
minutes later Anna had sold only one Newsletter, to a clairvoyant mother
of four who thought it was a programme of events.
Colin had sold none and suggested they take a break. He ran
his hand familiarly along Anna’s shoulder.

 


‘There’s a café
back that way. How about a coffee?’

 


‘Followed by a
shower?’

 


Colin blushed.
Anna winked and looked at her watch.

 


‘We’d better go
inside. Daniel’s expecting us.’

 


The large hall
was crowded with people shuffling between stalls offering
everything from a cure for poor eyesight to a conversation with a
dead relative. Over in the far corner the sound of raised voices
could be heard. As Anna and Colin approached Alan’s high-pitched
whine became increasingly prominent. Anna could clearly make out
the words ‘Nazi,’ ‘scum’ and ‘bastards.’ There was also another
voice, deeper this time and more coherent but nevertheless equally
excited.

 


‘Jung was a
Nazi collaborator. He believed in the superiority of the so-called
Aryan race. You are using his racist symbols to make money from the
people here today.’

 


The voice
belonged to Simon who we last saw beating a helpless victim with a
baseball bat. He made violent Daniel-like chopping movements with
his right arm to emphasise his point. At the same time Alan stabbed
his finger in the air and whined loudly.

 


‘Nazi scum,’ he
kept saying with a characteristic lack of imagination.

 


Melissa stood
at his shoulder, cackling.

 


The object of
the onslaught was a bemused young woman with a pack of Tarot cards
laid out in front of her on a felt covered table. A poster hanging
in front of the table introduced her as Irina, the daughter of a
Romany clairvoyant, the very same young lady who sought so
unsuccessfully to look into Phil’s future. Phil was hanging back
from the fray, running one hand compulsively through his hair and
twitchily adjusting his spectacles with the other. Anna left Colin
and sidled up to him.

 


‘Do you know
her?’ she asked quietly.

 


‘I think I saw
her in the city the other day.’

 


‘Did you have a
reading.’

 


‘Not
really.’

 


‘No one knows.
Only us.’

 


Anna smiled
sweetly at Melissa who had watched the exchange. Or I should say
Anna’s mouth smiled whilst her eyes remained dead, a dead give-away
for those with eyes to see. Fortunately for Anna, Melissa is not
blessed (or perhaps cursed) by the capacity to glimpse the soul of
another.

 


Meanwhile poor
little Irina was searching the crowd of onlookers for some moral,
if not physical, support. I think most of the spectators were both
intimidated and baffled. One young man did shout something about
Tarot cards first appearing 600 years before Jung’s birth and a
woman in a multi-coloured shawl pointed out that Jung was a
psychologist and not a psychic. To that last point Simon claimed
uncertainly, ‘Jung used tarot cards in his consultations.’ This was
greeted by laughter which evaporated when Daniel arrived and
positioned himself between Irina and the hecklers. He glowered
momentarily.

 


‘Jung
used archetypes as a central part of his psychological analysis,’
Daniel snarled and gestured over his shoulder, ‘the very same
archetypes you see on these cards.’ Daniel grabbed a card from the
table and held it up. It depicted an elf-like figure stepping off a
precipice and was appropriately entitled ‘The
Fool.’

 


‘This woman
here,’ Daniel pointed dramatically at Irina, ‘is a purveyor of the
work of C. J. Jung. It is well known that Jung was a supporter of
the Hitler regime …’

 


The audience
sighed, murmured and tittered but Daniel was undeterred.

 


‘… the
regime that was busy slaughtering her mother’s people. I ask you
all what such a person is doing in an event supposedly dedicated to
spiritual development. We in The
Movement have no desire to associate ourselves with
the purveyors of fascist propaganda. We are seeking to build a
social movement that will lead mankind away from the abyss. For
that reason we are leaving immediately and ask all of you to leave
with us.’

 


A moment’s
silence. Nobody moved. Then Daniel led his disciples through the
crowd and towards the exit. As they passed another peddler of Nazi
symbols for the unconscious Colin lunged suddenly to the side and
upturned the table, sending the offending pile of Tarot cards into
the air. He turned back to face his stunned audience, grinning
broadly and breathing heavily through his mouth. A strong arm
slapped him on the back, a firm hand took his and shook it.

 


‘Well done,’
Daniel said. He looked at Anna, ‘maybe she’ll let you into her
panties. Now you’re a brother.’
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Any hopes Colin
may have had of gaining immediate access to Anna’s panties were
dashed when she was whisked away by Daniel.

 


‘Important
business to attend to. See you later at the party, in the office,
don’t forget,’ she’d called out as she trailed after Cyrus' second
in command.

 


While Colin was
left to kick his heels and dream of what might be, Anna and Phil
attended an exclusive gathering at the Prophet’s apartment. During
my last unforgettable visit I was confined to the bedroom and
consequently failed to fully appreciate what a nice place he has.
It’s a spacious, comfortably furnished two bedroom apartment in a
not inexpensive part of the city. It was bought outright with the
proceeds from a number of windfalls that dropped into the Prophet’s
sweaty lap. The most substantial of these came by way of Cyrus’
one-time and one and only collaborator.

 


Louis
Weatherspoon, an antipodean by birth and inclination, had lorded it
over his own little group which drew its raison d’être from obscure
aspects of Egyptian mythology. Louis looked, coincidentally, to
Isis, ancient Egypt’s Earth Goddess, as his saviour and, with
remarkable similarity to our favourite Prophet, claimed to be a
reincarnated Egyptian high priest. Louis happened upon an issue
of The Newsletter in an
obscure New Age book shop whilst visiting a sick relative in a tiny
desert town. How Stevie, the vulture-like office manager, had
spirited the publication into the middle of a desert on the
opposite side of the earth was a mystery declared by Cyrus to be a
modern miracle. The upshot was, however, that Louis bought a plane
ticket and flew to the land of the Prophet. Upon arrival he sent a
telegram to his then-sidekick, one Daniel Stocking no less. The
message, preserved until the present day in The Movement archives
read simply, ‘Pack a bag and follow me. Isis will show you the way.
Your brother Louis.’

 


Daniel
meditated on the message for three days until an envelope arrived
containing an air ticket and a telephone number. He was thus able
to follow brother Louis without having to trouble the
aforementioned goddess.

 


After much
discussion, deliberation and meditation it was decided that the two
organisations separated by the diameter of Inanna’s/Isis’ earth
should become one. Cyrus agreed not only to share his unquestioned
authority with Louis but also, as an act of good faith, to set up a
unified bank account. This minor material detail, attended to
personally by the Prophet, resulted in Louis’ substantial funds
being transferred into an account having only one signatory, Cyrus
Jones.

 


By the time
Louis discovered he was not, as he’d been assured, a signatory to a
joint account, it was too late. Mysteriously, strangely,
incredibly, shortly after the money had been transferred,
insurmountable ideological and spiritual obstacles to maintaining
the unity between Cyrus and Louis began to arise. First there was
the small problem of the Earth Goddess’ correct name. This prompted
a fierce debate between Cyrus and Louis with Daniel stoutly
defending his then-master. Abstruse textual references and ancient
stories were hurled back and forth before Cyrus resorted to some
low blows. He accused Louis of being a Johnny-cum-lately who first
appeared on the scene only after all the hard work, like the
invention of writing and the wheel, had been done. Besides which
Louis had not even been present at the time of the flood.

 


Stung by
the Prophet’s confrontational attitude, Louis claimed, with some
historical accuracy, that the Sumerians were an obscure race who
had ‘come from nowhere and gone nowhere,’ a quote cited with horror
by the Prophet to demonstrate the vile nature of what Louis
really stood for. Louis contrasted
the Sumerian ‘losers culture’ with the legacy left by Egyptian
civilisation and, citing papyrus documents which he had in his
possession though never on his person, argued that the flood had
actually taken place sometime later than Cyrus estimated, thus,
horror of horrors, casting doubt on the Prophet’s integrity. A
horrified Movement,
at Cyrus’ hysterical prompting, voted
unanimously to break all contact with the viper who had slithered
into their midst. In the heat of the battle Daniel was drawn to
Cyrus’ maelstrom and dramatically announced his allegiance to the
‘one true representative of Inanna on earth.’ His ideological
conversion signalled the end of the debate. All links with Louis
were broken.

 


There was of
course no question of returning the money. Having been
‘commandeered for the cause of the Earth Goddess,’ as Cyrus put it,
‘the money should be invested wisely in Her name.’ So it was that
the apartment was purchased. Predictably Cyrus selected himself as
the guardian of this valuable collective asset. What remained of
the money was hidden from the tax man in a variety of dodgy
investment schemes.

 


The
Prophet claims to live a frugal life. He does not, for example, own
a car, though some jaundiced ex-devotees once argued that this is
because he cannot drive and takes taxis everywhere. All in all
though, I cannot say that he lives like an aristocrat. He has a
middle-class lifestyle without the credit card bills. This can of
course be seen as an indication of his lack of success. He’s never
really hit the big time, tending to attract poorly paid office
clerks, secretaries or teachers. Each follower though, pays a
whopping twenty five percent of his or her net income directly
into The Movement bank
account. When the high costs of city living plus the additional
out-goings contingent to being in the vanguard of humanity are
taken into account, (frequent travel to spread the word, large
stress related alcohol and cigarette bills), most of Cyrus’
subjects live close to the poverty line. Some spend the last week
of the month eating nothing but breakfast cereal. It is this
contrast that bothers the Prophet’s critics, and rightly
so.

 


None of this
though was up for discussion at the pre-party gathering. The
upholstered leather sofas, arranged to form three sides of a
rectangle around a large, glass-topped coffee table, were fully
occupied. There was an expectancy in the air, a feeling that a
portentous announcement may be imminent.

 


The Prophet,
flanked by Melissa and Anna, was yelling witticisms of great
profundity into the air and guffawing loudly. Like everybody else,
apart from the more moderate Phil, he was smoking and drinking
heavily. His favourite tipple is an expensive brand of malt whisky,
a preference he justifies by referencing one worm-eaten branch of
the family tree supposedly of Scottish extraction. This rather
unconvincing claim, for someone purportedly of near-eastern
lineage, is intended to imply that his extravagant spending on
alcohol is somehow genetic and therefore unavoidable. Not that he
needed to excuse his rampant alcoholism to his audience, all of
whom, with the aforementioned honourable exception, were
determinedly disposing of large quantities of wine and beer.

 


Cyrus had let
it be known that something of significance was afoot and then bided
his time, allowing the tension to grow. He seemed to enjoy watching
his subjects fall about laughing at his many dubiously humorous
comments. The Prophet’s witticisms often walk the racist tightrope
and sometimes they fail to make it across the wire. He calls this
‘being inclined to ethnic jokes.’ A good example was his answer to
a Jewish restaurant owner’s enquiry about how he liked his steak to
be cooked. ‘With the gas full on,’ was the Prophet’s droll reply.
He roared with whisky soaked amusement whilst his dinner companions
tittered dutifully, although some did come away disquieted and
confused. The Prophet, claiming that the neighbouring table had
been occupied by people of Teutonic origin, later explained that
the ‘joke’ was intended to cut to the heart of German guilt about
the holocaust. It came as something of a surprise to him that all
future attempts to book a table at the restaurant were refused on
the grounds that the showers were out of order.

 


It was an hour
before silence fell upon the proceedings (as a result of the
Prophet finally ceasing to speak). A throat clearing sound and a
nod in Daniel’s direction indicated the time had arrived for the
much awaited announcement.

 


Daniel took off
his glasses and wiped away the steam. He stared at Phil for almost
a full minute before beginning.

 


‘Brothers and
sisters the hour is almost at hand,’ he said, finally. Again he
stared at Phil.

 


Anna giggled
and reddened. Melissa glared at her like a malevolent
step-mother.

 


‘I’ve
discovered a document that may reveal the location of the
tablets.’

 


The tablets in
question are of course none other than those containing the message
dictated by Inanna to the Sumerian scribe.

 


‘We know that
when we find the tablets we’ll receive a sign from Inanna telling
us where we have to gather in order to be saved. We can then
prepare to draw the largest amount of good human material to this
location. I’m looking for the brother or sister who is willing to
go out into the world and find the sacred tablets of Inanna.’

 


Daniel glanced
at the Prophet and received a nod.

 


‘Cyrus and I
have discussed this matter at great length. We were looking for a
long-time member, a lifer, someone who understands the gravity of
the task.’

 


One might of
course ask, ‘why not do it yourself?’ but naturally no one did.
Instead Daniel turned to Phil and smiled.

 


Phil returned
the smile and swallowed hard. He saw Cyrus was staring at him too.
His heart sank, his spirit quailed, his soul screamed ‘no!’

 


‘It would be a
great honour,’ he said breathlessly.

 


Anna grabbed
his hand.

 


‘We’re relying
on you,’ she said, grinning like a lunatic.

 


‘Don’t let us
down,’ the Prophet added.
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Colin had
spent his afternoon and early evening in one of the seedier parts
of the city peering at posters that advertised peep shows and
assisted showers. Lacking the funds to indulge his carnal appetite
Colin returned to The Movement
headquarters hoping to do so free of charge at the party. He
was admitted by a pretty young thing who led him to the meeting
room, now cleared of furniture and illuminated by candlelight. In
the middle of the floor a group of brothers and sisters were
writhing like demented belly dancers to a piece of rhythmic eastern
music accompanied by a banshee-like wail. Others were scattered
around edge of the room, lolling listlessly against the walls or
sitting on the floor.

 


Colin glanced
around, searching. He spotted Anna in a darkened corner talking
animatedly to Phil. Before a feeling of disappointment or, more
likely, jealousy had time to creep up on him he was accosted by
Melissa, seemingly in party mode. She was wearing a body hugging
singlet which did not quite reach her navel and was as close to
smiling as she’s ever likely to get.

 


‘Great to see
you,’ she shouted above the roar of the music.

 


Colin did his
best to look pleased.

 


‘Would you like
a drink?’ she asked, failing to exude even a smattering of feminine
charm.

Colin was in
desperate need of a drink.

 


Melissa took
him by the arm and ushered him out through the door and into what
is euphemistically known as the ‘coffee room.’ This is where a
follower of the Prophet comes for refreshment following a hard
day’s proselytising. Apart from everything needed to make a much
needed cup of coffee there’s also a cupboard containing assorted
bottles of hard liquor and a refrigerator filled with cans of beer
and bottles of white wine. The more than friendly Melissa gave
Colin a quick guided tour being careful to bring to his attention a
price list and an open tin wherein he was to deposit his money.

 


Colin helped
himself to a beer, dropped his money into the tin and returned to
the party with his escort. Melissa leaned on his shoulder and
bawled into his ear, ‘do you like the music?’

Colin
nodded.

 


‘Do you want to
dance?’

 


‘I’ll just
drink my beer first.’

 


Melissa cackled
again and began to gyrate slowly, brushing lightly against him. He
sipped his beer and made a silent appeal for divine intervention.
She danced around him making just the slightest suggestion of
contact, looking into his eyes through the intangible grey veil
that covers her being. As she drifted behind him Colin felt her
damp breath on the back of his neck. An image of a large camp fire
surrounded by hooded, dancing figures flickered before his eyes. He
felt himself beginning to sway in time with the music. Melissa
settled in front of him, mirroring his every move.

 


Colin glanced
from side to side looking for aid but none was at hand. Melissa
placed her arms around his neck and drew him towards her. He wanted
to break free but something was sapping his will. A clammy clinging
sensation, the feeling of a physical connection with an ephemeral
form almost overpowered him. The lips of the Witch were upon his.
Her tongue undertook a brief exploration of his mouth before she
pulled away, a pallid glow of triumph briefly illuminating her
eyes. She pushed him back against the wall with surprising force
and leaned against him, her strong hands running roughly over his
thighs, forcing his legs apart.

 


‘Isn’t this
what you’d like to do to Anna?’ she asked, breathing heavily into
his ear.

 


Colin squealed
and pushed her away.

 


‘Aren’t you
enjoying yourself? I’d say you were gasping for it.’

 


Colin took a
deep breath and a gulp of his beer.

 


‘We treat our
women with respect. Don’t forget,’ she added before disappearing
out through the door.

 


‘Looked like
you were being raped there!’ a voice boomed.

 


This time it
was Alan, Colin’s fellow novice, the one with the square head and
matching grin.

Fortunately the
volume of the music drowned out the squeals of adolescent laughter
with which Alan always follows his hilarious observations.

 


Colin nodded
and added under his breath, ‘I think she’s probably gone to get
back into her coffin.’

 


He smiled at
his own joke and then he smiled at the blonde who materialised
right before his eyes, saying something he couldn’t hear. He
watched her lips move and began to feel warmer. Anna grinned
effervescently and beckoned him with her index finger out into the
corridor.

 


‘Looked like
you were having a hard time there!’

 


She giggled, of
course.

 


‘Be careful.
She’s almost married to Cyrus. He doesn’t really have a partner but
if he did she would be it.’

 


Anna nodded
cheerfully.

 


‘Let’s get
another drink.’

 


Colin spent two
blissful hopeful hours being closely attended upon by the
irresistible Anna. The bodies continued to gyrate to high volume
music whilst the candles flickered and the spirits were consumed.
On one occasion when he broke away from his adorable chaperone to
get yet another drink he found Simon in the coffee room bending
over the money tin. Colin waited unseen by the door as Simon
slipped a note into his wallet without having, apparently, put
anything into the tin. Simon turned around startled by Colin’s
presence, smiled inanely and brushed past clutching a glass of
vodka.

 


It was almost
eleven o’clock when the Prophet made his entrance flanked by
Melissa and Daniel. The three had been lurking only a matter of
metres away in Cyrus’ office, drinking copiously and reviewing the
spiritual state of their flock. Melissa turned on the lights.
Daniel turned off the music. A hush fell upon the gathering.

 


‘I’d just like
your attention for a few minutes,’ Daniel said, slurring his words,
‘would brother Phil please step forward.’

 


Phil
obeyed.

 


‘Brothers and
sisters we know where the tablets are located,’ Daniel
declared.

 


Gasps of
astonishment, cries of joy, scattered applause.

 


‘That is, we
know the area. We don’t as yet have an address. At a meeting this
afternoon brother Phil was selected to lead the search.’

 


Wild
spontaneous applause. Cries of ‘we love you Phil’ and ‘may Inanna
be with you.’

 


‘But he won’t
be going alone. There shall be two seekers. Another shall be chosen
from amongst you.’

 


Sighs, almost
sexual. More cries, ecstatic, orgasmic.

 


And with that
Daniel turned the music back on and Melissa dowsed the lights. The
dancing began again, the frenzy fuelled by orgiastic excitement.
The Witch and the Prophet took to the floor, writhing and leaping,
entwining and separating like a couple of refugees from Sodom and
Gomorrah.

 


In a corner of
the room Anna leaned heavily on Colin.

 


‘I think I’m
going to faint,’ she gasped.

 


Colin grabbed
her waist with both hands and was about to suggest they go outside
‘for a breath of fresh air’ when she was torn away and pulled to
the centre of the floor.

 


Melissa wrapped
herself around Anna like a boa constrictor crushing its prey. She
held her for a moment before passing her to the Prophet who waited
in the sweat drenched gloom, a preying mantis in a checked-shirt.
The devotees formed a circle around the trio clapping and swaying
to the music, some crying out like demented Irish dancers.

 


From the
darkest corner of the darkened room Phil watched the only friend he
has in the world being mauled by an ancient pervert and an ageing
crone. Is there no sense of outrage or disgust powerful enough to
awake him from his torpor? Apparently not. He who bears the burden
of finding the lost tablets of Inanna slipped ineffectually out of
the room.

 


Colin stood
stock still, staring, mesmerized, drawn to the circle by the rhythm
and the writhing, by the heat and the abandon. His body began to
move and his hands to clap. His mouth twitched into a smile and he
pushed himself in amongst the melee of sweaty bodies.

 


Anna was
sandwiched between the Prophet and Melissa, her face shimmering in
the candle light. Nobody noticed the tears blurring her vision much
less the spirit sagging inside her perfect body. She looked into
the darkened faces of her audience hoping for help but felt only
the desire and the indifference. She looked down for a moment and
saw the abyss opening, inviting her to jump. The light from the
candles glimmered and glittered around her, each one a tiny
crucifix. She began to fly through the air, across time. The flames
were burning brighter, blinding her. Her hands and feet were bound,
her flesh was melting, the pain unendurable. The night sky was
alight with the radiance of burning crosses. She could bear no
more.

 


Anna’s body
crumpled and fell into the Prophet’s waiting arms. He laid her out
on the floor and demanded water and light. Daniel immediately took
control by flicking on the strip lights, dispatching a brother to
the bathroom and announcing that the party was over. The glass of
tap water arrived and was administered by Melissa. She forced Anna
to sit up and drink.

 


‘Looks like the
heat got to you my dear,’ Melissa observed in her delicate
manner.

 


Anna nodded as
she drank. She took a few deep breaths and struggled to her feet.
She swayed and stumbled like a drunken model on a narrow catwalk.
Once again the Prophet came to the rescue. He caught her as she
fell and with a surprisingly practised movement threw her across
his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

 


‘Doesn’t look
like we’re going to get much action out of her tonight,’ he
observed sagely.

Cyrus offered
his hand to Melissa, like a knight to his lady, and together the
threesome exited into the night.

 


******

 


-- 19 –

 


 


I’m watching a
world bereft of morality, rules of behaviour or ordinary common
decency. What is it that binds these people, here in this freezing
wasteland? Not all share the callous cruelty of the Prophet or the
venomous malevolence of Melissa but each and every one them, with
an indifference that chills the marrow of my blighted soul, is
prepared to tolerate and even applaud the molestation of a helpless
young woman.

 


It could
be that I’m being unjust to Anna. Maybe she deserves something
better than the epithet victim. But how much further can she fall before
she hits bottom. She allowed a prurient old man and a seedy
middle-aged woman to molest her and then carry her away into the
night. All without so much as a token show of
resistance.

 


She reminds me
of a young lady I met during a business trip. She spent the evening
drinking herself into oblivion before passing out at the dinner
table and falling face down into her dessert. Since we had more or
less agreed to spend the night together I carried her to my room
and laid her on the bed. It would have been more gentlemanly to
deliver the comatose young thing to her room rather than mine. But
I had been drinking too and my judgement was perhaps not completely
sound. She revived just long enough to stagger to the bathroom and
regurgitate her evening meal. She returned without her clothing and
collapsed onto the bed. I don’t think she even knew I was there. I
really can’t remember too much about what happened after that other
than her surprise upon awakening beside me, naked.

 


All the same I
am somewhat unsettled by the notion that I may have glimpsed my own
reflection in this sordid little drama. I once attended a
motivational seminar where the instructor suggested we take our
most memorable criticisms of others and apply them to ourselves.
Prurient old man seems mild when applied to Cyrus. And how could it
possibly describe me? I am, or was, only thirty five years old.
Mind you, the young lady whom I abducted from the dinner table was
sixteen, a mere child just out of school.

 


******
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When the
Prophet awoke on the morning after the party Melissa lay beside
him, snoring, but Anna was gone. He was about to pick up the phone
and demand her return when he remembered that his monthly
appointment with his psychiatrist was only an hour away. I will not
waste my much needed energy expressing surprise or amusement upon
learning of this assuredly bizarre rendezvous. It is remarkable
though that the good Doctor had agreed to see his client on the day
of rest. It could be that he was motivated by a professional
interest in the unique qualities of the Jones psyche. On the other
hand he may have been influenced by the knowledge that the
Prophet’s appointments are invariably followed by a visit from one
or, when things have gone well, two of The
Movement’s more accommodating young ladies. Further
comment is probably superfluous though I will record that Cyrus has
never had to hand over money for the services of an analyst whose
charges would take away the breath of the average
stockbroker.

 


The Doctor has
a large lavishly furnished consulting room in a recently renovated
Victorian building. He and the Prophet sat opposite one another in
a matching pair of high-backed armchairs. It was the Doctor who
began the proceedings.

 


‘You seem to be
under some pressure at the moment.’

 


‘Yes, we’re
about to begin the search for the lost tablets of Inanna.’

 


The Doctor’s
plastic face reshaped itself into a smile.

 


‘And should you
not find the tablets what may happen?’

 


The Prophet
leaned forward.

 


‘You have to
understand how delicate my little creation is.’

 


The good Doctor
furrowed his brow and tried to look intelligent.

 


‘I’m interested
to hear you use that word, “creation.” Do you consider yourself to
be a creator?’

 


A beam of
sunlight shot suddenly through the window and illuminated the
Prophet’s hairless cranium.

 


‘I’ve said it a
thousand times. Each and every one of my people has come to me of
their own free will. And all are free to leave any time. There are
no armed guards on the doors, there are no buckets of icy water in
the cellar. I run a voluntary association not a prison camp. So in
answer to your question, I do not make these people, I do not
create them. They come to me.’

 


The Doctor
adopted his impassive, clinical tone, ‘but once they have come to
you, entirely of their own volition of course, do you not, so to
speak, reshape them?’

 


‘In my own
image?’ the Prophet spat out the words, ‘I’m not interested in this
or that individual, I’m not about making or remaking people. I’m
creating an organisation. Often from very poor human material.’

 


‘Tell me about
this “human material,” why do you consider it to be so poor?’

The Prophet
waited a moment before responding.

 


‘It is your job
to psychologise, not mine, but I can tell you, only someone who is
profoundly at odds with the society in which they live will
consider coming to me. They’re not strays because they’ve never
belonged. They’ve been adrift since birth, floating around looking
for somewhere to drop anchor. They have no sense of purpose. They
expect me to provide that.’

 


‘So you become
their guide, so to speak.’

 


‘You’re hoping
to uncover a messiah complex. You want me to tell you I’m a god, or
at the very least, the son of God. Well I’m sorry to disappoint
you. I’m a modest man with modest ambitions.’

 


The
Doctor shuffled in his seat. He had before him, he believed, the
possibility to break new psychiatric ground, to escape from those
dull women who wave their credit cards under his nose and bore him
with tales of sexual abuse. In these eccentric encounters he sees
the potential for an article that will shake the dust from the
musty professional journals and be followed by book offers, tabloid
headlines (Sigmund Freud Meets Charles
Manson) and, who knows, movie rights.

 


The Doctor
smoothed out his tie, as well as his countenance.

 


‘But you do, do
you not, claim to be in direct communication with a goddess?’

 


‘Yes I do, but
I never claim to be in possession of the truth. The history of
religion is a history of falsification. Just how many Bible stories
do you think are literally true?’

 


The Prophet
waited for an answer. None came. So he continued his discourse.

 


‘In all
probability not a single one of them is true but, apart from a few
academics and theologians, who really cares? And since when have
you been interested in the truth? You’re a licensed pickpocket
stealing money from the purses of gullible women.’

 


The Doctor
absorbed the provocation with another synthetic smile.

 


‘Like you Cyrus
I have to say that all my clients come to me without coercion. They
pay promptly and are more than eager to arrange the next
appointment.’ He cleared his throat. ‘But let me be clear, are you
saying you do not know the truth or you are not telling the
truth?’

 


Cyrus affected
a wince.

 


‘How can I tell
the truth when I don’t know what it is? Show me someone who claims
to be honest and I’ll show you a fool. Life is a hall of mirrors.
Whichever way we turn we’re confronted by a reflection of
ourselves. We’re not here to uncover the truth. We’re here to learn
to live with uncertainty.’

 


The Doctor
nodded, not in agreement but in contemplation.

 


‘That’s very
interesting Cyrus and quite profound. Are you able, as you put it,
to live with uncertainty?’

 


‘I haven’t
insulated myself with a fatuous set of psychological certainties if
that’s what you’re asking.’

 


‘If you believe
my theories to be incorrect or inaccurate then why are you
here?’

 


The Prophet’s
expression hardened but he remained calm.

 


‘When was the
last time you effected a cure or, more to the point, when was the
last time you dealt with someone who was actually sick?’

 


The good Doctor
cleared his throat again.

 


‘We began by
talking about the pressure you are under. We seem to have wandered
away from the subject.’

 


Cyrus grimaced
but remained calm.

 


‘What do you
know about pressure? When you lose a client you just replace her
with another. I’m running an organisation where we are bound
together in a common cause. One weak link can set off a chain
reaction. Each and every laceration has to be cauterised. Infection
must not be allowed to spread. If the search fails I’ll have a
gaping wound to stitch up. So yes, I’m under some pressure.’

 


‘And this
wound, would that involve a brother or sister who has failed you?
Sinned against you, perhaps?’

 


The Prophet
leaned forward once again and looked directly into the eyes of his
interlocutor.

 


‘I am not a
messiah. I provide a haven for the psychologically disenfranchised.
I do what you do. I teach my people what to say and how to behave.
In return I receive payment. If they did not come to me they would
go to someone else, perhaps someone far more expensive, like you
for example.’

 


The Doctor
reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of spectacles which
he mounted on the lower end of his nose.

 


‘Tell me
Cyrus, why did you choose
religion rather than psychiatry?’

 


The Prophet was
almost jeering now.

 


‘And tell me
Doctor, why did you choose psychiatry rather than religion? At a
guess I’d say it had something to do with a complete lack of
imagination, the inability to believe anything and a small-minded
commitment to feathering your own nest.’

 


The ever
resourceful Doctor, despite being rocked on his cognitive heels,
fired back without hesitation.

 


‘Tell me about
your companion Melissa.’

 


‘She hasn’t
laughed since she was five years old.’

 


‘And how does
she cope with all the other women in your life or, more
pertinently, in your bed?’

 


‘She doesn’t
cope. She participates.’

 


The Prophet
managed his first smile for some time but the university trained
sage of the human psyche was not finished.

 


‘Enlighten me a
little more Cyrus. I don’t believe you’ve ever told me where you
met her.’

 


‘I didn’t
meet her, she met me. I was giving a presentation on a university
campus many years ago and Melissa was in the audience. She belonged
to a group known as Immortality Is For
Everyone. She got up in the discussion period and
raved on about how everyone should refuse to accept the supposed
limitations of the flesh, that dying was all in the mind, we could
all live forever. I thought, “lady, you don’t have much of a body,
your mind is shot to pieces, but that’s one hell of a personality
you’ve got there.” She should have been out on the streets
murdering German bankers but somehow she’d ended up as a militant
Buddhist. Anyway, as I was leaving the meeting she pushed a
pamphlet into my hands and told me to read it. I said, “why don’t
you come up to my hotel room and explain it to me?” The rest is
history.’

 


Looking
understandably perplexed, the Doctor enquired further.

 


‘So you and
Melissa have been together for a number of years now, through thick
and thin so to speak. Tell me Cyrus, do you love her?’

 


The L-word
threw the Prophet onto his feet and dragged him to the edge of
hysteria.

 


‘Love is the
invention of poets and spiritual charlatans trying to turn a quick
buck! Does your wife know about the girls I’ve given you? Do you
think about her whilst you’re heaving your sweaty body onto one of
your married clients? Who the hell are you to talk to me about
love? Melissa doesn’t want love she wants the chance to scream and
shout and stamp her feet. I give her that and she gets plenty of
sex and booze into the bargain!’

 


Cyrus sat down,
gasping for breath, but he wasn’t finished yet.

 


‘The truth
about Melissa is, she wouldn’t last five minutes out there in the
big wide world. She’s got a vicious tongue and bad intention and
sooner rather than later someone would come after her with a very
sharp knife.’

 


The Prophet
suddenly fell silent, breathing heavily.

 


‘And the other
women who come to visit,’ the Doctor enquired, ‘are any of them, so
to speak, permanent or semi-permanent fixtures in your life? You
once mentioned a young lady called Anna.’

 


A glint
appeared in Cyrus’ eyes as Anna’s name fell from the Doctor’s
lips.

 


‘Anna is a
whore but a damn good one. Too good for you.’

 


The Prophet
chortled maliciously. And the Doctor laughed along, aware that one
day in the not too distant future the Prophet would be unable to
resist sending him his most coveted courtesan. On this noxious note
the session came effectively to an end though the verbal jousting
did continue a little longer.

 


I’m not going
to attempt the thankless task of deriving meaning from what I have
just described. Both men are clearly corrupt and, in many ways,
very much at home with one another. I can though understand the
Doctor’s intellectual frustration. Cyrus is hardly textbook
material, he’s thoroughly uncooperative and confrontational and
refuses to surrender the information required by scientific
enquiry. The Doctor did once attempt to get him to talk about his
childhood, hoping to unearth a tale of depraved sexual abuse or, at
the very least, endless deprivation at the hands of a pair of
emotional gangsters. He was disappointed when the Prophet grabbed
his lapels and dragged him from his seat with the admonition not to
insult the memory of two ordinary working people who were ‘short on
words, short of money, but long on hard work and hard living.’

 


And I suppose I
cannot leave the scene without asking why the Prophet bothers to
engage in this monthly charade. All I can come up with is the sad
conclusion that this is the Prophet’s reality check, his contact
with the outside world, his way of assessing his own sanity. I hope
he’s come away suitably reassured.

 


******
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While the
Prophet was grappling with his reason Colin was awakening to the
pulsating pain of a Sunday morning hangover and a ringing in his
ears. He picked up the phone warily.

 


‘We’re having a
members meeting tonight,’ the voice on the other end said, ‘and
we’ve decided to invite you. Are you able to attend?’

 


‘Yes.’

 


‘Good.’

 


Anna
giggled.

 


‘Why don’t we
meet for lunch?’

 


Two hours later
Anna and Colin were sitting together in the café with the freshly
painted walls. Anna’s hair was uncharacteristically unkempt, her
face drawn and pale. Even her smile was less than radiant. Colin
barely noticed, still being preoccupied by the image of her
enticing torso draped helplessly over the Prophet’s shoulder. How
he wished he’d been the one to carry off the world’s most desirable
sack of potatoes.

 


‘How are you
feeling?’ he asked, ‘after last night.’

 


Anna stared at
her fingers.

 


‘Oh, you know,
pretty good, Cyrus took care of me.’

 


Anna had awoken
early in the bed of the Prophet, overcome by an unfathomable
terror. A funereal figure on a winged stallion had pursued her
through the night. She fled without hope across the desolate
marshland, the vibration of the horse’s wings resonating in her
ears, eroding her resistance. She collapsed exhausted, chilled to
the marrow by the unearthly wind that howls incessantly in the land
of the terminally adrift. The rider dismounted and stood over her
whilst eternity came and went. He threw back his hood and smiled
the smile of the damned.

 


‘I am your
guardian angel,’ he said, ‘do you know where you have brought
me?’

 


He held out his
hand, drawing her towards him. Only the waves of terror crashing
through her being dragged her away, back into the sentient world
where a limp body lay like a corpse on top of her. She tried to
scream but managed only a whimper. Almost overpowered by nausea she
rolled the repellent mass of skin and bones off herself. Slowly she
recognised her surroundings in the half-light, heard the heavy
breathing of the slumbering Prophet and the wheezing of his grey
companion. She climbed silently from the bed, dressed herself and
escaped onto the street. She trudged home feeling the freezing wind
on her face and, more distantly, the icy chill in her soul.

 


Anna heard a
snigger as she retreated from the terror of her memory to the
frightening familiarity of the so-called real world.

 


‘Have you
recovered from your hangover?’ Colin was asking.

 


Anna considered
rolling her eyes but the effort was too great.

 


‘We could go
for a walk in the park when we’ve finished eating,’ she
suggested.

 


Colin took
Anna’s hand as they walked. She neither accepted nor rejected his
touch. She simply failed to acknowledge it. Colin, of course, was
not in the least unsettled by her indifference. Pressing even a
lifeless piece of his beloved's flesh was sufficient to send his
lurid imagination into overdrive. As they entered the park Colin’s
eyes scanned the landscape looking for somewhere out of the wind
and out of sight, somewhere they could get to know one another a
little better.

 


He led her to a
shelter that was littered with damp newspapers and scented by a
bouquet of urine. He put his arm around her shoulder.

 


‘Are you
cold?’

 


Her body
remained rigid.

 


‘Yes. Maybe
coming here wasn’t such a good idea. Why don’t we go back to my
place and have a coffee?’

 


Colin was about
to give his fulsome support to her suggestion when a ragged figure
appeared before him. He was tall, vaguely threatening, and possibly
the source of the urine odour.

 


‘Can you spare
a few coppers for a cup of tea?’

 


Colin stood up
and looked into the man’s eyes.

 


‘Sorry I’m
completely broke.’

 


The beggar was
undeterred by the truth.

 


‘I’m starving.
I’ll sell you something.’

 


He put his hand
into his pocket and produced a photograph.

 


Colin was about
to refuse when Anna hauled herself to her feet and pushed some
money into the man’s hand. In return he gave her a smile and his
picture. He backed away bowing and grinning, almost genuflecting.
She glanced briefly at the photograph before handing it to
Colin.

‘Look after
this for me will you?’

 


They made their
way to Anna’s home, a small third floor apartment in a modern
building. Colin was almost salivating with anticipation as they
climbed the narrow stairway to heaven, her limp hand in his, their
heavy overcoats brushing softly together. Once inside she led him
to the tiny kitchen where she danced suggestively around him,
opening cupboards, finding cups, preparing the drinks.

 


The ritual
complete she handed him two mugs of caffeine-rich coffee and
directed him to the living room sofa. He sat whilst she remained on
her feet, looking directly into his eyes, separated from him only
by the width of the coffee table. With a gesture reminiscent of a
Hollywood femme fatale she let her coat fall to the ground. Colin
fumbled with his buttons, ripping open his overcoat like a
middle-aged exhibitionist in a school playground. He was about to
leap to his feet and hurl himself upon her when she darted deftly
to the side and out of range. The phone was ringing.

 


‘Hi,’ she
sounded alarmed, ‘I had a few things to take care of.’ Silence.
‘oh, well you know, this and that.’ The little remaining colour
drained from her face, ‘after the meeting tonight?’ Anna’s voice
rose an octave, ‘I’ll look forward to it.’

 


She put the
receiver down slowly and sat opposite Colin.

 


‘Why don’t you
sit here?’ Colin asked casually. He patted the empty side of the
sofa.

 


‘That was
Cyrus,’ Anna said, ‘he wants me tonight. Again.’

 


‘Tell him
you’re busy. Tell him you’ve got a date with me.’

 


‘He’d know it
wasn’t true.’

 


‘We could make
it true.’

 


‘Another time,’
Anna said listlessly, ‘your coffee’s getting cold.'

 


Colin nodded
non-committally and took a sip, painfully aware that the chance of
a rapid sexual conquest was slipping away.

 


‘So how come
I’ve been invited to the meeting tonight?’ he asked, groping for a
way back.

 


‘Cyrus heard
about you turning over the Tarot reader’s table. He thinks you’re
membership material.’

 


‘It was
exciting. Wasn’t it?’

 


Anna studied
her watch, ‘I’m expected in the office soon. I’d better get
going.’

 


‘You haven’t
time for a shower then?’ Colin said, trying to sound as though he
were joking.

 


Anna rocked
from side to side and closed her eyes.

 


‘Not now. I’m
expected. Really. I have to go.’

 


******
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Anna’s visit to
the marshland was truly spine chilling and I’m desperately trying
to retain my sympathy for her. I cannot, however, escape from the
fact that she’s willingly turned herself into the Prophet’s sex
slave and, despite her night terrors, will undoubtedly return to
him. Phil, as far as I can see, is a decent young man. Why doesn’t
Anna simply take his hand walk away with him, into the sunset or
anywhere else but here? And not content with the abuse she suffers
at the Prophet’s hands she’s attaching herself to Colin, who’s
hardly a knight in shining armour. Only the intervention of the
telephone prevented her from giving herself to him.

 


It’s difficult
for a man to resist the offer of a woman’s body whatever misgivings
he may have. I often worked away from home and I did have a few
brief affairs. The girls were often young but I didn’t have to hit
them over the head with a club and drag them away by the hair. No,
they willingly accepted my dinner invitations and enthusiastically
drank the proffered glasses of wine. And, terrible as it may sound,
the last thing I was thinking about whilst gazing into the eyes of
a sweetly scented teenager was her happiness. Besides which none of
them ever attempted to tell me about their personal lives. I was a
piece of well paid escapism.

 


My view of
women was one dimensional. I saw only the body and not the mind.
And certainly not the soul. This is obviously what Anna is trying
to tell me. And she’s succeeded. Sadly though, as I stand here
enclosed in the mists, this realisation shows me no way out.

 


Could it
be that my focus is wrong? Could Colin, and not Anna, be the key to
my deliverance? Does the answer to my existential riddle lie
somewhere in the life of a shambling, alcoholic sex fiend? As
though in answer to my questions the mists are clearing and I find
myself on a bus, sharing a seat with Colin as he heads for
The Movement’s membership meeting.
He’s agitated, fidgety. He keeps pulling the beggar’s photo from
his pocket and staring at it.

 


The picture is
unremarkable enough. It’s a black and white print that's probably
thirty or forty years-old, a family portrait consisting of a man, a
woman and two children standing in front of the gateway to a house.
The man is holding a largish piece of stone with barely discernible
engravings or markings on it. Colin can’t stop looking at it. It’s
as though the image itself is trying to tell him something but he
can’t quite hear the message. Or the warning.

 


******
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The members’
meeting was tense and expectant and ended prematurely in dramatic
fashion. Daniel related how he’d unearthed the information that
could reveal the whereabouts of the lost tablets of Inanna. This
had involved reading and translating many ‘ancient documents’
discovered in the dusty vaults of provincial reference libraries,
studying reconstructions of three thousand year-old maps and
communing with Inanna in a variety of pastoral settings.

 


As Daniel
droned on Colin fingered the photograph. Wasn’t the man holding
something? A stone? A stone tablet? Daniel thumped the table and
raised his voice. He could barely see through the steam enveloping
his lenses.

 


‘I believe the
tablets are in the possession of a middle-class family somewhere
within a fifty mile radius of this office.’

 


Colin had,
until very recently, been unconvinced that all things in the
universe are connected but during the oration he travelled the last
mile on his very own road to Damascus. He now saw he’d been chosen
for a role in the unfolding drama. He leaped to his feet trembling,
pointing at the beggar’s photograph.
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