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Herbert Bowman lay absolutely still, focusing all his 

earthly attentions on one recalcitrant big toe.  His left.  

It was, by and large, an unassuming digit.  Roughly normal 

in size and shape, and carpeted with a tangle of light 

brown hairs ending at the joint.  Broadly in keeping with 

what could be expected from an Anglo Saxon toe, an upper 

lower middle middle class toe, of its approximate age and 

gender. 

None the less, it was the source of endless trouble.  

Testily he gave it a thorough wiggle, then commanded 

stillness, moving onto the littler, gentler toes to its 

left.  Toettes he thought them, sweet short rotund country 

toes, forever obedient, forever disapproving of the 

misbehavior of their uncouth and barbarous neighbor to the 

west.  He wiggled each in turn.  Cracking the joints where 

necessary, and easing any stiffness and discomfort. 

Feet done, he moved to his fleshy, leaden legs.  They, 

were never a problem, difficult in fact to move at the best 

of times.  He tensed and relaxed each in turn, focusing on 
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the wet cooling skin, the myriad sensations of each wee 

kinked hair.   

Herbert gasped, inhaled as much as was possible in a 

momentary gulp, and held the air for three soft beats, 

expelling it to imbibe a fresh lungful.  When he'd taken 

and exhaled the last of six, quick, deep breaths, he began 

to fill with a sparkling lightness.  His head turned soft 

and focused, his limbs supple and tingling. 

It was a procedure he'd perfected over the years.  

Shortened and customized from its original baroque form.  

And here was the trick.  With long practice, he'd become 

able to hold onto the infusion of energy.  Keeping head and 

chest filled, as he sharply slowed the beating of his 

heart.  Pooling the pale warm luminescence, and spreading 

it from muddy head to churlish toe.  Clenching, then 

relaxing something only nominally physical, something 

taller and softer and cooler than his fat, pale, breathing 

corpse. 

With a guttural retch, he tore from the ashen vessel 

and drifted, drifted up and out through the drawn curtains, 

and into the autumn night; Cold as sin, intangible as 

frosted breath. 

# 
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When Herbert was nine years old, and hunched up in the 

boot of his grandmothers sea blue, Chevy station wagon, 

swinging from the chewed hand strap and sneaking glimpses 

down his elder sister's shirt; a bumper sticker had flashed 

past.  It read 'Pretty girls depress me'.  It was the 

saddest sign he'd ever seen. 

He thought of this sticker as he lay, sweat sod and 

shaky; exhausted by the dream he'd had each night for 

twenty years.  He couldn't quite remember where he'd seen 

the girl.  Maybe in college, where he'd studied something 

corporate he'd then hated, and since forgotten.  Battering 

out pointless assignments on a green screen Apple two, 

while the rain made Esher puzzles on the dirty library 

skylights.  Perhaps at the homeless shelter, where he'd 

volunteered for three guiltless but repulsive months. 

She'd smiled and said hello, like it meant nothing, 

like it wasn't the sweetest thing in the world.  He'd 

tracked her as she floated on, head swiveling like a prey 

animal on the Serengeti.  Almost his height, with a tartan 

mini skirt, velour jacket and a pink cloche hat askew on a 

river of earthy hair; Not his type.  Well...  Not the sort 

he usually thirsted for with unrequited buttery lust, at 

any rate.  But that night and each since, he'd had the 

dream, and it had been her, flighty at first then 
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desperate; Clutching at his reassuring bulk in hope and 

terror.  Mouthing through the choking sobs, "Help me, god 

help me, I've been attacked." 

Herbert knew it was sick.  Recognised a knight in 

shining armor fantasy for one who lacked the faith even to 

dream of romance.  But each morning when he woke, still wet 

from the driving rain which lashed them as he carried her, 

homerically gallant, through the sliding doors of the 

Matter Private; yelling for a doctor, cheek warm from her 

nuzzling face; he felt for few moments of willful 

ignorance, a little like a man. 

# 

He opened his eyes and ran a sleep dulled tongue over 

sticky teeth.  Rolled on his side, and struggled to hang 

onto just a little smidgen of self esteem.  An effort which 

was, like the dream, futile.  Scrunching his heavy lidded 

eyes and curling a lip in self loathing, he struggled up 

and out into the chilled and lashing morning.  When he 

reached the office, Megan was already on the phone, her 

nasal North Side brogue stinging his cappuccino hangover. 

"Like I give a fuck wah he tinks!  Cheap skate fuckin' 

der bird wants de dessert before de dinnah!  Alrigh' Herb, 

your papers on de desk, no calls ye'.  And ye should have 

seen his ex, filthy leather-face minga."  
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Herbert shut the thick oak door of his inner office, 

cutting off the stream of inane profanity, reminding 

himself why he kept her around.  Megan was the most 

effective means he'd found of keeping prospective customers 

away. 

# 

For the first couple of years after 'Surly Bonds' had 

opened its doors to the world, its competitors had been 

worried.  He'd had a string of visitors, rat faced little 

fellas with Aran sweaters and cheap shoes, at first, then 

later, bald bull necked types with shamrock tattoo's on 

ropy biceps.  None of them could understand how he managed 

to be so successful.  How one man alone, who rarely seemed 

to leave his unkempt and unimposing office, managed to run 

a thriving agency.  Herbert eschewed the traditional cash 

cows of his industry; the wayward husbands, the scheming 

accountants, the less than gentle 'protection' of arcades 

and corner shops; focusing instead on the one area in which 

he could excel. 

Herbert Bowman found things.  He found missing jewels 

and leather bound diaries, stolen cats and runaway dogs.  

He found long lost brothers and sisters and mothers, 

separated by industrial schools and Magdalene harlots.  He 

found squirreled wills and unclean hidden deeds.  He found 
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burnt out cars and working Hi-Fi's.  He found stray kids 

and abusers in hiding; and once in a while, when a red 

lidded woman grown old much too young, or a hard featured 

man with slumped eyes and lost shoulders, stared at his 

dirty carpet and begged him, against his better judgment, 

he found bones. 

When he found himself in hospital with a swollen groin 

and three broken fingers, he knew none of them were worth 

it; and made up his mind to take only as much work as would 

keep body and soul from cleaving apart in wretched 

indignity. 

# 

 "Little Mickeys football was cancelt and fer wah? 

Fecking young scientist." 

Herbert's ghost, shorn of its itchy grey cloak of 

flesh, cut her off; passed through the door like hot tea 

through tissue, and rolled onto Talbot St.  Above his lack 

of a head, a dart trundled and shook the aged pillars of 

the over pass; its under-greased wheels screaming in an 

agony of deceleration.  He ignored the constricted crawl-

tube of the footpath, and sped through the steal caged road 

works.  Through the fence, the crowds seemed momentarily--

to his streaming dream eyes, stung by the turpentine stink 
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of hot steaming tarmac--like wild pigs trapped for 

slaughter. 

It was always thus, you dragged the prison of your 

senses with you on your journey, but unleashed too.  Like a 

lucid dream, freed from physical limitations; so that you 

could peer through the walls of the tanning salon to the 

primary school teacher, crying as he beat at himself in the 

upright coffin of the booth.  Freed from the constraints of 

certain perception, so the street had at once a halitotic 

physicality, and the mesmer of a hundred million underlying 

paradigms, each as real as the dirt, and the dust, and the 

desperate characters with snooker cues and sharpened 

shadows in the doorway of Mc Swigans arcade, each as 

ephemeral. 

Herbert sped on.  Past the old morons of O'Shea's 

hotel, past the manufactured oirish pit of ceili cliché, 

past the decrepit mall, with its rain stained concrete 

arches, like a thousand local shitholes in Drogheda, or 

Navan, or Duleak, its neon pink sign a yawn of banal 

despair, a streak of wet vagina on a celluloid blur. 

He thrilled wicked in the arctic halogen light of a 

Dublin October, twisting past the smirking, halfwit perfume 

girls, and yank tourists with half moon shades, and patent 

leather jackets and big sallow patent leather wives.  He 
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danced past a legless eastern European, cursed with the 

stigma of a little Arab blood, hawking Big Issues from his 

health card wheelchair.  He passed the thriller set alley; 

with its hand painted 'Big Shooting' sign, stuck and faded 

on once white-washed brick; the dirty home of the too clean 

cars of wealth stressed proprietors, tenement rent-lords. 

He sang a dirge, a ballad to the cruel seductive old 

old streets.  Sang it to the faces of oblivious grinning 

country girls in their shiny Arnotts outfits, off home from 

college for the weekend to show a proud Daddy how big 

they've grown, and hint slyly to an envious Mammy, over the 

dishes, of contraceptives and Bacardi Breezers. 

He loved this smirking city, when you saw it all, 

outside it all, in all its willful ignorance and bigheaded 

self-deceit.  Loved the amoral beauty, and the shitty magic 

of the streets.  Loved even the hollow eyed skangers 

squabbling wretchedly, puffing from high tar fags, swung in 

bright dangerous circles in their palm up junky grips; 

while pug faced, doomed babbies, wailed out in their prams.  

Loved the bent and tarnished folly of the spike.  Loved the 

carcass of the old Odeon, where his first date had puked a 

thirty quid spaghetti bolognaise into his lap, while Freddy 

Kruger scraped down a cardboard alley, somewhere in 

Hollywood; loved the lie and lay of the city. 
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# 

Herbert kneaded his temples with hard sweaty knuckles, 

glancing down at the pubic tangle of hard black hairs.  The 

scarecrow remained silent, an awkward conjunction of arms 

and elbows, too big for the cozy office.   

"It's not about how much you can pay father.  Frankly 

I don't need your money, and," the words were bitter in his 

mouth, "I have my issues with the church." 

The scarecrow began to reply, but Herbert cut him off. 

"All that aside...  I'm not certain how you came 

across my talents, but it doesn't matter.  I'm not involved 

in what you people think of as 'the Occult'." 

"My son", the scarecrow began, reaching across the 

desk as if imparting some sanctified marital advice, or 

some tremulous description of the fires of hell.   

"You possess a gift.  We've all been given our 

talents, our own means of glorifying the father.  Some 

more...  Unique than others.  Yours may be far more capable 

than you imagine.  That's not important.  We're not looking 

for you to exorcise an angry spirit, or battle some demonic 

presence.  We already have people to do that", his laugh 

was rough and superficial. 

"All we need from you is a little help in finding 

someone, someone who may be more important than they 



  Stack/Herbert Bowman/10 

 

realise.  The lord has seen fit to provide you with a great 

gift Mr.  Bowman, and now his servants on earth demand a 

little in return." 

"Like I said," Herbert began, shrinking under the wet 

yellowish eyes, "I don't need your money." 

The scarecrow smiled with tight clamped lips. 

"We expected that.  Which is why we're prepared to 

offer something much more valuable than money." 

Herbert shifted uncomfortably. 

"Really I don't think you have anything that I could 

want, or need." 

The priest leaned back in his chair, one knee pressed 

against the edge of the table, lifting himself a little off 

the ground; disconcertingly immature. 

"How about silence?  Do you value that?" 

Suddenly the room seemed big and shadowy.  Herbert 

shivered. 

"Herbert", the priest leaned forward, "You don't mind 

if I call you Herbert?  Have you ever wondered what a 

priest does when someone confesses something illegal; or 

perhaps, something on the edges of legality?  Something 

clearly wrong, something...  Unclean?" 

The scarecrow paused, letting his chair fall forward. 
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"He can't tell the police, of course.  Can't go to the 

papers without defiling the sacrament of confession; the 

sanctity of penitent-clergy privilege.  But he is allowed 

to unburden himself, relieve his conscience to his own 

confessor.  Slowly, slowly the message passes up the ranks.  

Finally all is known, and all is remembered.  Do you see?" 

Herbert looked away.  With no distracting window to 

focus on, he ran his gaze across the cluttered ranks of 

fiction and pop psychology, stuffed into the narrow 

bookshelves. 

"What is it you want me to do?" 

# 

The plane banked over McCarran international, twisting 

the view of Vegas to a distorted chimera across the 

aircrafts convex window; the fractured lattices of light, 

shining like a jeweler's felt backed diamond cabinet.  

Herbert forgot the crowding proximity of the next seatback, 

and the itching sweat wet cover of his cramped economy 

chair, and stared wide eyed at the contorting fairy lights 

below.  All cities glittered, but Vegas seemed a fair 

ground; the diagonal splash he assumed must be the strip, 

like a glowing bridge across the city's centre. 
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"Look at it, all that light, the cost...  The waste of 

energy...  It's like they built this great oasis in the 

desert just to let it all evaporate.  What a waste." 

The scarecrow snorted, barely looking up from a 

brochure that hawked oversize swatch watches and novelty 

cola can clocks. 

"Wait till you see the fountains.  But think of it 

this way.  If money is power, then Vegas is a nuclear 

reprocessing plant; and you don't necessarily want 

something like that to break down." 

Herbert didn't respond, he couldn't help thinking that 

from all he'd read of Vegas, the place produced more crap 

than it absorbed; discarding the bodies of those unwary 

enough to be trapped by its siren glitter.  Out the corner 

of his eyes he caught the flashing of the seatbelt light, 

began the struggle to truss his weary bulk.  It might be a 

rough landing. 

# 

The Maya was enormous, almost as big--according to 

their cabby--as rivals the Luxor, and the MGM Grand.  Its 

driveway winding down to the strip in a curve; girding the 

mountainous base like a Van Allsburg illustration.  The 

artificial hill was topped with a vast pyramid; a Mayan 

temple as reimagined by Cecil B. DeMille.  As the cab wound 
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its way up to the hotel, Herbert lent against the window, 

peering up at the looming Xanadu. 

Where the road leveled out at the peak, the cab pulled 

off into an enormous parking bay, where tribal costumed 

busboys toted varicoloured luggage from cars, buses and 

cabs.   

The hotel doors rotated into a cacophony.  Everywhere 

a garish mishmash of faux Mayan waterworks, and 'ancient' 

Christmas decorations assaulted the eye.  The Maya was like 

a metaphor for Vegas, impossibly glamorous on the outside, 

yet hollow, with a core just as big and ugly as the surface 

appeared spectacular.  Even the slot machines had plastic 

bamboo handles, to spin their hieroglyphic faces.  The 

arching roof above Herbert's head, depicted a Sistine 

chapel style tableau, a battle between Mayan warriors and 

their conquistador conquers, in minute and expansive 

detail.  The scarecrow's penguin suit couldn't have seemed 

more out of place, but he moved easily through the check in 

crowd and down to the gambling floor.  By contrast Herbert 

felt bucolic and awkward, inversely garish in a simple 

black storm coat.  The place boiled, the hum of air 

conditioners struggling to balance body heat against the 

chill of a desert night, audible over the throng.  

Marinated sweat and smoke clogged air murked the teeming 
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chaos of the floor.  Herbert struggled to keep up with the 

priest's lanky, purposeful strides, catching up to the 

taller man at a Black Jack table.  The priest was staring 

over the shoulder of a croupier, seemingly hypnotised by 

the flicker of the cards.  Herbert caught his breath, shut 

his eyes for a moment, blocking out the heat and too bright 

lights.  He resisted tearing off his heavy overcoat, 

surrendering to the simulacrum reality offered by the 

Casino; and pushed through the heaving crowd around the 

table.  He leant into the scarecrows ear. 

"Why did you bring me here?" 

The priest snapped out of his revere, and twisted 

smiling to face Herbert.  Behind those hooded eyes, 

something was amiss.  He reached into the pocket of his 

blazer, and for a crazy instant Bowman was certain he'd 

pull a gun.  Instead he passed a photograph, small but 

bright and vivid; freshly printed. 

Herbert scanned the picture, holding it above his head 

to avoid the crushing press of the crowd that forced him 

uncomfortably close to the priest.  A blonde girl smiled 

back, chin held coyly up, her eyes glimpsing green from 

behind scrunched up lids.  He glanced at the scarecrow.   

"I'll need more than this." 
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Unperturbed, the scarecrow held out a gold coloured 

plastic card, embellished with the black print stencil of 

the hotels iconic pyramid.  A key.   

# 

The key card gave only a lift number, and once found, 

a mere sweep of the card triggered the correct floor.  

Herbert snorted, no matter how drunk or stoned the guests 

got, they'd always find their way back to bed.  Sure enough 

the lift opened onto a corridor with a single door, a door 

which clicked open with a single touch of the key. 

The room was dark, lights turned down to a minimal 

illumination.  Herbert made no move to raise them, warily 

exploring the place as much by sound as sight.  The 

penthouse resembled more closely an apartment than a hotel 

suite.  A richly carpeted foyer expanded into a series of 

living areas, replete with hundreds of feet of open floor-

space.  On one wall hung a dead flat screen TV, weakly 

reflecting the moonlit balcony. 

Herbert found the bedroom, and lying down on its king 

sized bed, re-examined the scarecrows photo in the cool, 

blind filtered light.  The girl was sitting cross legged on 

a cheap motel room's orange-sheeted bed.  One elbow 

balanced on a knee, one hand supporting her chin.  She was 

somewhere between seventeen and twenty five, indeterminate 
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with a shimmering vitality.  She seemed happy, shooting a 

smart-alecky grin at the unseen cameraman.  Herbert hit the 

bedside lamp and looked closer.  The tangerine daylight 

indicated summer; but the picture revealed no obvious clues 

to the identity of the photographer.  The girl's bikini was 

revealing but not lewd, hardly salacious.  The scene seemed 

too personal, too genuine to be a customer's record of a 

purchased conquest.  All in all, little to go on.  He 

killed the light, and stretching out on the bed, shut his 

eyes to consider the room.  The scarecrow had sent him here 

for a reason.  One which, despite the exhaustion the trip 

had engendered, was unlikely to have involved rest.  The 

girl had either been here, or was somehow connected to a 

tenant of the room. 

Herbert began to relax. 

# 

Drifting above the body, he hung inert.  He'd 

conditioned himself to tear away from the flesh as quickly 

as possible, to stretch the cord of life out lightning 

fast.  Sticking around was a nauseating effort of will.  He 

forced himself to turn and regard the waxy cadaver.  

Bloated and livid in his souls ethereal glow, his body 

looked a decade older than its thirty-eight years.  His 

face had a rotund joviality, with its squashed bell nose, 
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and its portly cheeks, reddened by the wicked vapors of the 

whiskey bottle.  It had never looked like 'him'; but seeing 

oneself like this was an horrific reminder of mortality.  

Turgid and silent, solid and undeniably pathetic, Herbert's 

carcass reminded him of the corpse of a country parson, or 

perhaps a mildly retarded butchers assistant; one who hung 

in the shadows, sharpening cleavers and grinning a little 

too widely at the local kids sent in for a pound of 

sausages.  Herbert wasn't given to morbid self-pity, but 

the indecency of such full-toned reflection bid him look 

away. 

He floated through the room, sailing in the dusky 

silence, searching.  The place was freshly cleaned, absent 

of the detritus of human occupation; missing anything to 

cling to, any dim ache of object memory.  He needed 

something material, a gust of hot connection, some driving 

recent passion.  He needed contact with a care for this 

girl, some passionate engagement.  In the room all was 

silent, save the shift and settle of relaxing furniture.  

Herbert held still, listening to the murmur of the desert 

borne breeze; to the unsteady blare and grind of traffic.  

He pictured the girl's image, somehow its affect out of 

place.  She hadn't been so happy here.  She'd lain on that 
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bed, shaking a little as her sweat evaporated.  What had 

she murmured, lying still in the murky dark?   

A soft breath, terror in the silence.  Had someone 

entered?  But it had come from behind him.  He glided back 

towards the bedroom, retracing the flesh-rooted umbilical. 

Moving with slow prickly inevitability, he edged the 

doorframe, dead slow, expecting nothing, anticipating 

anything. 

The girl lay on the bed, next to his body, golden in 

the light he cast over the bedroom.  She was naked and 

still.  He hung for subjective minutes at the foot of the 

bed, frozen and tingling with analogue adrenochrome.  She 

breathed and he relaxed a little, chiding himself at his 

reaction to her presence.  It was merely as the priest has 

said; he had abilities he hadn't ever realised.  A dream 

faced down a memory, both vapors, while the only real life, 

his squalid hibernating meat, lay oblivious, a hog next to 

the girl's sad beauty. 

Softly, she began to sing, the tune some half 

remembered pop song, lent infinite melancholy by her 

impossibly sweet soprano. 

'You stood in the doorway, with nothing to say...' 

Herbert's head spun.  She couldn't mean him; couldn't 

know he was watching.  He drifted back, impossibly 
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triggering a noise.  The girl paused mid-sentence, turning 

to look straight at him.  Herbert felt the rising heady 

shame of the discovered voyeur.  Her eyes, catlike in the 

dark, caught his, and for a long moment the air between 

them seemed to fizz with recognition. 

She made no move to cover her stark perfection, and 

his dream face itched, shamefully fascinated.  He felt 

compelled to speak; but the shattering impact of a presence 

tore at him, a body passing through, drawing its weight of 

fever blooded energy.  A short, slim shouldered man 

standing over the bed, looking down at the girl. 

# 

When Herbert was nine years old and the milky blue sky 

skipped by, and clouds scrubbed the floor of the cars dust 

scratched rear windscreen.  When he stretched and traced 

their outlines with light translucent fingers, drifting 

wide awake but half conscious in the lull of the Chevy's 

steady engine; for a moment he could fly. 

He drifted up and sideways, or the car moved around 

him.  Air still enough to count the Dust Mite's soft 

diffusion.  He tapped the station wagons side, kicked off 

into clear space; shocked calm by his sisters silent 

screaming and tumbling and clutching just out of reach.  

His mothers back arched in the drivers seat, one arm out as 
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if diving, infinitely slow; while Herbert twisted in the 

cabin of the boot.   

Through the side window, the other car loomed, slight 

red and sporty, crumpling unevenly, an arc of yellow sparks 

rising as it side on scrapped the tarmacadam.  A girls face 

staring straight at Herbert's.  Her mouth slow motion 

spitting the red flecks of broken teeth; her eyes 

accusatory.  He'd popped the bubble of the cab, rising 

facedown over the twisting mess, arms and legs out, like Da 

Vinci's starfish man in the poster on his bedroom wall. 

He'd watched the sea blue station wagon skid away from 

the impact, angle up, then slam back down onto the bonnet 

of the sports car, hard.  Saw his body break the boots side 

window, glance off the roof of the other car, hit gravel 

and slide free.  Saw the first flick of fire, sunset orange 

speed flames, painted three-D in the smoking air.  In-

breath, explosion, and he drifted higher.  Up where the 

road seemed a ribbon of blue in a field of green, with a 

wisp of oily black right at its centre. 

# 

"Bowman." 

Herbert opened his eyes, stiffened against the agony 

of returning circulation.  The scarecrows gaunt features 

and empty smile hung above him. 
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"Get anything?" 

Herbert trembled a little; surely it had grown colder 

in the room. 

"Something." 

The scarecrow stood, seeming for a moment 

uncomfortable at their proximity. 

"Good enough", he said. 

"Get up, we're going for a drive." 

# 

In the limo the priest was ebullient.  He seemed an 

expert on Nevada history, regaling Herbert with tales of 

how the union pacific railroad had reached out to the oasis 

valley hamlet of Ragtown, swelling the population in a 

hurricane of property speculation.  How the filthy railroad 

town, a cliché of the old west even in its day, had grown 

to meet the needful reconstruction of the railway after 

each desert valley flash flood.  How the place had stayed a 

seedy, small time gambling city, just rich enough from 

gaming and the Hoover dam project, to ride out the hungry 

thirties; then burst forth after the war in an orgy of 

casino construction.  The Mormons and the mob had cornered 

Vegas in the early days, an uneasy alliance that kept 

outsiders out of the game.  Later the hermit Hughes had 
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ushered in the era of corporate casinos; hanging a veneer 

of respectability over the sin city in the desert.   

Even as it grew to a booming metropolis, Vegas had 

kept its easy morals, and its frontier spirit.  Life was 

cheap with the desert a couple of hours ride in any 

direction, and plenty of space for nobodies to disappear 

in.  The place had dulled a little, grown respectable in 

recent decades, with the construction of 'family friendly' 

mega resorts, phantom cities like Paris and New York, New 

York; places that offered entertainment as more than a mere 

veil over a seedy heart of gambling and illicit pleasure.   

Vegas was still hard as nails, a money pit, a refined 

machine which sucked in holiday fat tourists, and spat out 

wallet lean casualties.  A town with enough seamy edge to 

satisfy the most perverse desires. 

The scarecrow lectured, as Herbert watched the looming 

varicoloured towers skip by, ground-lit by filtered spot 

lights.  The strip was beyond human scale, its caricatured 

monumental structures dwarfing the teeming hordes beneath.  

Its pavement rich with costumed street performers, and 

drifting Hawaiian shirted tourists.  Its streets guarded by 

heavily armed casino mercenaries, licensed to protect the 

money. 



  Stack/Herbert Bowman/23 

 

They sped into the Vegas night, past the Luxor, whose 

laser tip seemed to rend the clouds.  A frightening display 

of the bounty won exploiting avarice.  The ride continued 

off the strip and into the edges of the city, where the sex 

appeal of searing neon grew tattered; the buildings sinking 

to a human scale. 

Herbert nodded along to the priest's potted history, 

feigning a vague interest.  He was exhausted, had slept 

only briefly in the large, unsettling hotel room.  He'd 

been manipulated into this trip, resenting the imposition, 

and he resented continually being kept in the dark still 

more. 

Herbert had wilfully soul traveled since his teens, 

discovering 'The Projection of the Astral Body', a leather 

bound Victorian book, mildewed in the shadows of his 

grandparents attic.  He'd grown up unused to secrets, 

substituting the dream freedoms of the trip for the social 

skills that never seemed to develop. 

Withdrawn from the world, but freer than them all, 

safe in a hard thin shell of superiority; Herbert wasn't 

used to situations he couldn't avoid or control.  He'd 

conditioned himself to slow easy shifts of mood.  But this 

sudden trip, with its static of unvoiced apprehension, was 
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sparking in him a rising panic.  As much to calm himself as 

plug the priest, he interjected. 

"You seem well up on all this Vegas history...  I take 

it the city's your parish?" 

The priest laughed; wherever they were headed its 

prospect seemed to ease his all too evident instability. 

"Not at all.  I have been back in years." 

He paused, growing circumspect, staring out the 

window, flicking at the seat leather with long nailed 

fingers. 

"I came from Cork at the end of the sixties.  Actually 

I stole my passage, knocked a fella down outside a pub in 

Patrick Street, arguing over a girl.  He was a stranger, 

out cold, and no one about, so I went through his coat.  

Pulled out sixty pound, enough for the trip and a little 

over." 

He looked back to Herbert, smiled a little. 

"Does that shock you?" 

The priest had that irritating habit of the Irish 

diaspora--from Frank McCourt on down--of exaggerating his 

brogue, of slipping into clichéd oirishism when he spoke of 

'the auld sod', Herbert made no comment. 

"I worked as a dealer at the Stardust, then after that 

the Dunes.  We made great money back in the day.  I saved 
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up and opened the 'The Brown Bunny' downtown in eighty two.  

Customers were pourin' over the lip of desert into the 

Casinos at the time, so we raked it in.  I developed 

expensive habits; coke, the drink, women." 

The priest laughed, and again Herbert was struck by 

the crazed edge to his persona - more akin to a Krishna or 

a Scientologist, than any pastor of his acquaintance. 

"Worse than all that...", he continued, ."..was the 

gambling.  If you're a schmuck Vegas will take you for 

everything, and I was a prize fuckin' schmuck.  As more 

Casinos opened, and they started in with all that 

Disneyland for adults crap, the little clubs were driven 

into the ground.  My place got foreclosed, and I was back 

dealing blackjack for a living. 

I managed to get a good job through friends at the 

Hacienda, but I screwed it up, comin' in late and hung 

over, borrowing money from the job.  Got the sack, when I 

came in one time too many with a black eye from another 

houses bouncer.  Definite no no.  By the nineties I was 

derelict, just another bum on the strip, getting rolled by 

the cops and drinking anything that burned.  Bit of a 

fuckin' cliché to be honest." 

Herbert wasn't surprised, it explained a lot.  He'd 

known men come back from the streets; from the booze, the 
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filth and the gear.  They were never quite right after, as 

if something died in the cold and abject misery, some trust 

in the world essential to stability.  The priest went on, 

bowing his head a little as he related his shameful years 

in the wilderness. 

"I was destitute, filthy.  I stole.  I ate what scraps 

I could find and spent the few bucks could scrimp on the 

drink.  I shat in the street like a dog, woke up in my own 

puke and piss more than a few times.  There's little 

charity in this town Bowman.  The fallen are the lowest of 

the low.  Vegas loves a loser, but she hates the lost, and 

that's the truth.  I was a sinner.  I arrived in this town 

through sin, and I fell through sin..." 

"But something changed", Herbert interrupted, weary of 

the maudlin tirade; exhausted and fearing more piteous 

mortification. 

"Indeed.  I met a man, a great man.  A fellow 

Irishman, who found me out, and lifted me from my 

dejection.  An inspiration and an infinite blessing on a 

poor sinner like myself.  You'll understand presently.  It 

seems like we've almost arrived, time for you to meet 

Bishop Stanley." 

# 
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The bishop's residence took a form Herbert could never 

have predicted.  They had to wait for it to land, banking 

in a wide arc over a private runway, somewhere on the edge 

of the desert; the tarmac turning blue in the Vegas dawn.  

His plane was a 747, soot black with white tipped wings. 

"You have got to be kidding." 

The scarecrow shook his head. 

"Herbert me boy, his grace's talents are in great 

demand.  In recent times, his parish has had to become a 

roving one." 

A silent hybrid car, like an enclosed golf cart with 

passenger seats, took them to the plane; where a portal 

opened to reveal varnished wooden paneling and a thick 

purple carpet.  Herbert stopped for a moment at the bottom 

of the steps, to watch the sun climb above a sea of canyons 

and purple shadowed sand dunes.  Room enough for anyone to 

disappear. 

Stanley met with the pair, in a cabin a lean, black-

gloved servant, who greeted them disdainfully on the 

tarmac, described as 'The Stateroom'. 

Stretching almost the width of the plane, its ceiling 

eight feet high in places, with compact data terminals sunk 

into the black lacquer of its conference table, the décor 

put Hollywood depictions of Air Force One to shame. 
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The bishop too defied expectations, a short 

bespectacled man, with prematurely graying hair; in a plain 

black suit and dog collar.  For some reason Herbert had 

expected full ceremonial robes. 

He greeted the scarecrow with warm words and a near 

bear hug; dismissing him to sit at the head of the table; 

motioning Herbert to a subservient swivel chair.  Long 

seconds passed in silence, Herbert's exhaustion betraying 

his discomfit.  The bishop began, running the tips of his 

thin fingers back and forth over the arms of his chair. 

"Well Bowman.  My first impression is that you're even 

less impressive in person." 

Herbert leaned back, fought the desire to turn 

aggressive.  The bishop might not have been the inspiring, 

charismatic figure promised; but no doubt brutal flunkeys 

hovered, flexing, just out of sight. 

"Your eminence, your holiness, or however you like to 

be referred to.  I have been brought here, distinctly 

against my will.  I'm tired and dirty, and I'd appreciate a 

drink, a few hours sleep, and an explanation.  In that 

order." 

The bishop didn't darken, didn't balk, hardly reacted 

at all.  Without a word he somehow summoned a willowy 

lackey, already baring Herbert's drink of choice.  No doubt 
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identified from some thick and grubby, well-thumbed file.  

Herbert gulped greedily at the green chartreuse, dignity 

lost to lack of sleep.  He hadn't rested properly in 

thirty-two hours. 

"I'm afraid I won't be able to indulge your need to 

relax.  Time is, needless to say, of the essence."  

The bishop keyed a few commands into a terminal, 

flicking a projector to life expensively quickly; painting 

a face, geometrically corrected, on the curved fuselage of 

the plane.  The girl was younger than in the scarecrows 

snapshot; a catholic schoolgirl, cropped and expanded from 

a class photo.   

"Her name is Manya.  She's twenty now, closer to her 

age in the snapshot Peter showed you.  I can't give you 

many other details, except that we have reason to believe 

she's still in the city, and that we need to find her 

quickly. 

Clearly our motives are important to resort to the 

abilities of someone as...  Unpleasant as yourself."  

As he spoke the bishop scrapped a thumb under a close 

bitten fingernail.  Nervous, an incongruent detail. 

Herbert scanned the picture, the girls bright grin, 

anonymous in the tanned and smiling ranks of pubescent 
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private schoolgirls.  She wasn't a nobody, but she didn't 

seem like anybody special.  He had to ask. 

"Is she your daughter?" 

For a moment he thought the bishop might unleash a 

torrent of abuse.  Stanley certainly seemed to lack any of 

the restraint and subtle coercive abilities Herbert had 

come to associate with genuinely powerful men. 

"Who she is, is not important Bowman.  You need to 

tell us where she is.  Now." 

Hebert shut his eyes, and rested his head in his arms, 

elbows on the table, a rude and uncouth guest.  Who, he 

wondered, were 'us'? 

# 

They stopped in a lay-by, built over a storm drain, 

dust dry now, softly exhaling over the cracked floor of the 

desert.  With no obvious route down the twenty feet to the 

steel grated mouth of the tunnel, they had to rappel; 

Herbert slinking his pallid bulk in heaving jerks, fearing 

the descender might break--more the humiliation than the 

fall. 

"It's not important", said the scarecrow, answering 

the unasked question. 

"It's the getting in, that matters." 
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He shook the wrought iron lattice, moving it hardly at 

all.  The men seemed stuck, excluded by six inches of 

grill, and a foot wide grained steel padlock.  Herbert 

loosed his tongue, fingering a dirty collar. 

"Seems impassable." 

"It does give that impression", the priest laughed, 

"but the breath of the lord blows open any mere gate of 

man." 

He reached into a pocket, drawing out a glossy 

package, wrapped in oily grease proof paper.  Opened it, to 

reveal a small green lump which looked like play-doh, and a 

tight coil of bronze filament.  Herbert coughed. 

"Abraca-fuckin-dabra." 

From twenty feet away, flat against the curving 

concrete storm drain, they tripped the current, and the 

gate blew out; an echoing single barreled explosion, 

funneled by the mouth of the drain.  Shrapnel, forced back 

by air hard packed into the tunnel, spat out in a great 

vomitous gout across the desert; cooling in seconds from 

white hot, to the orange of a coal fire.  The iron filing 

smell, and jagged shards, reminded Herbert of something 

lost to childhood. 

# 
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Like every black-toothed mouth, every crevice leading 

to every forbidding primordial cave, the entrance was 

hideously uninviting.  It hung open to the morning; raw and 

splintered with shining, cooling fragments; leaking the 

spoilt cheese fumes of the underground.  Naturally, the 

Scarecrow set off, scarcely looking back. 

Herbert hesitated, scowled at the vertical climb to 

the road and the car, and followed. 

They kept straight on the tunnel for a couple of 

hundred feet, till it opened into a large cavern, lit with 

panels of stark bright light from a grating above; a half 

dozen passages spread out in a star of indecision. 

"What now." 

The scarecrow turned, found a lump of concrete 

scrubbed to a soft tipped mound, and sat, drawing out a 

stick of gum.  He made a ceremony of the gradual 

unwrapping. 

"That...  Is up to you kido." 

Herbert leaned back against the flaking wall. 

"Looks like we wait." 

He melted into the rock upright, exhaustion and 

adrenaline easing the leave taking, the stinging tear of 

self from skin. 
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He sank through the floor of the chamber, mustard slow 

and even flow.  Sank through concrete and sandstone, 

drifting along tubes of head height tunnels, sliding 

through narrow pipes, mere hands breaths wide, thinning to 

a flute of self, liquefying, vaporizing, seeping ever 

downward.  In the rocky depths beneath him, something 

growing, something glowing, to a hot bright heart of kali - 

darkening, a voiceless call, weirdly familiar, drawing 

nearer, drawing closer. 

Herbert opened his eyes, turning toward a tunnel. 

"This way." 

The scarecrow stopped him, slipped him something hard 

and cold, metallic. 

"You'll be needing this." 

Herbert met the grey unmoving eyes, shivered, and 

moved on into the tunnel.  They climbed down heady lengths 

of rusting ladder, descending toward ledges above 

impossible chasms, lent infinite depth through Herbert's 

fear, and the trickling, creeping darkness.  Their only 

light the weak flickering of Herbert's headband torch.  The 

tunnels grew wetter and colder the deeper they climbed, a 

damp web of seedy broken promises, whispering outward from 

the centre of the city. 
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In the dark, their rhythmic steps, and Herbert's heavy 

wheezing breaths, and thick sniffling Dublin cough, 

reverberated.  Rattling distant, unwieldy and gigantic 

machines operated; colossi shifting a little to the echo of 

their passage.  They reached a base level, a foot deep in 

murky bleak water, where concrete pillars supported the 

labyrinth above; and set off in some arbitrary seeming 

direction, heads bent and scuttling beneath the heavy 

vaulted ceiling. 

Herbert led, his lamp throwing a pale wedge of half 

light through the earth-hewn dark.  They trudged through 

the cool water, a viscose suspension of softened, slow 

decaying refuse.  It clung to them, drawn up through 

trousers and the edges of their careless sleeves, filthy 

and stinking.  Slowing and chilling their dread-sod endless 

passage.  At last they reached a ramp of sorts, a slope 

that lifted from the level of the water, rising up at a 

slight angle beyond the reach of their lamps.  The hiss of 

falling water a little distance away, obscured their 

footsteps, and Hebert motioned the priest's silence; though 

the taller man had said nothing since the start of their 

decent. 

They reached a wall, hung almost vertical, too steep 

to climb; ending suspended a foot and a half above the 
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floor.  The pair edged under, crawling in their wet clothes 

through inches of grimy dust, the cramped, asphyxiating 

overhang continuing for ten feet or so, then seeming to end 

in a sheer wall. 

Herbert hesitated, again motioned for silence, and 

crept along the wall for several feet, summoned by a draft 

of warm and desert dusty air.  He reached an opening in the 

floor, pumping his body, feat first through the hole.  

Sliding out, he hung from pudgy elbows, then roughly 

scraped his hands over the concrete lip, and dropped a foot 

or so; rolling on impact; the sound obscured by the gush of 

running water, smashing down on concrete somewhere close.  

He edged along a corridor, the scarecrow tipping into space 

above him, but headfirst; pushing off the wall and twisting 

with preternatural grace, to drop in apparent silence to 

his feet.  Herbert flicked off his lamp, and the priest 

took point, edging towards the moving, day lit shadows, 

leering into the corridor from round a corner to their 

left.  The scarecrow paused, blinked rapidly to accustom to 

the light, pulled something dull and heavy from his jacket, 

and skirted the corner; cat-like stillness to a blur of 

tight wound motion. 

Herbert hung back, froze when two flat hard rounds 

punched the quiet.  From round the corner a girl's voice 
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raised for a moment, then nothing.  He held a leg to still 

the shaking and inched into the room, the base of a sheer 

concrete shaft. 

The daylight was blinding, noon sun channeling 

straight down to fragment in the chamber, hundreds of feet 

below.  The first body lay spread eagled on the floor, head 

propped against a shoddy camp bed, face frozen; more a 

little puzzled than afraid.  The boy was maybe eighteen, 

twenty, and the priest had shot him twice.  Once in the 

chest, once in the head. 

The scarecrow had his back to Herbert, was bent over 

the second body; knotting her hands behind her back with 

loops of thin green plastic cord.  His coat abandoned to 

the floor; his black shirt rippled like a muscle beech 

mutated Mr. Hyde.  He held the girl suspended face-forward 

by her wrists, her back cruelly twisted; while he hogtied 

hands to feet.  She was maybe six months along, belly 

resting in the dirt, half conscious.  Eye's flickering 

beneath the purple bruise already building on one temple. 

"Christ." 

Herbert backed against a wall, upsetting piles of 

cheap tinned foods.  The scarecrow turned his head, eyes 

cold, and pupils vanishingly small.  Aimed a snub nosed gun 

at Herbert's face. 
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"Stay where you are Bowman.  I'll be needing your 

doughy arse in a second." 

He returned his attention to the girl, finished 

trussing her like a pig, and hung her up to face them, 

suspended from an overhanging pipe by the cord joining her 

hands and feet.  She moaned a little, started to come to; 

till he tugged her head up by her hair, and cuffed her 

again, knocking her senseless.  The scarecrow pulled a 

length of yellowed kerchief from a shirt pocket, stuffed on 

end it into her mouth; working the whole bundle in, a 

bulging choking lump. 

Herbert's hands clenched and unclenched, but he stood 

rooted to the spot.  The scene was too ambiguous.  The 

dirty steel of the gun too hard and real. 

The scarecrow stood before the girl, ignoring Herbert.  

His head cocked to one side, his hands in the air, spirit 

fingers twirling; feet tapping a spell on the white 

concrete dimensions of the floor; a Disney parody of a 

comic opera villain. 

He rested both hands on the girl's swollen stomach.  

Gave a gentle push, so she swung back and forth a little; a 

softly moaning human pendulum.  Reached up to her neck, 

tearing open the fabric of her summer dress, renting it 

right down the middle, so it hung in tattered drapes over 
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her shoulders.  Distended belly open to the room; a half 

finished Damien Hirst sculpture, awaiting its dissection. 

The scarecrow worked with a weird precision, each 

action seeming pointless, yet a part of a medically 

precise, synchronised whole. 

He ran his hands over the girls belly, and this time 

Herbert started forward, his tipping point arrived at in a 

threat to the unborn child.  The scarecrow span round, 

catching Hebert's fist in one wide grubby hand; twisting  

his wrist inwards and pushing him away, to crash 

ignominiously to the floor, and skulk back into the 

shadows. 

The priest turned back to the girl, pulled her head up 

by a clump of hair, and planted a hard kiss on her dry 

cracked lips; licking between them to scrape a thick tongue 

over her teeth.  He wrapped his arms around her, breathing 

heavily, tearing at the back clasp on her bra, freeing her 

swollen breasts.  Then slunk down like a coarse lover, like 

Brando in Last Tango; like a Bastille jailor in the 

revolution, quickened by defilation of a queen, to slip her 

panties down, gloating at her violation.  No torn 

conflicted decency displayed.   

Now Herbert closes his eyes in seamy cowardice, 

sickened at his own voyeurism.  Now he opens them, raises 



  Stack/Herbert Bowman/39 

 

his hands to fend the heavy rhythmic punches of the priest, 

who picks him up, seemingly weightless, suddenly childlike.  

Slams him back against the concrete wall; his head cracking 

first, then his back, a whiplash snap.  The priest is 

stronger than his gaunt frame, his bony arms could betray.  

He hauls Herbert up, one hand under his sweaty chin.  Folds 

of reddened fat pooling under his fingers, wet like gutted 

fish. 

"Bowman, you little nothing.  You filthy little 

nothing."  

The priest is panting, more from excitement than 

exertion, his words coming in gasps.  Herbert's almost 

drowning from the weight of his suspended body, and the 

crush of the scarecrows hand; the corners of his vision 

blackening.  The scarecrow lift him higher, heaves him 

sideways, tossing him down onto the concrete floor.  He 

feels his nose splinter on impact, not just cartilage, but 

bone, forehead smashing after it; the shock forestalling 

pain, but not the fear of injury, the terror of things 

broken lose inside.  He lies curled, half fetal, waiting 

for the kicks which somehow don't arrive; twists open to 

watch the scarecrow, who's calming down, slicking his hair 

back into place; pulling on black leather gloves, and 

staring back, dispassionate now. 
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"Don't take it personally Bowman.  I just enjoy my 

work." 

He snorts, back handily wiping away a bulb of snot. 

"Reach into your pocket." 

Herbert complies, sliding his good hand slowly back, 

feeling each pocket in turn.  He finds something, the fat 

metal lump the priest had handed him years ago in the 

darkened corridor.  Holds it up.  The priest shakes his 

head. 

"No.  Open it." 

So Herbert does, first shuffling to a half seated 

posture, rubbing some life back to his strangulated neck.  

Then pulling the handle open, grimacing as he holds one 

half still with his bent and injured hand.  The lump's a 

flick blade, and clicks smoothly into place.  He meets the 

scarecrows eyes, offers it again. 

Once more the scarecrow shakes his head. 

"No...  It's for you."   

He nods across the room to where the girl still hangs, 

grotesquely naked, trussed up like the last member of a 

species hunted to extinction. 

"And her." 
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The priest pauses, set back on his hunches facing 

Herbert, fingering his gun.  Pose perfectly reflecting his 

unsettling immaturity. 

"Do you remember your theology Bowman?  Your genesis 

and revelations?  Even in paradise the lord has an angel, 

Raguel, a dark winged punisher, formed to shape his 

vengeance. 

I imagine they think of me like that.  A sword of the 

church, made the way I am for some purpose.  Best put to 

use, lest the devil find another use for idle talents." 

He stared down at his hands, as if his fingers were 

somehow stained. 

"The Bishop has always appreciated my work.  Who am I 

to judge?  His grace is a great man you know, one who does 

enormous good.  But like all great men he has his 

weaknesses, his...  fallibilities. 

Kennedy, Ghandi, Bonaparte, all great leaders, all 

only human.  Each a fount of endless love, and...  Endless 

appetites.  Love spilled out of them Bowman, sometimes 

foolishly, sometimes in ways they couldn't restrain.  In 

the bishop's case, this girl proved too sweet too resist...  

As did her mother." 

Herbert met the girl's eyes, open now, her face a 

rigid bruising mask of condemnation.   
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"Don't look so disgusted Bowman.  In the middles ages, 

or back home in the fifties, hell right now in Africa, it 

wouldn't raise an eyebrow.  My God, how do you think they 

breed horses? 

If you have a stallion and a mare, but the stallion 

has weak knees, and the mare poor sight.  You inbreed, and 

sure one foal will be lame and one blind, and one both, but 

one neither Bowman, on average one neither." 

Herbert sobbed, a low keening growl.  He looked away 

from the girl, around the cramped confines of her self 

imposed prison, and back to the priest; so assured, so 

empty of remorse. 

"Our modern hypocrisy takes an absolutist view of such 

things, makes blind moronic tabloid judgments." 

The priest stood, began to pace, rapping the butt of 

the gun against the palm of one hand. 

"His grace is rising Bowman.  Were living a new 

century, with a new pope, and Stanley has his ear.  Imagine 

the millions he might save.  Save from aids in Africa, from 

poverty or brutal circumcision.  The church is fading in 

the West, we're so out of touch we don't smell our own 

death coming.  Catholicism's trapped in its vision of hell 

fire and damnation.  Think what it would do, if it had the 

power.  To gays, to atheists, to raped wee girls who get 
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abortions...  Look how it blocks medical research, and 

suggests monstrous alternatives; like growing babies 

engineered to disillusion." 

He stopped, bent down to Herbert, animated, imploring. 

"But all that could be fixed, Bowman, the message 

could be modernised.  And let me tell you, I know these 

people. I've done their dirty work for years.  They're not 

for changing.  The bishop is the only chance we've got.  

This girl cannot be allowed to ruin the hope of millions." 

He was psyching himself up, transparently justifying 

horror. 

"She's just one little bitch Herbert, just another 

runaway.  And it's you who gets to clear her out, to gut 

the filth.  Don't pretend to adopt some moral high ground.  

It won't be the first child you've torn open." 

Herbert's sniveling now, shaking his head.  He turns 

and starts to crawl away, fingernails scraping the sandy 

shaft floor.  Till the priest's foot comes down hard on his 

back, snaps his sticky broken nose into the floor; and from 

somewhere behind the red explosion in his head he feels the 

barrel of the gun softly rubbing down the line of his 

spine.  The bishops voice a course rough whisper in his 

ear. 



  Stack/Herbert Bowman/44 

 

"I know you like to kid yourself Bowman.  You probably 

think they liked it.  You probably think your fat yellow 

fingers turned them on.  But you're a monster Bowman, just 

like me.  And this is just another step you have to take." 

Herbert felt the gun leave his neck, felt the priest 

stand up behind him, as he dragged his mangled face out of 

the dirt. 

"I'd do it my self, and screw any lingering fondness I 

may have for the slut.  But his grace doesn't want to have 

to stare into the face of the man who finished her.  Wants 

to keep his hands clean too I guess.  No direct 

instruction, but I knew exactly what he wanted." 

He pulls Herbert up by the folds of his neck, drops 

him to his feet, still clutching the knife in his one good 

hand.  Pushes him toward the girl, looms behind them, an 

inescapable sentence. 

"Do it now Bowman.  Fuck her up." 

Herbert stands before the girl, afraid to even look 

over his shoulder at the priest.  Somehow, he can feel the 

aim of the gun, square in his back.  The girl's awake, eyes 

alive within a waxy face.  Hebert isn't sure if she's in 

shock, brutalised to imbecility, or waiting for her moment 

to escape.  He raises a hand to her cheek, looks right at 

her; ashamed, naked himself.  Her chest's flushed, breasts 
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twisted awkwardly askew.  The hung weight of her belly 

looks like agony on her thin wrists.  Herbert looks into 

her face, her features blending into the girl in his 

dreams; into every girl, every hope of salvation.  He 

wonders where the darkness came from; all that he can see 

now is the accusation of a child.  There's no more time. 

The scarecrow clears his throat, and Herbert strikes.  

His eyes close, and he sees the room in wicked colour, 

wider than the spectrum of true vision.  Each pebble 

showing every countless face at every angle of the light; 

each fibre of each garment, a bundle of grainy filaments, 

each moment a million framed in silence.  The priest stands 

edge on to the couple; hands out, holding the gun, six feet 

three inches in heavy close up.  From the dry tubes of his 

comb over, to the pores rotting in his hollowed cheeks, 

Herbert takes it all in, aches with the resolution, freezes 

the moment in high fidelity.  The priest's words come back 

to him, jovial cod accent and all, hanging in the air like 

an incantation. 'We've all been given our talents...  Yours 

may be far more capable than you imagine.' 

The bishop chose him.  He must have known.  Somewhere, 

he can feel his head shake a little, and decide.  The 

priest is like a photograph, a Jan van Eyck portrait in 

nauseating detail.  The prototype of hot, burning anger, 
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burning man, the first flames licking at its centre, 

cleansing fire tearing through its effigy. 

The moment melts, the priests face turning puzzled 

then alarmed, his screaming muted by its brevity, the 

flames rising around him, through him, searing white heat 

pressing Herbert, face forward against the girl. 

Quick as they started, the fires clear, a thick column 

of rancid smoke climbing up into the dulling afternoon.  

Little left but the gun, which clatters to the floor to 

cool amidst a pile of charred and stinking relics. 

The girl watches over Herbert's shoulder, eerily 

impassive as he holds her, shaking with relief and 

exhaustion.  After a minute, he takes his arms, his weight, 

from round her shoulders, looks up into her dirty battered 

face, regards the bright unmoving eyes.  For the moment, 

absolutely still. 

 

### 


