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Bert awoke in a wheelie bin behind Woolworths with some serious misgivings about his life-choices. Going on Doris’s fancy-dress birthday pub crawl was, by simple dint of the workings of the human space-time continuum, freshest, and chief among his doubts. His toga was – to enter into English understatement – rather unkempt, and his laurel leaves were in sore need of proprietary leaf shine products and some little rearrangement. There was a large rat sitting on its haunches in a corner of Bert’s overnight accommodation, and it blinked at him and then showed him how to wash. Bert, always open to learning new things, licked the palms of his hands and ran them over his face. It didn’t improve his chances much.

Oddly the rear fire-doors to Woolworths were swinging open, although there was evidence of neither Day-Manager evicting the overnight mouser nor of nylon-coated till-worker smoking a crafty Castella. The scene in Woolies was also ... odd. Strip lights hung at jaunty angles from the ceiling, clanking and flickering, and the “Pick n Mix” counter had been looted. There wasn’t a single mint fondant or a sherbet fruit to be seen.

It became apparent to Bert that the glass of the frontage was largely smashed, with one or two (or seven) of the doors hanging off their hinges. This was due, in part, to the ill-parked one-and-a-half decker bus that was neither in nor wholly out. It had obviously begun life as a standard red double-decker but the upper brickwork of the shop had put paid to the first three rows above the cab.

Limp and lifeless, held in place only by a twitching windscreen wiper, the driver looked like none other than Britain’s most traitorous tosser ever to attempt to fill the stinking, fetid shoes of the comprehensively and irredeemably sullied post of Prime Minister. He was wearing the stolen uniform of The London Bus Company Ltd., but even in death he looked like nothing so much as an ill-wrapped wartime meat ration about to lie through the two or three teeth left in there by mistake.

Inching over the broken glass and (with the white chocolate mice all gone) through his broken dreams, Bert noted that the bus seemed laden with the mortal remains of known and convicted paedophiles, psychopaths, sociopaths, agents of foreign loyalties, and plain criminal ne’er-do-wells of every stripe. The passenger list was struck through with morons, imbeciles, and clinical idiots. There wasn’t a cadaver on the bus that had in life been capable of lying straight in their bed (or in anyone else’s) at night.

‘Bugger me’ said Bert. ‘It’s the government.’

Peering through the windows Bert could make out the household names and the more notorious of those aboard. An MP for Hackney had attempted to disguise herself as the bus conductress and was even in death puzzling over how much a ‘twopenny single to the promised land’ might cost. The leader of the “Reform” party appeared to have met his end while attempting to conceal himself in a small tartan shopping trolley jammed on the luggage rack. The Deputy Primed Minster, evidence of two-tier cream cakes and weak orange squash still smeared around his indolent phizzog, had met his demise on the platform at the foot of the stairs, almost certainly during an attempt to understand how such a complicated item of machinery as a series of steps actually worked. The Home Secretary, roots revealed, was clinging to the outside of the bus, presumably to avoid buying a ticket, such little life as there had ever been in her extinguished.

What on earth, wondered Bert, might have induced the (putative, the most horrendously awful ever) “government” of England to travel by bus, at speed, and with the PM at the wheel? Some sort of failed “Great Escape” to Switzerland perhaps?

‘Dickheads. You were never going to get over the barbed wire fence in that thing’ muttered Bert.

The road outside Woolies was no more encouraging to a chap in a soiled fancy-dress toga and carrying atop his shoulders the most monumental hang-over known to man than had been the interior. Quite the opposite. There was ... noise, and ... daylight, and ... unseemly activity. People, everywhere. Ugh.

These manifold sundry items of the human species ran back and forth, some laden with still-boxed unpaid-for eighty-inch LED curved screen televisions with quadrophonic speakers and sub-woofer balanced on their heads. Others with deeper, more local connections were brandishing cricket bats and large potted cactuses, chasing unheralded unilateral non-frontal foreign object retribution from chaps in bowler hats from Whitehall and The City. Some were shouting pithy notes such as ‘add this to my stolen pension you bastard’ and ‘bankrupt, but not my arse this time – yours – all the way up to the roots’. Young and old, they rioted as one – although with slightly differing grievances and with largely incompatible aims.

‘Bugger me’ said Bert, again. ‘Something has been occurring.’

Smoke hung over London in a manner not seen since coal fires had been outlawed by the National Electricity Board, and above England’s most precious asset (this being London itself, obvs, according to Londoners), beloved by one and all in the land, looked to as an exemplar for peasant work-life balance and generous connection with nature and with human roots, the atmosphere shimmered eerily – and ear’oley - with the screeching vibrations of “air raid” and “all clear” sirens. Fire engines raced about, almost equally noisily.

The stolen fire engines in question were in fact being raced mostly around the M25, neither entirely clockwise nor yet entirely counter-clockwise, by young chaps who more usually drove stolen Essex-white Vauxhall Astra Gti or Ford Escort XR3i vehicles.

A relatively modest, hitherto nearly statistically carbon-neutral Cessna Citation XLS+ was ill-parked – does one “park” an aeroplane? - was ill-parked on, over, alongside, around and in part under the fourth plinth in Trafalgar Square. In a truly masterful artistic stroke it looked as though the machine’s bright tail feathers had been shot away, causing the – what’s the American term? Oh yes – the “mis-landing”. Bert suspected that the QF 3.7-inch AA gun on display outside the Imperial War Museum cafe had been recommissioned.

A vaguely familiar-looking tramp* could be seen rubbing two Bryant & May sticks together over a trickle of aviation fuel.

[*It was just possible that she looked familiar because she had also attended Doris’s birthday bash.]

‘Everyone an art critic’ thought Bert as the flames erupted and in a terrible loss to the world of democracy and deeply humane human thinking, the questionably mortal remains of the World Economic Forum’s Young Global Leaders Cream of England Club of Rome (no longer young, but all very, very rich), returned to the twinkly fairy stardust from whence they’d formed.

‘Meh’ thought Bert’s brain, dismissing the moment forever, never to bother thinking of it again.

Cockney women, their handcarts laden with orphans, jars of jellied eels, and sacks of mother-of-pearl buttons, laboured sourly through the streets at the van of some terrible migration. The horses’ bits were covered with foam. Here and there a bedraggled soldier; as helpless as the rest. Was this the end of Civilisation? The rout of Mankind? Something truly terrible rumbled on Mincing Lane, approaching, and Bert feared it may be Martians.

He retreated to the lee of a red Post Box while a Challenger 3 tank rumbled past, its gun sweeping left and right, as though sniffing out targets. Riding atop were five or six novice nuns, each brandishing the British Army weapon of God’s choice, from SA80 to Over-Wimple Rocket-Launcher. The co-opted squaddie at the helm had a haunted, hunted look in his eyes, and Bert surmised that the poor chap wasn’t really qualified, insured, or authorised to drive an enclosed, heavily armoured metal-tracked vehicle designed for front-line ground combat & featuring a large-calibre cannon mounted in a rotating turret plus half a dozen externally-mounted all-weather nuns. Bert suspected that there was a loaded and cocked item of ecclesiastical small arms pressed to the poor chap’s kidneys.

How else though were six heavily-armed young nuns going to get around town in relative safety? Needs must when the Devil drives. Prioress Bénédictine Advocaat Tall Glass St Sobriata had been determined that the convent play its part in the seismic social shifting. The sound that the tank made was certainly seismic, and they were surely shifting.

The general flow of the injured, the tired, the poor, the homeless seemed to be towards the Mall, and thence towards Buckingham Palace. For want of a better idea Bert shuffled along with the masses. Bert had only once before in his life experienced a “better idea” and that had resulted in three nightmarish years in the Navy (specifically the WRNS). Bert was in no hurry to repeat the experience and nor was the Navy.

An overturned chasm-black and armoured mayoral Range Rover Sentinel burned with some self-loathing suicidal enthusiasm. Worried that something good and valuable may be damaged by the flames, Bert rushed in, reached down and slipped the lovely Timex wristwatch off the hairy little nibbled-fingernails hand that flopped and grasped through a partly-opened door. Being of civic mind Bert pushed the hand back inside the flaming vehicle and kicked shut the door. ‘Can’t be doing with partial mayoral combustion’ said Bert, beginning to think that whatever had been occurring while he slept in his wheelie bin had perhaps been political and social, maybe even ideological in nature.

The Victoria Memorial – surrounded now by the crowd – had been transformed, trapped by a huge stage and a backdrop of fluttering red, white, and blue banners – each banner bearing the outline of the Cerne Abbas Giant in blizzard-snow white or soot-black. ‘A new Argentina. The voice of the people cannot be and will not be and must not be denied!’ thought Bert, briefly forgetting that he was in London, not Buenos Aires. He stared for a moment at the bold new (ancient) emblem under which the people had apparently united, and he approved. The whole arrangement was a most splendid erection.

Carefully manoeuvred by a terrified squaddie a Challenger 3 tank armed with six nuns took its place in the theatrical formation. Bert marvelled at the astronomical odds of there being two such in central London at the same time. Truly the Universe was an unfathomable colossus. The barrel of the main gun swept the crowd and then settled in a most photogenic “slightly over their heads, along The Mall” inclination.

Buckingham palace burned to the rear of the stage, billowing a not-unpleasant Saxe-Coburg-Gotha flavoured smoke with overtones of chocolate and vanilla and of old and bone-dry Mountbatten-Windsor. The occasional “hot poker up the royal arsehole” scream from the inner courtyard could be heard, indicating that the fine print of the King’s abdication was perhaps not yet fully finalised.

Unpleasant-looking peasants laboured on the temporary stage, mounting huge speakers and tending to the building of a high dais. ‘Ooh, someone’s going to make a speech’ thought Bert, adjusting his toga, spitting on his laurel leaves and wiping them off on a woman from Fortnum & Masons.

Cherry-pickers kindly supplied gratis (and unbeknownst) by the Greater London Authority began to busy themselves with the lampposts on The Mall and thereabouts. The primary aim appeared to be to give the Members of the Commons and those Lard-Arses of the Lords the best view possible of the folk festival or whatever it was that was about to happen. Bert, still not entirely cognizant vis-à-vis the fresh and non-WEF non-WHO and frankly almost populist “New New World DisOrder” as they say in slow-on-the-uptake circles, expressed his misgivings to the workmen.

‘Won’t the blood all rush to their heads? Agonising slow death and all that?’

‘Yes.’

‘Their ankles probably won’t like taking all of their weight like that. Joints snapping in agony?’

‘Yes.’

‘Isn’t it rather dangerous to be dipping them all in old engine oil? They might easily be set alight.’

‘Yes.’

It seemed thus that the gentlemen hoisting a fair portion of the establishment aloft had considered all of the relevant medical and safety aspects, so Bert left them alone to work without further enquiry.

Fanfare trumpeters began to arrive in dribs and drabs (and in Ford Transit vans), and set about amusing themselves by making noises like Millennials, Generation Zed, and Generation Alpha when faced with basic arithmetic, matters of literacy, problems of foundational science or questions of simple logic. Cats mating anywhere within the sound of Bow Bells stopped what they were doing and experienced moments of brutal aural self-awareness. The old retainer caretaker in the MI6 building hefted his ring of keys and went to see who was using the ‘Fingernails on blackboard’ interrogation machine out of office hours. Far overhead and strapped to a wooden pallet in the cargo hold on a deportation flight from North Korea, a gagged Yoko Ono listened in awe and raw musical envy.

Bert milled hither and thither among the great mass of the low-IQ populace. Occasionally the little “think bubbles” above their heads clashed or, worse, became entangled, but in general it was a satisfactory thronging with little to no unseemly madding.

Tall fire bowl pylons were installed around the stage and along artistic lines, adding to the effect engendered by the huge red, white, and blue ‘Cerne Abbas Giant’ banners flopping about gently in an agreeable light breeze. These pylons were lit very effectively by (in the ‘with’ sense of the word ‘by’) special guests head-hunted from international robber-baron organisations such as the banks, the corporations, and from embarrassingly awful national faux-charity “quangos” such as but not limited to the Canal & River Trust Company Ltd. The fanfare trumpeters were beginning to find some common ground on a shared musical score and – at one stage, briefly – sounded out something suggestive of ‘Fanfare for the Common Man’.

Within the blink of an elephant’s eye the Mall and all surrounding spaces were filled to the brim by the crowd, and by a sense of something spectacularly vital about to happen. Pleasingly, the aroma of mobile fish & chips overwhelmed the more usual city background smell of armpit and arse.

“Warm-up” acts began to appear on the stage as Production Managers became desperate to raise the energy of the event before the main number. It’s difficult to keep a serious grip – even on the show – when most sheople in the audience seemed to imagine that they were there for some appearance of a member of the royal family, or perhaps of the BBC symphony orchestra to lead them through Land of Hope & Glory and/or Jerusalem. Public opinion, while sure certain fickle, still only flows to pastures new when worked, prodded, and poked mercilessly.

There were end-of-career performances of a lifetime from auto-tune singers, “woke” comedians, mixed-sex Morris Dancing troops, pony-tailed street jugglers, incorrigible offenders of the bagpipe, accordion, and recorder, Saturday night television magicians, a random sample of graffiti “artists”, and other allied trades. Some were shot, some were pulled apart by horses, some simply nailed to sheets of particle-board. One particularly egregious mime act was allowed to work uninterrupted for near half a minute before Elton John’s grand piano was dropped on him from a crane. Along with Elton John.

Fully fifteen minutes were filled by erecting a cage on the stage, filling it with lions from London Zoo, and sending the better-known members of the mainstream “legacy” news media - print and televisual and interwebnettings - into it via a slide liberally greased with Liberal pig fat and razor blades.

Oh how the crowd laughed!

But then, when you think about it, what had the Romans ever taught us, really?

In the matter of what we’d learned from the French fifty students and fifty “professors” from the London College of Fashion, thinking themselves to be putting on some parade of their latest brilliant designs, found themselves launched by trebuchet towards the horizon. One or two of the less plump ones probably made it a significant portion of the way to France. The trick with keeping this part of the show interesting was for the trebuchist to get the smoke cannisters well-jammed between the trebuchee’s buttock cheeks, so that the audience could more easily follow their trajectory. TROIS! DEUX! UN! Clank. Wheeee! Chargez-en un autre! Chargez-en un autre!

In a seeming break from the merriment and the mirthful programme the Archbish of Cantab was encouraged on stage, presumably thought the sheople to administer some sort of blessing. She faffed and flapped about ineffectually and was on the verge of opening her mouth to say something “inclusive” and trendy about “Alan’s new snack-bar” or it might have been “salad a la cum” or “the religion of peas” when a chap positioned on a large lever opened the trapdoor beneath her. She fell through to a circle of Hell in which there were no neon rainbow hair dyes, no Ukraine flags, and only squat toilets. There were there no rolls of Handmade Artisan-Quilted Recycled Organic Unbleached Llama-Moult Andrex, no handbasins, no squirt-bottles of Fair Trade Organic Aloe Vera Anti-Bacterial Soap, and no doors on the cubicles. A circle of Hell moreover, in which everyone ate with their fingers – even the chickpea dhal and boiled goat vitals.

Bert began to detect a theme to the day’s events but was unable quite yet to name it.

This categorical failing mattered little, since the fun part of the show appeared to be over. Serious peasants – male, stale, and pale peasants – took to the stage. The sight of so many tweed flat caps made a lot of the audience tense and nervous, and the whippets and greyhounds, the homing pigeons and the ferrets among them whinnied and stamped and chomped at the bit. The native Londoners put their heads askance like puzzled dogs, unable to comprehend anything and everything, be it animal, mineral, vegetable, sartorial, political or sociological, that hailed from north of Watford Gap. Some Londoners would be able to interpret but most would be lost when the old chaps spoke without a ‘yeah’ at the beginning of each sentence and a rising inflection at the end.

After a rapid-fire round of Eeny, meeny, miny, mo (lyrics being the long-since “unapproved” toe-ist version) one gentleman was chosen thus democratically and with demonstrable égalité to approach the microphone. He looked, to Bert, similar to nothing less than a mature-in-years Yorkshire version of the late Freddie Mercury, and indeed his mighty moustache’s first move was to work the crowd further with some sort of simple versicle and response involvement.

‘Eyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy up!’ he said.

‘EYYYYYYYYYYYY UP!’ the crowd responded.

‘Ee-ee-ee bah gum!’

‘EE-EE-EE BAH GUM!’ echoed from pillar to post.

‘Nah then!’

‘NAHHHHHH THEN!’

‘Eckythump’ he said, punching the air with a fist.

‘ECKYTHUMP!’ replied those in the mosh pit a second before the response washed along the Mall.

The gentleman flexed his moustache and came down to the front of stage.

‘FOOT OF OUR STAIRS!’

This time the whole of the Mall answered as one with precision, and the nightingales in Berkeley Square took flight at the volume.

‘ALRIGHT!’ said the chap, then smiling and indicating that the crowd should gi’ ovver an’ settle down.

‘Shut tha gobs a bit. Shush. Now I know tha came here hopin’ t’see t’government getting’ what they deserve but it seems a lot of t’rats have gone t’ground. The PM and the Cabinet and the London Council mob and other so-called “senior” figures cannot yet be said to be entirely in captivity.’

The crowd groaned a groan such as only a million disappointed people can. This even though most actually had not the first clue about why they themselves were there.

Bert unthinkingly put his hand in the air to volunteer that he knew the location and disposition of the government rats, but then after some consideration thought better of it. In the end he looked much like the only man in the crowd actually giving what in times past was a “H1tler salute” among a sea of brave dissenters, and he swiftly corrected himself before the SS – Site Security – were able to pinpoint his location. History will have its laughs. Hopefully someone took a still from the cctv coverage to place alongside the earlier photograph of the other gentleman, just for contrast.

‘Aye. Aye. I know tha’s disappointed, as are we all but we must 'ave a positive view.’

Azarwe and Mustapha, being then unrestrained escaped Whitehall Home Office Civil Servants incognito, shrank even farther towards the edges of the crowd.

‘The hated government has been overthrown.’

Loud greasepaint and the aroma of roars!

‘The hated civil service, the corrupt judiciary, the rabid hyenas of the City of London have been removed from their ivory towers.’

Whistles and cheers!

‘The hated BBC, that filthy organ of propaganda, has been chased down.’

‘First time anyone in the BBC’s been chaste’ shouted a wag in the third row, centre-stage.

Bert felt himself buoyed and for the first time in a long, long while, almost optimistic.

‘We, the Temporary Interim Committee, advise our members – that’s thee, one an’ all – to seek a new way. Mayhap we replace t’old establishment wi’an interlinked system of small-scale, limited influence, agro-communal artisanal minimally-industrial self-managing co-operatives of largely socialist anarchistic nature of the people, by the people, and for the local native people, loosely overseen by a single point of near purely titular authority tightly controlled by the promise of immediate cessation of role, in a blunt existential sense, should he step out of line.’

All of the crowd’s “think bubbles” changed to ‘Huh?’

‘Small government. Microbloodyscopic, in fact.’

The real people in the crowd joined the Londoners in putting their heads quizzically aside. ‘Huh? What? Dwarfs and stuff? We’ve already tried that, surely, the Lord Mayor of London’s been a short-arse for years.’

The representatives of the Temporary Interim Committee looked exasperated in spite of themselves.

‘No. We means tha’ll have no government, no council, no bloody tin-pot peaked cap being told by international tin-pot peaked caps to tell you, the people, what to do. You’ll be able to think for yourselves’, followed – under his cuff – by a whispered ‘God help us.’

The physical cranial disposition of the crowd in relation to their necks changed little.

The speaker looked back at the other committee members and expressed doubts that this was going to work, and again indicated his preference for Plan B3. The committee waved aside his misgivings, and he returned to face the microphone.

‘The long and the short of it is that, in short, those who seek power – for longer than the very short and temporary interim, such as the committee - must never be allowed it’ said the gentleman, quite forcefully, longing for a short ending to his own fast-lengthening speech.

Over ninety percent of the think-bubbles still read ‘Huh?’

‘Government, council, civil service, banks, corporations – will no longer be the ones telling you what to do. We’ve knobbled the bastard lot’ he – unusually for a man of few syllables – elucidated.

That hit home alright.

Huge applause. Praise be, he thought – he’d finally rounded them up.

‘Public office in our brave new world must be made a terrible and horrifying burden.’

Bert gauged the applause to have doubled again in volume and intensity. Anything that twisted the establishment’s knickers was fine by them. The crowd and public opinion were halfway there, being then convinced that after the revolution’s dust died down all establishment figures would be made to carry heavy Army backpacks at all times. The sheople didn’t know how effective this would be, but it was worth a try.

‘Democracy has proven to be a fragile and easily-corrupted dead duck.’

The crowd weren’t quite sure of the correct anatidae-ean response. One or two of them actually quacked, and believe me that worries the author just as much as it ought to worry you, the reader.

‘Something bold and fresh and new is required’ said the man, remembering his early N.U.M. training. Tell 'em what you’re going to tell 'em, tell 'em it, and then tell 'em time and time again until it looks like it’s gone in and they’re prepared to strike. ‘A new way. Something bold and fresh.’

The crowd quite liked that. ‘Yer not wrong there’ shouted a scrofulous member from the shadows of the trees, swiftly if metaphorically boarding the new gravy train as it left the station. It might have been either of Azarwe or Mustapha, angling.

The chap on the microphone set his thumbs behind the collar of his trunnion-oil stained flange-snagged tweed working jacket.

‘The Committee recommends the deployment of benign dictatorship.’

‘Eh? Be nine of what sort o’ship did you say?’ said the crowd as one, remembering that the Royal Navy had been allowed nothing of the sort in recent decades. This sounded expensive, with possible higher taxes to be imposed. The crowd began to shuffle and mill.

‘An Emperor.’

The crowd’s dangerous incipient milling was mollified to some extent, thought of paying for extra naval vessels dropping from the collective consciousness.

‘Emperor, yer says. Like Augustus or like Caligula?’ they enquired in Unison (or possibly USDAW or NASUWT), and thus many of their old school teachers and others in allied educational trades were sent into the surprised near-fatal foetal. Just think, the teachers and allied educational trades thought, they were listening the whole time and we just never knew it.

‘Augustus, natch. Job’s two years and then out. Never serve again. No pay, no fancy palace or residence, no pension, on call twenty-four seven and eight days a week but wi’ half day off on Wednesdays. Toh-t-al responsibility and the noose if yer gets it wrong. Yer knackers in a sling but get it right and you’ll go down in history as an OK sort of fellow. What do you say?’

The crowd was quiet. None of them wanted to be misconstrued as looking suitable for the job. This was both because they didn’t want the job AND because they didn’t want the nuns on the Chieftain tank to disqualify them from the job on the grounds that they looked like they wanted the job – especially when they really didn’t. The gun barrel swept slowly back and forth while little Sister Muffet reclined on the turret, tended to her nails, and softly, menacingly, sang Ave Maria and something about keeping the real red flag flying.

‘Absolute Emperor. Yer does t’national stuff that local committees don’t. Holds it all together like. Yer fixes t’main roads, keeps the streetlights on, makes the borders watertight, and the rest o’the time you sods off and gets out of our hair. Repeal all laws national and laws local and replace them with the basics, simple sensible stuff – thou shalt not be a dickhead, that sort of thing. Maximum of say fifty proclamations in total. You want to make a new one after that then an old law has to go. If ignorance of the law is to remain no defence then we can’t have more laws than we can reasonably remember. T’Interim Committee will give yer all the help yer needs t’settle in.’

The job description sank into the audience like spilt borscht into an Catholic canvas shroud.

‘Settle you say?’ asked the sheople.

‘Aye. Possibly. Settle’s as good as anywhere if that’s yer fancy. Anywhere except bloody London of course. Absolute Emperor.’

‘Abs and a lute?’ said the sheople, beginning to grasp affairs as best they could.

‘No, no, no – ordinary-looking bloke, musicality not a requirement.’

‘No pay?’

‘Not a penny.’

‘No pension?’

‘Not one farthing put aside.’

‘No fancy palace?’

‘There’ll be a room somewhere, we’ll get the Emperor digs. Nice digs, meals included and hot bath wi' carbolic soap provided every Friday night, that sort o’thing. All comforts included.’

The crowd was quiet but still had questions.

‘Emperor?’

‘Aye.’

‘How can we ensure he stays benign?’

‘We can’t, but at the first dodgy move we string him up by his balls and choose another.’

The crowd made that “could work, I suppose” expression, the sort they generally reserved for hearing the news that it was to be egg and chips again for tea.

‘Anyone got a better idea?’ asked the podium.

‘The negative shrug rippled through the crowd like a Mexican wave during a seven point four earthquake in Mexico City Stadium.

There was of course one bright spark. Isn’t there always?

‘Who the 'eck’s going t’take on a job like that?’

Azarwe and Mustapha had worked their way to the front of the mosh pit and there adopted their very, very best “Well, if the people insist then I suppose I ought to humbly accept...” demeanours as taught at all good colleges in Oxford, Cambridge, and Islamabad.

‘I’ll tell yer. We’ll choose him – at random. None of this bloody Eton and Rugby, Oxford or Cambridge or Islamabad University crap. That’s not worked from t’start. Ordinary bloke, someone off the street.’

Yorkshire’s answer to Freddie Mercury lifted his flat cap to tickle his bald patch while he scanned the possibilities.

‘Him – he’ll do. We don’t want brains or ambition or connections – terror’s what will work for us.’

He pointed a ferret-nibbled, work-worn, weather-blasted and arthritic fore-digit at Bert.

Bert pointed a better-kept but shy finger at his own chest and mouthed ‘Me?’, somewhat incredulous at being singled out and at Freddie’s implied assessment of him. Not the thick, lazy, and socially irrelevant part, that being accurate, but the implication of some sort of suitability for anything.

‘Aye. Why not. Security - get 'im up 'ere.’

The SS (Site Security) moved in – with Welsh collies – to cut Bert out of the flock.

‘Flock me’ said Bert, or something like that. ‘But I don’t want the job! I really don’t!’ he shouted as he was carried aloft like an offering to the Greek or Roman gods.

‘Exactly, that’s why you’re perfect for it’ replied the man on stage.

Manhandled to the podium Bert was obviously expected to make his first speech. He couldn’t help but notice that several of those around him were cross-hatching the sliding weft of high-quality looped hemp rope warps, or something, while others were doodling designs for semi-automated self-draining side-cut steam guillotines. The ocean of faces in front of the stage beamed up at Bert.

Bert clenched his buttocks and noticed that his every exit from the stage was blocked off by over-sized gentlemen with folded arms. A vaguely familiar tramp in the crowd lit a match, held it aloft, began to sway, and started a trend that spread rapidly.

‘Eh up’ he said.

‘Aye’ answered the crowd.

Bert’s brain clonked and whirred as it had never clonked and whirred before.

The people began to get restless.

‘Come on – you’re the Emperor – let’s see some emping.’

A kindly member of the Temporary Interim Committee adjusted Bert into the correct position – left arm gathering the toga, right arm outstretched – then smiled and nodded encouragingly, and stepped back, just out of the limelight.

‘Friends...’ said Bert, finally.

‘Romans!’ added a wag from the crowd.

‘Countrymen!’ specified another, raising the entire Mall to laughter although most of them had no idea why, being too young to have experienced real comedy.

‘I need some beers’ said Bert, his sincerity obvious to all. ‘I proclaim it to be Beer O’Clock.’

A vast roar went up from the people, and many hats of ordinary and extraordinary design were thrown into low-Earth orbit to negligible aerodynamic effect.

‘Who’s paying?’ said a voice of if not exactly dissent, then certainly some care-worn worldly cynicism born of experience, experience being what you get when you don’t get what you want.

Bert felt himself horrified by the responsibility of his new situation but strangely eager to explore his role and make his second wise proclamation.

‘They are’ Bert replied, pointing rather ill-advisedly at the Temporary Interim Committee.

St John Ambulance paramedics moved in to deal with several ugly injuries caused by hats returning under the influence of the gravity of the situation, and the Committee coughed and spluttered and then discussed the procedure for removing an unsuitable Emperor from office.

There had to be summat in t’Rule Book about profligacy.
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The Eventual Life & Eventual Death of a District Commissioner
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The New Calcutta Sleeper Express departed, whenever it departed, from Platform 2B of Crewe Station. Mind you, sometimes it departed from not Platform 2B. Which it was to be was always the question, especially if one was a slave to fashion and was prone to wearing Cuban heels and modestly-hued tweed bell-bottom flares and “Nehru” jacket. Attempting the hurried last minute “up and over” via the foot-bridge could oft see one prone in one’s platforms, oft between platforms, and that was no way to go, no way at all. Railway porters could be highly vocal and incredibly cruel when it came to the matter of sartorial faux pas in re travelling togs.

With the train due to depart in just over three minutes could Graham find a porter for his extensive luggage? Could he heck as like. He waved his Civil Service Travel Permit in the air in hopes of attracting some preternaturally muscular and yet wholly servile minor life-form. A passing Scotsman, passing as a Scot, full of Scotch and on his way to Scotland to see a fellow Scotch-filled bagpipe-squeezer assisted Graham in throwing his trunks and cases into a First Class carriage just before the Guard’s whistle blew and the flag was waved. There was scant time for social pleasantries but Old Jock McJockenstrap managed to wave away Graham’s warm shilling, explaining that his reward lay in ‘seeing one more damned sassenach poofter leaving the planet for a destination where he’d likely succumb to some nasty tropical disease or violent uprising and nay return tae pollute the gene pool’.

‘Jolly good’ said Graham, smiling and raising the window glass by the leather strap.

Steam billowed past the train as the locomotive engine strained, the 4-6-2 wheels slipped and gripped, and the Pullman coaches began to move - followed at a certainly insanitary and probably unwise distance by the Second and Third Class coaches.

‘Look out, Mars, here I come’ muttered Graham, whistling in the looming lifetime career darkness of the otherwise reasonably well-lit carriage.

‘Hnng hnnh nngh nnnnghh aaagh naaa gnarggh’ said his luggage.

This came as something of a shock to Graham who, as a still-wet-behind-the-testicles recent graduate from the Civil Service College and en route to his very first over-space posting, could only afford the very cheapest of leather. He investigated by dint of slowly and precisely and perhaps pathologically carefully putting his holdalls and trunks on the overhead racks, and underneath it all he found a large amount of Brylcreem with a small, loudly-dressed commercial traveller attached.

Both of them lurched – the points at Eggiebred Regis were not the best maintained on the system.

‘Oh do excuse me, where are my manners?’ Graham extended a hand. ‘Graham Sanglo-Axon. English Civil Service, off to take up my first posting on Mars Colony.’

The Brylcreem smiled and took the proffered hand. ‘Walter Bowles-Gaime, Raleigh Bicycles, Overseas Sales, Mars Territory. My first posting too.’

‘Splendid’ said Graham, locking eyes briefly with Walter and the pair thus silently transmitting and receiving gigabytes of data on one another replete with the phrases ‘Oh deary dreary me’ and ‘Tsk tsk’ and ‘Are you sure certain that it takes four whole days and long nights to get to Mars by railway train? You look like some sort of frightful bore.’ Both of them were beginning to regret not paying the extra to travel by space-steamer from Southampton. Steamers were positively awash with nooks and crannies, bar-steward attended places to hide away and to avoid one’s fellow travellers. Four days (and associated nights) by railway train in constant social agony, or two weeks comfortably comatose and socially moated by ship structure and protocol. Damn those “Personnel Departments” whose only concern was the bottom line on the travel warrant invoice, never the comfort of the departing personnel. Just damn them all to Hell.

After settling themselves into seats in very separate corners, Graham near an emergency hatch marked ‘Railway Lifeboats – Five Guineas Fine For Misuse’, Walter near an item of functional G.M.R. fenestration, there ensued a relatively bearable few hours of occasional crossed glances, small nods, and eyebrow raisings. This happy state of agreed polite silence was untenable of course in the longer term, and light conversation perforce prevailed.

‘Tell me, Graham, are you married?’ asked Walter rather impertinently. The upper lower-middle of the working classes are often clumsy with conversation, as likely to blunder into matters highly personal as often as they were of more appropriate light discussion of the least-homoerotic of the Greek philosophical classics or perhaps the Celtic folk song lyrics and their influence on the ankles of the clog-wearing peasant masses during the Industrial Revolution. Walter’s question threw Graham quite off-balance, and he blethered wildly.

‘Married? Good gracious me, no. I look like this all of the time. I have severe depression, constantly peppery haemorrhoids, and very little salary. I confuse most people upon first acquaintance. Also once they get to know me somewhat better, too. Mother says that I am the ideal Colonial District Commissioner.’

‘Oh I am sorry to hear that.’

Graham wasn’t certain whether it was his haemorrhoids, anaemic salary, or propensity for District Commissioning that disappointed Walter, so he simply flashed a rather watery lip-curl of just and only just sufficient acknowledgement.

Walter, like most of the toiling masses, was not deterred by Graham’s conversational ‘STOP’ sign. 

‘Marriage can be a distressingly fatal arrangement. My father’s second wife was widowed not long before his first marriage and yet he was still carried away by fatal myopia (hit by a Scammell Tank Transporter while crossing the A1, some years before I was born). My dear Mother was prone to feminine hyperventilation and over-emotion and died during my conception, so you see I never met either of my parents. That said, I was very nearly quite possibly almost happily married myself once, but then I met my current wife.’ Walter checked his pocket watch and found life to be about half past Tuesday, not allowing for time-zone changes and the anti-clockwise relativistic distortion concomitant upon modern high-speed travel. ‘My taking The Vows and leaving civilian life was entirely my own fault, and I often wished thereafter that I’d followed in my late Father’s footsteps.’

‘Across the A1?’

‘Under a tank transporter, although not necessarily on the A1. Perhaps some more picturesque motor vehicle thoroughfare, and perhaps a better class of vehicle.’

Walter braced himself for unsought further details of what was obviously still, like most heterosexual human marriages, an untreatable agonising fungus-infected bleeding open compound skull-fracture of a memory hinting at a puddle of coagulated blood in a defeated and broken brain.

‘I found that matriarchymony saved me from having to make my own life miserable – and as a bonus there were often clean shirts and collars to hand, with extra in-depth disapproval and criticism of my personal habits and limited commercial successes available on request at no extra charge. This was well, because the basic charge for the marriage was everything that I had and everything I am likely to gain in future.’ Walter’s face then took on the intense look of a gorilla passing a particularly inconveniently large turd beset with fish bones, his jaw set, his forehead furrowed, his eyes staring but unfocussed. ‘I do so envy those who find themselves in the “shotgun wedding” position.’

‘Really?’ asked Graham, incredulous, inquisitive, and unbelievably ignorant when it came to matters of the human heart, romance in general, and wedded bliss in an urban environment.

Walter almost perked up. ‘Why yes – consider the options. With a shotgun wedding there is always the possibility of standing one’s ground and meeting a swift twelve-bore death and cold oblivion, whereas when one finds oneself at the altar simply because one is confused, or has been tricked, or has been both confused and tricked the only option is “I suppose that I must do, Vicar, otherwise I would not be here and dressed like a penguin”, followed by a lifetime spent on what might as well be The Somme with added in-laws, and with ... conjugal expectations. The latter in most terrible frequency. Some sort of demand for ... physical affection ... almost every month.’

‘I see’ said Graham, although he didn’t see at all. Graham, having read his Biggles extensively, still believed in the possible existence of “soul mates” and of “happily ever after”. Silly boy.

‘Tell me, Graham, do you have a bicycle?’ asked Walter.

‘A bi-cycle? Not that I am aware of. I suppose that I shall have to experiment and find love wherever I can once I am in the backwaters of Mars where females of our species can be scarce or too-obviously prematurely deceased to be romantically viable. I am a young man with raging testicles and a body awash with hormones, so granted it may be necessary to go the full dilly on occasion. Trouser buttons are, when all is said and done, only sewn on with standard Indian cotton, a material with a notoriously low breaking-strain.’

‘I meant a velocipede, how are you stocked in re velocipedes?’

‘Oh – just stout boots and my Service revolver. Are there many velocipedes on Mars? I am not awfully good with insects.’

Walter mimed riding a bicycle but Graham, assuming that Walter was having some sort of psycho-pathological “tick” or perhaps a mild seizure of the upper brain-gland, pretended to not notice.

‘Transport, dear boy. What are you using for transport?’

Oh, yah. Understandibode. Um – railway train. This one, generally. It goes almost all of the way, and I am to be met at the railway station by Mr Fuckmeanotherenglishwanker. I think. Martian names are so difficult on the human tongue, it was a very brief radio-telegraphy call with an even more brief transcript faxed and of course the Martian cursive script looks like a mixture of teenage acne and geriatric varicose veins laid upon outhouse twice-used tabloid newsprint. One cannot be certain sure.’

Walter felt just a little bit more of the Nature’s True Salesman in him atrophy and die, and he silently held a brief memorial service for part of himself while also affecting to stare out of the window at the wormhole wall rushing past. Perhaps Mars was not the “golden opportunity” that his manager (his wife’s father) had suggested when presenting Walter with the “plum” ten-year assignment renewable in perpetuity by the company. It was just possible that Walter had been matrimonially tricked once more.

‘I ought really to have entrenched myself at Kenwood Food Mixers Ltd’ said Walter out loud. ‘I had a real chance at Kenwood Food Mixers Ltd.’

Walter had specialised there in dough hooks with a sideline in upgraded after-market plungers for use with the mincing attachment.

‘Ah, yes – mixers - although I believe that they needs must spin backwards on Mars, something to do with Coriolanus farce, that being north-south rather than east-west, or downside up, or something. Shakespeare knew his onions. I like onions, especially when they are in gravy.’ observed Graham with unaccustomed brevity, perhaps beginning to get some sort of lid onto his own socially inept blethering at long last.

Walter sat a little farther back in his seat and eyed up the communication cord, wondering whether ‘I appear to be in the same carriage as an unrestrained clinical idiot’ would excuse him from the advertised five guinea fine for misuse. Perhaps the railway train guard might be persuaded to sit with them for the duration? Possibly upon cash payment of the five guineas in small unmarked non-sequential used notes ... 

‘The... Coriolis ... force...’ ventured Walter carefully, aware as he was that even polite silence often provoked increased wrath in lunatics but also neither really wishing to advance some sort of certainty in re subjective classic literature. Either course of action was fraught with dangers.

‘That’s the fellow, yes. Not much good to me though. I hope that I shall have a Police force. Clockwise one preferably, since I’m right-handed. Mob-handed I suppose, if I have a Police force as my right-hand man. Right-hand Martian. Are Martians generally either right or left-handed, or are they amphibious? It can be difficult to command respect in a bar-room brawl if one looks ostentatiously amphibious.’

Walter took a long, long, long swig from his “travelling salesman’s little helper” – a flask designed to be worn hidden under a battered and shiny polyester suit and disguised to look like a two-pound bag of emotional-support cocaine so that it was easy to get through international, inter-planetary, and inter-dimensional Customs. Since his marriage had coagulated Walter’s wife had generally filled his flask with premium weedkiller & Mr Patel’s Corner Shop “own brand” Luzocade, and this, while or possibly even by giving him a stomach ulcer, agreed splendidly with Walter’s well-husbanded constitution, screaming as he was by desire and design to an early grave and the icy embrace of Oblivion wherein he hoped that neither travelling commerce nor matrimony existed. Walter would have considered shovelling shit to be heavenly, provided that it excluded all traces of these two aspects of human life. He sighed.

‘I believe that Martians behave in water very much as do we. Have you not yet met any Martians at all?’

‘Oh gosh no. A live one was brought into the college of course for a “practical fieldwork” day but I was excused dissection on the grounds of my extreme gag reflex.’

‘Martians make you gag?’

‘No, breakfast made me gag. Two ill-smoked kippers. I had to see the Medical Orderly.’

‘Ah. How unfortunate.’

‘It was at least one more thing ticked off my “bucket list”.’

‘Eh? Oh. Medical orderlies?’

‘Kippers. Never again.’

‘How do you feel about buckets?’

‘Now correct me if I am wrong but I believe it is pronounced bouquet, with a soft “ooh and eh?” eh? The ‘et’ being French.’

‘Was he really? E.T. a Frenchie. So all of that fuss was just over a trans-Atlantic telephone call then? Mind you, the clues were there – inability to speak even American coherently, semi-permanently over-extended neck, tendency to hide in the wardrobes of life. Very suspect.’

‘Very fishy smell, old kippers. I suppose that’s why cooks invented the bucket garni. Herbs and stuff. Clever chaps, cooks, although many of them tend to look like overweight old maids with faces not dissimilar to the canine large-breed scrotum when viewed with ill-advised juxtaposition.’

‘Juxtaposition to which? The cook’s face or the dog’s bollocks?’

‘Yes.’

There came then some sudden and worryingly-loud clanking and rattling, as (quite fortunately) the whole railway train turned onto the side-track for Mars, leaving behind the main line that continued to the outer planets and their moons. Depending upon which shift it had been in the marshalling yard that had coupled up the carriages this was not always guaranteed – the whole train turning, following on, that is. Only some days previously there had been a terrible mix-up, and the Jupiter Jaunter – a holiday excursion special – had carried on blissfully unawares while Third Class had rushed off willy nilly towards Uranus loaded with old-age pensioners, children, factory-workers, and the novice nuns of St Leprous Arse’s Convent. Without the necessary cryogenic units few on the sixpenny tickets had survived, and those that did were nuns who had broken all of their most sombre vows in re secular cannibalism. It is a safe bet that Safaris Up Uranus Ltd did not mention this to you before you sat down in “Non-Smoking” and pushed the little bell to summon a cup of hot chai-latte. Anyway, no matter.

A steward – yet another Scotsman, they pop up everywhere quite unbidden - Hamish McHamish-McSteward, of the Clan Steward – knocked and asked if he ought to prepare the gentleman’s bunks in readiness for their first exciting night on the New Calcutta Sleeper Express. Last sitting for dinner was an hour ago, he said, although gelatinous and cold eel pies and untreated warm tap water were probably still available in Third Class if the gentlemen were insufficiently sated after missing the First Class set menu of minted quail’s livers on sourdough communion wafers, spatchcocked hippopotamus in liquorice jus with truffles and mushy peas, and flambed creepy Suzettes with wild strawberries and honeybadger-custard.

Walter’s stomach howled and Graham’s stomach answered it, like hungry wolves calling to one another in a wintery North Yorkshire forest. Dinner was such an enormous part of a chap’s day that it seemed unfathomable that they had managed to miss it, even if this caused by the ancient north-south disapprobation, kilted barbarians versus civilisation. The steward enjoyed not advising English passengers of the availability of meals or of specified stops at en-route stations until one or other or both had already passed and been left far behind. The steward’s mothers had been called Bannockburn, Culloden, and Glencoe, his father Robert the Bruise.

‘Food, glorious food’ sobbed Walter, finding himself remembering that adult human beings – even haggis-fed half-pint Scottish stewards – contained on the order of one hundred and twenty-six thousand delicious calories each. He briefly considered becoming a cannibalistic nun.

‘Peas pudding and Jacques Cousteaud’ sobbed Graham, finding himself seriously considering manual constriction of Hamish’s trachea and subsequent consumption, raw, of his liver.

Civilisation (id est England) truly is at all times, not just the best of times, not just the worst of times, barely one missed egg and cress sandwich away from basic structural collapse.

For most of the journey the two gentlemen contented themselves with timing the passing telegraph poles set in the wormhole alongside the railway tracks, and in comparing the results of their calculations of Relative velocity. On day three of the journey this game was spoilt when Graham noticed a sign placed above the carriage window advising that not all telegraph poles were placed equidistant due to the quantum bubbles raised by the manual Irish digging of the wormhole tunnel, and that all velocitudinal calculations based on their absolute spatial regularity – even if made using two synchronised Swiss cuckoo-clocks and a wild-haired German-born theoretical physicist placed (somehow putatively simultaneously) on two separate combined passenger & cargo trains - would thus be wildly fucked. The notice further suggested that the wise would not fritter their time in such a pursuit for the whole journey because it was four days that you’d never get back as you hurtled headlong towards your new career, the cold grave, and crushing oblivion.

A large portion of Graham’s childhood died just then without waiting for any train steward to announce Crushing Oblivion as being the previous stop. What died was a happy something that had kept him interested in life, involved in the world, and immersed in mathematical calculations – and also mercifully quiet – for (a happy) something like eighty thousand miles in the rear seat of the family Austin A110 Westminster Estate while travelling back and forth to holidays spent in Dartmoor Prison Grounds Holiday Villas, Devon (visiting relatives). Perhaps those telegraph poles on Earth had been similarly in spatial disarray? Perhaps they never really had achieved one hundred and two miles per hour on the A303 fully laden and yah boo sucks to the Policeman chasing in his Ford Anglia 105E De Lux with no more than seventy-three point eight miles per hour at his be-booted disposal? With sadness in his every stroke Graham crossed through his calculations that the train had been travelling at roughly one million four hundred and fifty-eight thousand three hundred and thirty-three point three three three miles per hour.

Graham hated having to be an adult.

As do we all.

Anyway.

Stepping off the railway train in New Calcutta came as something of a terrible shock to Graham.

For one thing the platform was much lower than expected.

The temperature was also one hundred and ten degrees Fahrengezundheit and on his first step away from the train something from the Martian Meteorological Office (Atmospheric Modification Sub-Division) dumped a bucket of warm monsoon-water rain over his head. Immediately afterwards a small ball of nuclear fire in the sky made the water hiss and boil away into clouds of steam that augmented and supplemented those produced by the railway engine. A hot, unpleasantly-moist banshee of very low-quality, quite over-used air pushed past him and was pursued by a peel of thunder sufficient, apparently, unto setting off the horns of a million car alarms. Every physical sense that Graham possessed, and a few that he had not yet acknowledged, screamed under the onslaught. The analogue dials in his head indicating the state of play with his senses of touch, sight, hearing, smell, taste, shudder and recoil all plunged over into the red, and there they remained. Graham’s brain-gland stuttered, stalled, and re-started itself – with a distinct misfire and a weather-eye on the struggling little radiator filler cap behind his left ear.

Graham had been to Bedlam, and it was much nicer than New Calcutta.

Mars had been sold to him (educationally, rather than literally) as an arid planet. Graham called into question the very foundations of his membership of his after-school Amateur Astronomy Club. His first three seconds of colonial weather seemed more akin to that of England during Pimm’s Week.

He stepped then immediately back into his carriage and shut the door, arranging his various phobias and psychoses and pathologies into some order by muttering silently and wringing his hands. He was perilously close to a gibber.

The steward was bustling about and received Graham’s onslaught.

‘My god! There must be fifty people or more out there – perhaps a city of a hundred buildings – and carts with horses that make sounds like a thousand car horns! I’ve never heard horses make sounds like that! It is Hell!’ Graham made a move to sit down. ‘I must return home. I cannot stay in this place. Mother will sure certain allow me to stay privily in the attic, or perhaps incognito in one of the smaller garden sheds.’

Walter, being slower, looked nonplussed and was uncertain whether to continue to don his Lakeland full-length light-blue rip-stop raincoat with moisture-wicking mesh inserts, or whether to just hang it over his arm. Ought he to remove his Edinburgh Woollen Mills cardigan? Just how drastic could this Martian weather be?

Hamish, the highly-experienced steward from the hyphenated McHamish-McSteward clan, broke an empty gin bottle (one of many such that had accumulated on the carriage floor over the journey) and he advanced, brandishing the weapon. ‘Now now gentlemen, if you will kindly disembark without my having to cause you serious injury then I will see that your luggage is sent on after you.’

The railway carriage door opened, Graham and Walter alighted in the manner of the tail end of a steward’s boot-assisted ballistic arc, and they were followed by their various cases and trunks being “sent on after them”. Both of them heard the distinct “click” of a railway carriage door being locked from the inside. It was then again briefly unlocked, and two shining examples of the Raleigh Double-Chain Speed Six Gentleman’s Sporting Bicycle with Medically Recommended & Ergonomic Pat Pending Testicle-Nests in the Saddle were similarly let down. One – bicycle – not testicle - painted in Brooklands Green, the other in Guardsman’s Red, and both finished their flights in an ill-recommended and non-ergonomic heap less than suggestive of reliable future long-distance self-propelled transportation.

Walter, Graham, their luggage and the bicycles shimmered in the humidity and heat-haze. Both men came to terms with that likelihood that their testicles would never again be either medically recommended or ergonomic – and that unless the elasticity returned quickly to their respective scrotal arrangements they were both likely to remain Pat Pending in the saddle department.

‘My Father-in-law & Manager is obviously an unmitigated bastard’ observed Walter, reeling a little at his predicament. ‘Ten years! This is hardly a prime posting.’

‘My Mother is obviously an unmitigated bitch’ observed Graham, starting to become aware that all of the praise and encouragement into the Civil Service may have merely been a ruse to get rid of the youngest and most useless son. ‘She knows that I am built for temperate climes, wholly unsuited to living in what appears on first acquaintance to be a human conurbation with all of the appeal of a dung-beetle’s idea of an “exciting city-centre pied a terre in the tropics”. Nanny was right all along, and I should have heeded his advice on everything, not just the nipple-rings.’

Both men raised their umbrellas seeking relief in the shade, but there was none to be had. The intense light and heat bounced up near-undiminished from the blasted concrete.

‘It’s all so ... red’ said Graham. ‘The Sun – it’s blasting!’

‘Remember some years since when Emperor Starmer (known colloquially as Bill Gates’s bitch) announced that the government had used fairy-dust particles and silver sprinkles spread by aeroplanes in order to dim the Sun? Hogwash. They’d actually moved the Sun farther away from Earth and closer to Mars’ explained Walter.

Graham marvelled at how Walter could include parentheses in his spoken word. ‘Bugger me!’ he expostulated, largely missing Walter’s main thrust for the time being.

‘Eh? Steady on! We’re not that native – yet’ replied Walter. ‘Oh really, look here - only mad Martian dogs and ill-advised colonial Englishmen go out in the noonday sun. We need shelter.’

‘Nobody needs ShelterTM, Walter, other than those who draw shameless salary and gilt-edged generous pension from it. What we need is a taxi.’ Graham unholstered his Service revolver and fired several shots into the air. Training will out, eventually. ‘Porters! Taxis! Be quick about it or I shall have some of you natives relieved of your integument while still extant.’

The madding crowd milling about the railway station platform were galvanised, both from the effects of the too-close Sun – they being cold-blooded, and in the matter of absquatulating with a practised economy and efficiency that quite took Graham’s breath away. It was quite evident that polite extra-linguistic colonial requests for localised vehicular transportation were a not unknown occurrence in town.

One figure alone remained aloof.

‘Fuck me, another English wanker’ said the figure, as Graham’s bullets failed to achieve orbit and fell back to the station’s tired platform with leaden ding-dung sounds.

Graham took the expostulation as being his contact simply identifying himself rather than a summary taxonomic classification based upon impromptu and al fresco behavioural observations clinically compared to modal historical references and a certain amount of not entirely undeserved ethno-nationalistic typecasting.

‘Ah, there you are. Tell me, Fuckmeanotherenglishwanker. CAN - YOU - SPEAK – ENGLISH?’ he enquired.

‘Not awfully well, no, but one struggles manfully through. Let us retire all to the Consulate Office before we positively souffle in this heat and humidity. You have arrived in quite the incorrect season. Very pleased to meet you, sir. My name is XXXRGHYYSSONNNQQP SNARGGLLBELLENND but it may please you to refer to me by my given casual name; Aloof.’

‘Aloof is rather an odd name, is it not?’

‘No less peculiar than Fuckmeanotherenglishwanker, sir. Fewer syllables, easier to manage in this climate, and somewhat more accurate in my case.’

‘Syllables difficult to come by out here, are they?’

‘About two intelligible syllables per gin & tonic, after the initial week, is average sir. Hendricks or cheap Beefeater, it makes no never-mind. Your liver’s life-clock is ticking as we speak, the cadence will increase until the countdown is no more than a high-pitched background hum.’

‘Well, Aloof, I shall need a horse.’

‘The food at the Consulate is most excellent sir.’

‘Cleaner?’

‘More hygienic than most, sir. Two such, their given colonial names being Domestos and Vim.’

‘Guides?’

‘Only Boy Scouts, sir – with a sufficient modicum of Indian and Spirit for backup when the interwebnets is down. The Girl Guides membership proved insufficiently robust in this climate and required unsustainable quantities of expensively imported smelling salts and quinine.’

‘Transport and laundry...’

‘I’ll introduce you to Transport and Laundry at the Consulate, sir. Both excellent chaps, highly experienced, trustworthy and reliable.’

‘Trustworthy and Reliable?’

‘Indeed so, sir, your personal Secretaries.’

‘Deputy?’

‘The previous incumbent’s Irish Wolfhound, sir.’

‘My Deputy’s a dog?’

‘His bite is much, much worse than his bark, sir. Ideal in a deputy dog.’

‘Valet?’

‘An amateur performance of Swan Lake usually, once a year in the Officer’s Mess. Everyone dresses in tights. It’s all very jolly if one enters into the spirit and if one makes use of a pair of socks, rolled up.’

‘Blacksmith and Groom?’

‘The bar is currently called The Dog and Duck, although we could have it renamed. As you wish.’

‘I’d rather leave it called Thuddoganduckalthough. As You Wish is a stupid name. Custody Officer?’

‘On the cowardly side, assuredly, but I wouldn’t go so far as to call him custardly. We are all at some point tested beyond our endurance.’

‘Well let me have the test results as soon as you have them. High turnover?’

‘The mountain to the North of New Calcutta?’

‘The comings and goings.’

‘I prefer to refer to it as a Highly Dynamic Vacancy List.’

‘Enough for a list eh? I have a quite large staff then?’

‘Several pace sticks, a shooting stick, a pet stick-insect in your office (also left behind by the previous incumbent) and eleven serviceable umbrellas, sir. Will you require a staff too? For those occasional “You shall not pass!” situations?’

‘Only as previously discussed. Porters?’

‘The cellar at the Consulate is at your disposal, sir. Some of the vintages are quite potable, if taken with a strong Stilton or even a Bishop’s Finger.’

‘How long have you been in this sun, Aloof?’

‘Too long, sir, too long, but I aim to please.’

‘I generally aim over their heads initially, and if that doesn’t do the trick I take out a couple of the ringleaders. I won’t tolerate insurrection.’

‘Inadequate surrection is often a side-effect of the climate here, sir, but Viagra is available from the Medical Centre.’

‘To the Consulate then. We both need a stiff one. Tell me, Aloof, are there ... kippers ... in the Medical Centre?’

Aloof knew then the absolute certainty of plus ca change, plus c’est la meme tossing District Commissioner.

‘Kippers, sir?’

‘Vomiting kippers...’

A Martian m'elephant strolled past. Martian m'elephants may be differentiated from non-Martian elephants both Indian and African by the size of their feet rather than the size of their ears. They all had hoofers like dustbin lids. ‘No good at all for umbrella stands’ thought Graham.

Seeing Graham’s “Stall Occupé” facial expression Wilfred offered succour and support. ‘Come, Graham – concentrate - the game’s afoot!’

‘A foot? Each one is a yard across – and there are six per beast...’

‘They do say give a Martian m'elephant a pinch and it will take a smile.’

‘Aloof? What is the carbon footprint of these m'elephants? Do they damage the atmosphere?’

Walter tugged at his collar. ‘Difficult to see how they could make it worse.’

‘Eh? Eh? Carbon footprint?’ chivvied Graham.

‘Oh – six large round indentations about a yard across. It’s the ground that they damage. Also anyone they step on. The atmosphere around them must be one of constant alert. If you find yourself within a rapidly-expanding circular shadow then the chances are that you are about to be scraped onto a shovel, rolled up, tied with ribbon, and sent away to meet your maker.’

‘Well tell the taxi driver to make like a m'elephant.’

‘Eh?’

‘Tell him to step on it.’

The battered and bruised yellow-ish Hindustan Ambassador – bred mechanically from a long line of quite knackered old Morris Oxfords – began to raise the dust.

‘Parp parp’ muttered Walter, even though the identity card dangling from the broken rear-view mirror quite distinctly indicated the driver’s name as being SHJAAGGXLOOPYNNNG BUGGERMETHATWASACYCLIST. Walter instantly regretted disturbing him while he was driving. Who on Earth knew that Martians could turn their heads one hundred and eighty-one degrees when addressed from the rear seats?

‘HOLYMARYMOTHEROFGOD JESUSANDALLOFTHESAINTS!’ said Walter, involuntarily.

‘My uncle’s name, sir, this is his taxi. I only drive it when he’s in hospital after road accidents. How do you know my uncle, uncle?’

‘Unkle unkle?’ said Walter, not yet warming to the Martian patois in any way.

‘Ándale, ándale?’ offered the taxi-driver, genuinely doing his best with fifty-five brake horsepower and a four-speed gearbox.

Rolling then quite nicely they passed So Close and also Yetsofaraway Place.

Graham was of course pretending that he hadn’t noticed their reckless velocity, and outwardly looked as cool as a cucumber sandwich. ‘Wheeee!’ he said as the taxi briefly left the roadway, landed again, and then slid around a m’roundabout in quite the incorrect lane for a licensed vehicle with but one functioning brake-light and several highly misleading indicators.

‘You will learn, Aloof, that one must sometime play the buffoon in order to win in life’ advised Graham, warming to his role as District Commissioner.

‘The woodwind section of the Consulate Orchestra is perhaps not the best, sir, so you could hardly make a worse job of it than do the incumbent musicians. In fact, you’ll be able to hear little else at dinner this evening, even though you will wish to hear something else and that in its littlest form.’

‘Buffoon, not bassoon. I’ve never understood how anyone might even want to play the bassoon, let alone how they manage to get cogent notes from the things - and perhaps more importantly whether it is either moral or legal. Those canine teeth, the dog-like snouts with those disturbingly expressive eyes, the distended red and blue arses... I mean – into which end does one actually blow a bassoon while fingering the various valves, and what might one as an amateur expect musically as a result?’

‘Baboon, sir. I think that you are referring to the baboon. A baboon is a primate, sir.’

‘Well someone has to be Pope. It’s a quite thankless task unless you’re preternaturally catholic with a small Holy See.’

‘The Holy m’Pontiff, the Infallible one?’

‘If he is it’s no business of ours in this modern world, Aloof. We’re long past demonising the knob-jockeys, the arse-bandits, and the shirt-lifters. Some people are just homo sapiens because they lack the incautious spirit of adventure and stout emotional trouser-glands necessary for successful heterosexuality. Embrace your chickens, Aloof! Cuddle your bears! I mean if the Catholic Church of Mars can have a Pope who’s a bit of a pontiff and tends to the infallible, well... if the Vat-i-can can Cancan in bloomers then I’m sure we all can.’

‘You were explaining to me about how to play the buffoon, sir.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, it’s not even a musical instrument. No, sometimes in life – tense political moments usually – one must feign ignorance and pretend to be...’

‘... as thick as m’elephant shit, sir?’

‘Precisely. I like to let the world underestimate me.’

‘Sir, I cannot imagine that underestimating you would even be possible.’

‘Ah, well, there you are you see? It’s worked, even on you. You believe me to be an idiot of the first water. I may now safely operate above and beyond, with thought processes that none may suspect or even comprehend.’

‘District Commissioners move in mysterious ways?’

‘We do indeed. This Commissioner in particular. Ye gods, this heat and humility are doing nothing for my haemorrhoids and when over-warmed and damp they do rather interfere with the work of my tailor.’

Mysterious Way was closed off along with Roadworks Underway, cones abounding.

‘I was hoping that something largely external was interfering with the way you move, sir. I was toying with the idea of warning you against walking past the Eat, Drink, & Be m'Mary public house on any late evening in such a manner.’

‘Is there Talcum Powder at the Consulate, Aloof?’

‘Barrels of it, sir. We keep it dry in the Armoury, stacked next to the Gunpowder. Don’t mix up the barrels, sir, that’s how we lost your predecessor.’

‘Eh?’

‘One moment the tops of his thighs were chafing and the next – poof! He was gone, sir.’

‘Ah – poof you say? Passing Eat, Drink, & Be m'Mary, was he?’

‘Bits of him flew past that establishment, sir, yes.’

‘Now then, Fuckmeanotherenglishwanker. To business. I assume that my duties and responsibilities extend to all of the usual District Commissioner fare. Pickling my own liver in gin, going gently insane – or should that be gently going insane? Keeping some sort of lid on my territory vis a vis keeping the peace and the wotnot, that sort of thing?’

‘Indeed so, sir, with the addition of contracting tropical diseases relating to the strange combinations of damp and dust in a hot climate, sliding into moral turpitude, and concocting detailed and optimistic, if highly inaccurate, reports to send back to England omitting the more unsavoury details and assuring the King that all is well in his colonies.’

‘Diseases?’

‘No need to worry about those, sir, they’ll find you.’

‘Turpitude?’

‘Not dissimilar to white spirit, it helps slow the spread of the nipple-fungus and the foot-rot.’

‘Unsavoury details?’

‘Sex with the locals. Sex with local animals. Shooting the wrong
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