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			For my girls, with love.













			Prologue


			The disciples stood facing the platform, with their faces upturned. Sweat glistened on their foreheads, the armpits of their white robes grew slick and pungent. They were waiting, as Liz was, for Swami Ravi to emerge.


			She watched the dust swirl and settle. Liz had put sheets over the entrances and newspaper over the wire-mesh windows, but still it found a way inside. The room wasn’t the sterile one Ravi asked for, but she hoped he would focus only on the stage beneath the spotlight – the taped-down plastic sheeting and sparkling instruments laid out on their tray.


			He emerged from the shadows. As he strode onto the platform, heads flicked sideways to follow him and there was the sound of breath catching in multiple throats. Liz closed her eyes. It was her favourite noise in the world, the collective gasp at the very sight of Ravi.


			“Dear ones,” came his familiar voice. “We have sacrificed much these past days and weeks, our adherence to the methods has been strong and we have lived the life of the wakeful. You are to be congratulated.” 


			Liz opened her eyes and murmured her thanks along with the others.


			“But…it is not enough. We know this. This project is not to wrestle some sleep back, not to be content with saying that we have seen the error of that habit. Our teaching is not that we can survive on less sleep, friends. No, no. We are aiming for the life of the truly wakeful.”


			His dark, curled hair was slicked back from his face. Liz tried to have it trimmed every fortnight or so, but Ravi didn’t like to sit still. Even now, he paced the platform as he spoke, his heel squeaking against the plastic sheet as he turned.


			“In my conversations with the so-called experts,” he said, “a common critique emerges of my methods, yes? I have told you this before. This is what they say – it’ll mess you up, they say. And why? Because of these toxins. Even the chemistry of our bodies has grown reliant on sleep. Whilst we are unconscious our brain cleanses itself for the new day…”


			He stopped, abruptly, and turned so that he was facing his audience. As always, Liz felt he was staring directly at her, talking to her and her only. A flush blossomed across her neck, quite separate from the prickling heat of the room.


			“We lose seven or eight hours a night,” he hissed slowly, “to a fucking clean-up operation. Think what we could do with that time. Think what we could achieve, friends, if we were able to drain those toxins. Like extracting pus from a wound, yes, and leaving only clean blood…”


			He extended an arm out to the side of the stage. The Sleepless craned their necks forwards, peered into the shadows. Only a select few knew it would be Max. He was an unremarkable man with thinning blond hair and a tension at the shoulders like a permanent shrug. He’d been diligent in following the methods, though, and eager to volunteer.     


			Ravi welcomed him with an embrace. Then he took him by his hunched shoulders and positioned him right in the centre, facing out. Liz studied his face for signs of fear and doubt, but his mouth was slack and eyes glazed. They’d added something extra to his tea that morning.


			Ravi fitted the long, silver drill-bit. It was the one Liz would have chosen: not thin enough to snap and with a small, sharp point at the end of it. She had been careful with cleaning that one. 


			Once it was secure, Ravi stepped forward. He laid a hand on the back of Max’s head and, with the other, brought the drill up to rest on his forehead, between the eyes, an inch or so above the line of the eyebrows. Max’s eyes swivelled up, but his arms remained by his side and he continued to breathe shallowly and steadily.


			“You are the vanguard, dear one,” Ravi said.


			There was a pause. And then Ravi’s finger moved down onto the trigger of the drill. He started slowly so the noise of it was like a murmuring. As he pressed it in, though, it raised in pitch and became a whine and then a squeal. Liz looked at Ravi’s arms. The muscles were straining with the effort, the hand at the back of Max’s head pushing forward towards the drill. She looked, then, at Max’s face. It was contorted into a silent scream – eyes popping, mouth stretched, jawbone shuddering. And as the drill screeched, his voice rose to meet it with an unholy noise that was a mangled, garbled, cacophony of vowel sounds and curse words, reminiscent of wild animals fighting in the nighttime. The kind of sound that can be made in ecstasy. And then Ravi’s arm jerked, seemed to punch forward slightly. The drill went silent and so did Max. He slumped forward into Ravi’s arms. The drill was still lodged, at an angle, in his forehead. And the liquid that trailed from the tip was not the steady amber trickle of toxin that they had hoped for, but the familiar, knotted glistening of blood. 


			Liz clutched a fistful of her robe. Maybe if she stripped off and ran forward with it then she could stem the flow? Perhaps they could get him to a discreet doctor or leave him on a hospital concourse? But the bleeding was too much, it was already too late.


			Ravi let Max fall to the plastic sheeting. He stood looking down, his back turned to the audience and his shoulders slumped. Liz knew how bitterly disappointed he would be. 


			To draw a breath in the thick, stagnant air of that room felt impossible, never mind to make a noise. And yet, from somewhere towards the back, came the faint gulping sound of sobbing. A single disciple indulging themselves.


			Ravi’s head snapped up. He turned, eyes blazing. Stepping over Max, he peered out into the dimness of the room.


			“Don’t cry,” he snapped, “don’t fucking cry. When we talk of this in the years to come, we won’t focus on his failings, you understand? We will not note that he flinched as the procedure took place, or that he cheated and released the toxins with micro-sleeps and restful moments alone… 


			We will remember him as the one who paved the way for the next disciple. For the one who will be pure and follow my teachings to the letter. Somewhere – in this room or out there in the world – that disciple is watching what we have done today, is listening more precisely to what I have said, and is preparing themselves to follow in this unfortunate’s footsteps.


			Our task is clear, friends. We need to be patient and wait for them to show themselves…”   
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			Five minutes before he was due on air, Grafton brewed tea in his favourite mug. The one his son had made with SAT NAV stencilled on the side. A wee joke; an affectionate nickname. He gulped from it while checking last-minute motorway snarl-ups and train cancellations for his traffic report.


			He tipped the mug to get the dregs and felt the wet slap of the teabag against his lips. He’d forgotten to fish the bugger out. No matter, the extra caffeine would get him through drivetime. Friday rush-hour was always a busy one. 


			He put his headphones on and listened to the live feed from the studio: 


			“And where is the commune?”


			The voice in the cans was Kathy, presenter of the afternoon talk show. There was silence for a moment, but with the soft static of breathing. Grafton checked his own mic, but he was definitely still muted.


			“Ardnamurchan. As far west as you can go,” the caller said to Kathy. 


			Grafton looked at the traffic map on his screen. There was never any congestion on the roads up there, although there was the odd accident. It was a good four or five hours from Glasgow, out on enough of a limb that even tourists rarely ventured there.


			“Lovely part of the world,” Kathy said. “Where in Ardnamurchan?”


			“Can’t be specific. Not yet.”


			“Oh. And you’re trying to live a more frugal life, is that it?”


			“You’re not listening, Kathy.”


			The caller was a young woman, with an accent that was hard to place; somewhere way up north, maybe, or from out in the Hebrides. She spoke quietly, carefully. There was another pause.


			“We believe,” she said, “that society conditions us to sleep. It keeps us docile and prevents us from reaching our full potential. Humans need no more than two or three hours, beyond that we’re only doping ourselves into…acqua-acque-acquiescence.” 


			“I see,” Kathy said. “Like Margaret Thatcher then?”


			“Pardon?”


			“She only slept four hours a night, didn’t she?”


			“You’re trivialising it, Kathy. We follow the teachings of Swami Ravi, who tells us that there is tyranny in the alarm clock and that exhaustion comes not from a lack of sleep but from the absence of being fully awake.”


			Grafton reached forward and slid up the volume in his headset. He placed his hands against the headphones and listened intently. Again, there was the sound of the caller’s breathing, with the slightest catch on the inhale.


			“Well it sounds fascinating,” Kathy said, “but we’ll have to move on–”


			“With the coming challenges,” the caller said, “sleep will be a luxury we can’t afford.”


			“Strong opinions–”


			“It’s up to each of us to break the stranglehold of mindless routine.”


			“–but it’s about time to go across and get an update from the traffic and travel desk.”


			“Wakefulness is watchfulness.”


			“Traffic and travel.”


			Another pause. Grafton listened for the inhale-catch-exhale of the caller’s breath, but it had gone.


			“Grafton?” the producer’s voice in his ear.


			Shit. Dead air. He grabbed for his papers and stabbed at the mute button.


			“Sorry Kathy,” he said. “We’ll start with the ferries, shall we?”


			“Sounds like you nodded off yourself there…?” Kathy said. She tried to trill off a wee laugh, but he could tell she was needled.


			“Just intrigued,” Grafton said, with a chuckle. His levels were all off. He slid the volume down and leant in towards the microphone. “High winds have claimed a number of crossings from Oban…”  


			After his report, Grafton rose from the desk and made his way into the producer’s booth. Danny didn’t like interruptions mid-show, but Kathy was deep into a chat with some new synth-pop duo so Grafton decided to risk it.


			“Sorry for that,” he said. “Missed the link.”


			“Not like you.” Danny kept his eyes on the console.


			“Aye.”


			“Ach, we were early coming to you anyway. Shouldn’t have let the nutjob on.”


			Grafton nodded, but didn’t leave the booth. Danny was in his mid-thirties, a good two decades younger than Grafton, but he’d risen through the station hierarchy as quickly as he’d lost his hair. Only wisps and tufts of it remained, shaved short.  


			“Do we know anything else about that caller? The last one?”


			“The nutjob?” Danny shrugged. “She called for the discussion on the climate crisis and some fucking idiot who should know better–” he pointed a thumb up at himself, “–let her on the air.”


			Grafton nodded. He knew Danny’s attention would only remain on him for a short time. The segment was nearly at an end. It was now or never. This was the first lead he’d had for years.


			“Could we do a follow-up?” he asked.


			“On her?” Danny screwed up his face. “On that commune?”


			“Aye, on both. Could we go up there and investigate for a feature, maybe, for Kathy’s show or…”


			“Ach, Grafton–”


			“A podcast series, maybe, if you think it’s better.”


			“And when you say we…?”


			“I mean me, I guess. I have some experience in that area, you know.”


			He had no idea if Danny knew what had happened with Liz, his ex-wife, but it seemed likely that he’d have heard at least the echoes of gossip. He was less likely to know that Grafton had a folder on his laptop with files and links to news stories on Swami Ravi and his teachings. 


			“Sorry buddy.” Danny rocked back in his seat. “We’re tight enough running the usual show and you’re…well…better to stick with things as they are.”


			Grafton nodded slowly, his teeth set together until it seemed he could feel every crown, every filling.


			“Sorry, really I am.”


			“Just an idea, Danny, no worries.”


			Grafton turned to the door and Danny hooked his headphones back over his ears. 


			Once he was on the other side of the glass, Grafton stood and stared at the red light of the On Air sign. It hadn’t been Liz’s voice on the call, he was certain of that, but if that Ravi character was involved then she wouldn’t be far behind. And, after eight years, Grafton reckoned he was entitled to answers. In that time, her only communication had been a yearly postcard to wish their son, Isaac, a happy birthday. The cards were postmarked Jaipur, Pune, Malta, and Zurich. She’d missed a year, then another two from Jaipur and one from Vienna. That had arrived only a few months ago. And now there was the possibility that she’d settled a few hours up the road without even letting them know that she was back in the country.


			If his online research was anything to go by, there was a story in there too. He was sure he was right – in his gut – about that. And, in this day and age, you didn’t need a radio station behind you, did you? His phone would do the trick for recording. He’d take a week of annual leave and travel out to Ardnamurchan for a busman’s holiday. To hell with Danny. Journalism didn’t have to be a young man’s game, he still knew how to chase down a story. He’d get some answers from Liz and expose this Swami Ravi charlatan at the same time – two birds, one stone.
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			Friday night was pizza night. Grafton stopped off at the place on Clarence Drive. But when the guy behind the counter asked if he wanted his usual, Grafton found himself shaking his head. Instead, he ordered two baked potatoes with tuna and cheese.


			With the plastic bag dangling from his fingers, he walked back to the flat. Isaac wouldn’t be happy with the change in menu, but even he would have to admit that they were in a rut – in a mindless routine – with the steady succession of unhealthy takeaway food.


			Isaac was nestled in the corner of the sofa, with the laptop open on his knees. The wrestling was on the muted telly. It had been a constant backdrop to their lives, especially through the lockdowns. Isaac had dug up recordings of old Wrestlemanias and half-watched them like other folk did with the news channels. A hell of a thing for a seventeen-year-old to be fixated on, Grafton thought, but Isaac argued that it was part of his artistic process. His sketches and clay moulds were spread out across the dining table behind the sofa.	


			“Evening Sat Nav,” Isaac said. “Good day?”


			“Hi son. Aye, fine.”


			“What’s this?”


			It hadn’t taken him long to notice the absence of pizza. The Friday night tradition stretched back years. Since Liz left. In those early months, it had perhaps been the most consistent part of Grafton’s parenting.


			“Thought we should go healthier,” Grafton said. “Baked potato.”


			“You know potatoes don’t count as one of your five-a-day, right?”


			“Cheeky git.” Grafton threw the bag down onto his son’s stomach, so that Isaac flinched and the laptop toppled to the cushions. Grafton pointed down at it. “Could I look something up, while you have that open?”


			“Aye, what you after?”


			Isaac passed the computer across and Grafton sat on the arm of the sofa. He typed in a search for the sleepless commune up in Ardnamurchan, then he braced himself; Isaac was an expert at sniffing out opportunities to be scathing. 


			“Young woman called Kathy’s show today,” Grafton said, “from some collective out on the west coast who don’t believe in sleep.”


			Isaac had lifted one of the Styrofoam containers from the bag. He opened it, wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “If I say I don’t believe in jacket potatoes, can I get a pizza?”


			Grafton smiled, but didn’t answer. He was looking at the laptop. There were one or two articles about the commune, mostly about the disruption they’d caused local residents. The followers themselves didn’t seem to have any web presence. It was only at the bottom of a forum that Grafton found the address – a series of abandoned holiday chalets outside Kilchoan. 


			He turned to show Isaac and realised that his son was staring at the wrestling on the telly. He still hadn’t touched his potato or, in fact, done anything except for twitching his face into a frown.


			“Is this about Mum?” Isaac asked, quietly.


			“What?”


			“Is this something to do with her…?”


			Jesus, nothing got past Isaac. Must have got his brains from the maternal side. All the same, he knew next to nothing about where his mum had ended up or the teachings she followed. Only what was in those postcards – the odd mention of Ravi, or just ‘R’, and the regular flitting back-and-forth between India and Southern Europe. 


			“Oh, buddy, no,” Grafton said, deciding on denial. “It’s a story. For the station.”


			“You’re the travel guy.”


			“I used to do stories, Isaac, don’t forget. It’s not–” He cleared his throat. “There’s a story there, I’m telling you.”


			“Would you be so interested if it wasn’t for Mum, though?”


			Grafton paused and thought about what to tell him. It was rare that they spoke about Liz. It was about routine, again. They’d made their peace, individually, with the fact that she’d left and there seemed little point in wasting their breath on the whys and wherefores. Sure, Grafton spent the occasional evening trawling through webpages in search of a breadcrumb trail that led back to her and Ravi, but he had always kept his son insulated from that.  


			It was different for Isaac. He’d find it difficult to remember a time when his mum was living with them, when communication from her was more than the occasional postcard. Grafton had seen Liz leaving as more of a drift, but for Isaac it had been an abrupt departure. 


			Grafton was near-forty when they met and her energy seemed to strip the years from him. She was impulsive, but endearingly so. She had these wide brown eyes that were always flickering from one side of a room to the other and when she smiled – or frowned – there wasn’t a muscle in her face that wasn’t involved.


			Her desire for a child only seemed an extension of Grafton’s run of luck. He’d resigned himself to the idea that the best he would manage was a puppy, so this younger, beautiful woman wanting to start a family with him was like a lottery win from a forgotten ticket.


			The warning signs were there, though. He’d  leave her painting her toenails on the sofa and return to find her up a ladder painting the living room walls. She’d suggest taking a long weekend away and come back from the travel agent’s with brochures for round-the-world cruises.    	 


			The full radiance of Liz’s attention shifted from Grafton to baby Isaac and they all muddled through. Liz was on maternity leave from her nursing role at the hospital, and Grafton was picking up enough commissions to get by. Sure, it itched at him that he had to pass up some opportunities because Liz needed her spells away, her solitary time, but staying at home with the baby was tiring and she needed to recharge. She was an introvert, she told him, even though all evidence pointed to the opposite.


			It was when Isaac was six or seven that Liz started to go travelling abroad. Working on the wards, but willing to rearrange shifts and take annual leave so she could have a break in Paris or a weekend in Berlin. Her son was well settled in school, after all, and Grafton could do the pick-ups. She’d always wanted to see Sri Lanka, always wondered about Vietnam. Then, when Isaac was nine, she went to India for a week. Two months later they had received the first postcard.


			“This is just a really good story,” Grafton said, finally, smiling across to Isaac. “Promise.”


			“Is it a radio thing, then, or print?” Isaac asked.


			Grafton shrugged. “I’m going to go up there for a few days to find out more.” 


			“Jesus.”


			“I’ll write it up as an article and as a programme idea and pitch it around. If it’s what I think it is then someone’ll be interested.”


			“Aye, get the Rolodex out, is it?”


			Grafton swatted a hand at his son’s knee, but Isaac jerked it away. On the telly, a wrestler jumped from the corner of the ring – from the top rope – twisted in the air and brought his opponent down to the canvas in a headlock. Grafton looked across at the table, to the sculpture Isaac was working on: a wrestler carved from the shoulders up, face contorted, as bulging, disembodied arms wrapped around his neck in a chokehold.


			“You’re taking me driving this weekend,” Isaac said. “Don’t forget. And it’s my exhibition show at college next Friday afternoon.”


			Grafton felt a wince of irritation in his chest, but he was fairly certain he kept it off his face. He’d completely forgotten his promise to take Isaac out in the car. But he didn’t mind, not really. 


			“I’ll leave on Monday,” he said. “Probably for the best – gives me time to prepare.”


			“And you’ll be back for the exhibition?”


			“Course I will, Hockney.”


			Isaac nodded and leant across to the coffee table. He lifted one of the potatoes, in its container, and handed it to Grafton.


			“Now that you’re done researching,” he said, “you might want to take a sniff of that…”


			Grafton lifted the lid. “Bloody hell!” He didn’t need to put his nose to it, the smell was rancid even from a distance. “How did the lad in the shop not smell that?”


			Isaac grinned. “No one gets tuna on a pizza, do they? It’s probably been sitting out for weeks.”


			“Bloody hell.”


			Isaac took the Styrofoam container off him and walked through to the kitchen. Grafton heard the bin lid, then a drawer opening and closing. When Isaac came back through he had a handful of takeaway menus in his hand. He threw them down onto Grafton’s chest. 


			“I’m not sure any of these places will do a quinoa salad,” Grafton said, with a grin.


			“Learn your lesson, old man.” 
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			Liz noted the brocade curtains at the bay windows, tied back with a royal blue sash, and the ornate cornicing around the ceiling. The carpet felt thick beneath the thin soles of her slip-on shoes, and soft orchestral music played from a radio in the corner. Ravi would have said something about opulence and ostentatious wealth, about possessions encouraging sloth.


			On a mahogany side-table, beside a vase of white lilies, was a notepad and pen embossed with the British Embassy logo. Liz pocketed the pen but left the paper. Then she moved over to the standard lamp and flicked it off. Ravi would say it was decadent to have artificial light when enough sunlight was angling in. 


			There were four seats to choose from: an armchair large enough to serve as a carriage; two wingback chairs with tasselled trim; and a small sofa with plumped-up cushions. Liz considered each of them in turn. Maybe if she took the cushions off the sofa? Or sat upright in the armchair? No, none of them would do. She would sink in, she would be lost. Instead, she moved back over to the side-table and lifted off the notepad and vase. She set them carefully down on the carpet. Then she hoisted herself up to sit on the table. She drew her legs up, folded them into a basket like a child at school assembly, and rearranged the pleats of her skirt.


			She didn’t know if she’d come far enough. It had been a ten-hour drive, through Slovenia, but maybe she should have continued further than Budapest. Maybe Swami Ravi’s name would still be greeted with suspicion here; those doctored arrest warrants would probably show up on their system. She didn’t want to drive too far east though, because she’d be heading back west afterwards. 


			“Ms Whelan?”


			The young man was as carefully crafted as the wingback chairs. His suit was tailored to the point that a good meal would strain the stitches and his smile was as polished as his shoes. He showed the smile for only a second, then he caught sight of her up on the side-table.


			“Oh, um, that’s not actually for sitting on.”


			“It was where I was most comfortable.”


			He considered this. A hand went up to his hair and swept it to the side. “Not to worry,” he said, smiling again. “Won’t you come with me?”


			Liz followed him through double-doors and up a gently curving staircase. She avoided making eye-contact with the men in military uniforms who studied her from the portraits on the walls.


			“You require an emergency travel document, I understand?” the young man said, as he ushered her into an office at the top of the stairs. His desk was also mahogany, sturdier-looking than the side-table, and he had another of the small cushioned sofas, along with more cornicing and brocade curtains. 


			“An emergency passport, yes,” Liz said. 


			“Indeed. We don’t refer to it as that, generally.”


			“Why not?”


			“Well…erm…” He sat down and held out a hand to a wooden chair on the other side of the desk. “It isn’t a replacement for a passport, strictly speaking, and it does need to be tied to concrete travel plans.”


			Liz nodded. She flashed him a smile of her own and moved over to the window. Natural light. There was a window seat and a potted plant beside it.


			“What’s this plant, do you know?” she asked.


			“I’m not sure on that, sorry.”


			“It’s not plastic, though?”


			“If it is, it’s been a mistake to have been watering it all these years.”


			His joke hung in the air for a moment. Liz had long ago given up worrying about laughing at the right times, following the right social cues. That type of anxiety, that fixation on niceties, led only to exhaustion. You need to channel your energy. There are more important things.


			She closed her eyes, felt the sunlight through the window. Yes, this was the position. She opened her eyes and sat herself down on the window seat. 


			The man cleared his throat and wheeled his chair across a touch, out from behind the desk, so that he could see her around the long leaves of the plant.


			“You’re going back to Britain, are you, Ms Whelan?”


			“Yes, I have a car.”


			“Ok, right you are. And you’d get the ferry or use the tunnel, would you?”


			Liz turned to look out of the window. The gardens below had quite an exotic array of plants and trees; the British imperial project in miniature. Then there were high stone walls, with cameras facing outwards onto the grey streets of Budapest. 


			“I’ll put that down,” the man said, turning to his desk. “Do you have a form of identification?”


			Liz sewed her own skirts. Long ones with plenty of pockets. She reached into a pocket now and drew out the sheet of folded paper Ravi had given her. He’d smiled and told her it was a key to be used to open doors.


			She held the letter out to the consular official. He looked up from what he was writing and wheeled his chair across to take it from her. She watched his face as he unfolded it and read. There was a flicker there, yes, the slightest blanch. He was public-school, so he quickly smoothed it over, but he had recognised Swami Ravi’s name. Liz felt a small satisfaction that his fame had travelled so far, but it was tempered by the knowledge that this man would only have been fed the official line.


			“This letter doesn’t actually tell us much,” he said. “This gentleman doesn’t have the authority to request that his adherents are given safe passage.”


			Liz smiled. In the coming years, a letter with an instruction from Swami Ravi would be more valuable than anything these people had left in their vaults.


			“We’ll have to make enquiries,” the man said. “Verify your identity, you understand.”


			“Perfectly.”


			“The whole process will take two days.” His forehead creased into a frown. “At least.”


			Liz nodded. She wasn’t worried about time. That was only an imposed construct, used to train citizens into a day-week-month pattern of drudgery. 


			“I’ll wait,” she said, and drew her legs up onto the window seat. It really was just the right position, with the sunlight and the firm wooden seat and the potted plant to the side. 


			“You can’t stay there, though.” The young official swivelled in his chair, first one way then the other. He looked at the papers on his desk, then at the door. 


			“Don’t worry, I won’t bother you.”


			“No, but…” The man looked again at the door. “You can’t sleep here.”


			Liz smiled. “I won’t.” 













			4


			On Monday morning, Grafton packed up his little black hatchback. He didn’t want to wake his son, so he left the last of his cash where he was sure Isaac would find it and made a mental note to text him the login to book a supermarket delivery. Then Grafton headed out of Glasgow on the road towards Loch Lomond. In his rucksack he’d opted for the bare minimum: two changes of underwear, a stick of deodorant, toothbrush, extra t-shirt and a woolly jumper.


			As he drove the twisting, fast road beside the loch, Grafton thought over his cover story once again. He’d always found that the best lies held at least a nugget of truth within them. So, he was a single dad – no need to mention that Isaac was practically an adult – who was struggling to juggle parenthood and the pressures of work. That was where the fib came in, because he couldn’t tell them about the radio station, so he’d decided to tell them he was a teacher. Of course, if Liz was there then the cover story would come unravelled within minutes, but it would surely be enough to get him over the threshold.


			It had been a long time since he’d driven through Glencoe. No scenery more Scottish than these mountains, with the road carving through the middle of them. And the way the slabs of shadow moved across the steep rises on either side – sweeps of green and brown turning slate grey in an instant. The higher the road climbed the more persistent the drizzle became, but the mist didn’t drift down from the summits.


			There had been a summer, Grafton remembered, when Liz had taken a notion to go hill-walking, with Isaac in the baby-carrier. Grafton would have started with a hill out in Stirlingshire, but only a Munro would do for Liz, so they’d travelled all the way up to Glencoe. They made it to the first ridge, before stopping and opening the thermos of coffee. Grafton and Isaac had turned back for the car, but Liz had carried on towards the peak. It was dark by the time she returned.


			On the other side of Glencoe was the Corran ferry, to take him across to the Ardnamurchan peninsula. Only a small boat, with a smell of diesel and a surly lad in a hi-vis taking the money. It gave Grafton a chance to get out of the stale air of the car, though, and stand in the stiffening wind; strong enough to water the eyes and catch at your breath. He watched the outline of the inn at Ardgour getting closer and closer, sharpening into whitewashed walls with black-framed windows.


			As he drove off the ferry, he felt the first twist of nerves in his stomach. That beautiful hit of adrenaline which is half-fear and half-anticipation. He hadn’t felt it – not really – in years. He flicked down the shade against the low sun and looked at the clipping he’d tucked in there the day before. His last by-line, from seven years ago: an investigation into a middle-aged publican playing at being Al Capone in a small Ayrshire town.  


			For years, Isaac had called his dad Sat Nav. He’d struggle to remember him as anything other than the travel guy on the radio, he’d never seen what his dad was truly capable of. Especially because the traffic beat through the pandemic had been trimmed down to little more than a call-in service for key workers. And Isaac taking his own art seriously and planning on taking up a place at Glasgow School of Art next year was like a wee nudge, a dig in the ribs, for Grafton. A reminder that he used to have his own ambitions.


			The roads on the peninsula were single-track and punctuated by the kind of blind summits that made your stomach lurch. Grafton wound down the window and breathed in the smell of the pine forests. 


			At the very least, this trip would tell Grafton if he still had it in him to be a journalist, even if he didn’t find Liz or get answers to those questions. That was worth a few days out west. Even if the commune itself was nothing more than kids getting excited about staying up late – midnight feasts and truth or dare – a proper journalist would be able to spin that out into a story. The important thing was to get yourself in the middle of it and let it all unfurl.


			Kilchoan was spread out along a meandering road that traced the curve of a bay. There was a pebbled beach with a single white rowboat aslant on a patch of seaweed, but it was hard to see where the centre of the village was. Grafton reached a junction with the churning sea in front of him, and had to choose which way to turn. Car idling, he craned his neck to look. There was a concrete pier to his right, the end of it visible in the receding tide. To his left was a large grey farmhouse, set imposingly high in a sheep-dotted field. Then he caught sight of a small sign nailed to a fence post on the shore side of the road. It was white-painted wood, no larger than a sheet of paper, with black letters stencilled across it: SHOP & POST. The arrow beneath pointed right.    


			He didn’t encounter any other cars on the road along and an inspection of the handful of whitewashed houses told him only that net curtains were popular out here and that the salt-strewn gardens grew little beyond battered lobster creels. An aroma of peat-smoke drifted in through the air-vents. 


			The Pier Shop was a long, low white building with a single petrol pump outside. It had a view of the moorings opposite and, beyond that, the silhouette of Mull. Grafton pulled up in the tight turning circle and went inside to ask for directions.


			There was a young lad, no more than fourteen, stacking shelves beside the door. He looked up and then quickly away as Grafton entered. Just like Isaac had been at that age, as though his skin was a touch too tight.


			“Afternoon,” Grafton said. “Do you know how I’d find my way to the commune?”


			The boy looked down at the tin of peas in his hand and sighed. Deeply, as if the peas had broken his heart.


			“Gran,”  he called out. “Another one for Seattle.”


			Grafton turned. From behind the counter at the back of the shop came a woman with close-cropped grey hair and dangling earrings. She rose more steeply on her right side than on her left when she walked; either a hip replaced or in need of replacing. This hirple set the earrings swinging wildly.


			“My advice,” she said, “for what it’s worth, is to turn back to wherever you came from. Or, better yet, there’s a hotel further up the road with comfy beds.”


			“It’s the commune I’m interested in.”


			He stopped short of explaining his interest. It sounded like the locals had some opinions on it that might be worth hearing first, starting with that nickname the boy had used.


			“Do you call it Seattle after that Meg Ryan film?” he asked, looking to the gran and then to the boy.


			“You’re a sharp one,” the boy muttered.


			“Manners,” the gran said.


			Grafton smiled, to show there were no hard feelings. He stepped closer to the gran and left the boy to resume his shelf-stacking.


			“What do you make of it?” he asked. “Their ideas, I mean.”


			“Ideas?” She shook her head, earrings clacking. “There’s no sense that comes out of that lot. Bunch of spoiled wee bairns is all they are, playing at zombies up on that hill. Treat this place like some Neolithic visitor centre.”


			“What d’you mean?”


			“Eh?”


			“Why a visitor centre?”


			“Ach, they think we’re some pure rural past, maybe, or we’re backward enough to buy their snake oil, I don’t know.” She peered up at Grafton. “We’re not as daft as we look, and we’re definitely not as daft as you, if you’re on your way up to join them.”


			She kept her gaze on him. Grafton didn’t look away.


			“So how do I get there?” he asked.


			“Straight along the shore road. They’re in the wooden chalets, on the left, that stretch up the hill. If you reach the kirk with the phone box outside then you’ve gone too far.”


			“Thank you.”


			“Word of advice?”


			“Please.”


			“Buy yourself an apple or an orange before you leave. They seem to live on nothing but dried pasta and rice. Poor sods are kept awake by rickets, more than likely.”


			Grafton nodded. “I’ll take one of each. And some indigestion tablets, if you have them.”


			“Smarter than you look,” the woman replied.
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			The entrance to the commune was a wide sweep of pebble-strewn tarmac, up a slight incline. On the left was a wooden chalet with a hand-painted sign that said ‘Office’. After parking, Grafton walked to the turn in the road to look up the hill. There were five buildings he could see – four log cabins and an A-frame. All the wood was stained the same shade of brown and the grass and gravel paths between the buildings looked well-tended. 


			“New arrival?”


			He spun around. A man had come out of the office and was standing on the top step. He was in his twenties, maybe, with hollowed-out eyes and hair that had been unevenly shaved. The robe he wore had once been white but had yellowed under the armpits and greyed at the hem. It failed to mask how painfully skinny he was. 


			“Yes.” Grafton smiled and held his hand up in a half-wave. “I’m Grafton.”


			“Eddie,” he said. “But, that’s – Grafton can’t be your first name.”


			“No one uses my first name. At this point, I’m not sure I can even remember it.”


			Grafton grinned, but Eddie’s smile was more like a wince.


			He turned back towards the office and Grafton stood for a moment, nonplussed. Was he supposed to follow or wait? Had this Eddie character decided that if he didn’t give his first name then he was refused entry? He wasn’t entirely certain why he hadn’t given it – there was just something about folk using his first name that caused him to set his teeth together; it had echoes of an earlier time in his life, it felt like a separate identity. 


			As the door swung shut behind Eddie, Grafton decided to follow. He’d not been told otherwise, after all. Climbing the steps, Grafton took his phone from his jacket pocket and started the voice recorder.


			Inside, the office was spacious but sparsely furnished. There was only a desk, a wooden chair, and a metal filing cabinet. There was an ancient-looking desktop computer, but no sign of any other technology. On the floor was a worn grey rug. The only colour on it came from a wet patch over beside the window. It looked like an infected wound, ringed with rust-red and oil-spill purple. It wasn’t clear if the moisture was seeping up from below or dripping down from above.


			Eddie sat in the chair and Grafton was left standing. “Age?” Eddie asked.


			“Fifty-seven.”


			Eddie had a single-sheet form. He filled it in with his tongue poking out through his teeth, like a toddler with crayons. Grafton readied himself to tell his cover story – widower, single dad, teacher, untapped potential. He didn’t need even a word of it, though.


			Eddie looked up, staring. “You’re ready now?”


			“Sorry?”


			“For the–” He snapped his fingers a few times, rapidly. “Like orientation, but – erm–”


			“Initiation?” Grafton asked, with a wee flutter of anxiety about what that word might mean, about what tasks or rituals might go along with it.


			Eddie closed his eyes, shook his head.


			“Induction?”


			“Yes!” Eddie snapped his fingers again, but now he looked delighted. His smile showed a row of teeth that had the same yellow tinge as his robe. One of his incisors was dead, dull grey in colour.


			“Is it you who does it?” Grafton asked.


			“I’ll start you off.” Eddie sniffed. “Just with the basics.”


			Eddie looked down at his sheet. He shook his head slightly and picked up his pen again, but he didn’t change anything on the form. He turned it over to look at the back. It was blank.


			“We start with three questions,” he said, “but I’ve only got two here.”


			“Ok. Maybe the third will come to you?”


			There was a pause. Grafton watched Eddie’s hand holding the paper. There was a tremor, a very slight but definite shaking. This young lad was nervous, it seemed, of being trusted with the induction. Grafton stood a little straighter and sized Eddie up. He was confident that, if it came to it, he could out-muscle the younger man.


			“What does the induction involve?” he asked. “Is it based on Swami Ravi’s teachings?”


			Eddie frowned. “You know his teachings?”


			“Well, I have a friend…an old friend…who travelled to learn from him in India. Maybe you know her? Liz Whelan, she’s called. Elizabeth.”


			Eddie shook his head. With the pen, he gouged some dirt out from underneath his fingernail. It fell to the sheet of paper on the desk. He sat staring at it for a couple of seconds, as if wondering how it got there.


			“Swami Ravi has good ideas,” he said, finally, “but our way is better.”


			Grafton nodded. “So, his teachings are the basis for what you do, is that right?”


			Eddie gave no answer. Instead, he stood abruptly. He came around to Grafton’s side of the desk and reached out his hand to grip Grafton’s shoulder. There was some dig in his fingers, more strength than you would have anticipated from looking at him.


			“I’ll show you some methods,” he said, “then we’ll go to the others in the A-frame.”


			This raised more questions than it answered, but Grafton decided to stay with it for now. He’d come this far, after all, and he hadn’t found out enough. It didn’t sound like Liz was here, but it was possible that she hadn’t crossed paths with Eddie yet. Or that she was going by another name.


			“Two questions,” Eddie said, looking him in the eye. “The first is – how long are you staying for?”


			“Until Thursday, maybe. I’m a teacher and I need to get back for–”


			“Fine,” Eddie interrupted. “And are you a policeman or a journalist?”


			Grafton gave a laugh, then realised that it was too loud and too short, more a bark than a chuckle. 


			“I’m a teacher,” he said, smiling. “Like I say.”


			“It’s one of the questions.”


			“And the third one?” Grafton asked.


			“What?” 


			“Did you remember the third question?”


			Eddie looked back at the desk and frowned. He let go of Grafton and lifted the sheet of paper. He turned it over to the blank side again. He gazed at it for a moment before blinking and looking back up.


			“What’s your contribution?” he said.


			“Sorry?”


			“Your contribution.”


			Eddie was staring at Grafton now.


			“You mean…” Grafton paused. “Well, I could help with cleaning and maintenance or, maybe, if there are children, I could help with the lessons…”


			“No.” Eddie shook his head. “No. What is your contribution. We will feed and clothe you, right?”


			“Ah, I see.”


			In some ways, this was reassuring. It was easier to understand if it was all a grift. There was a simplicity to the whole thing if everyone had to demonstrate their sincerity by paying their way in. Although the thought struck Grafton: what had Liz’s contribution been when she first travelled to India?


			“I have no cash,” Grafton said, “but maybe folk could use my car for the time I’m here?”


			Eddie shook his head. He was more assured now, his face set in a scowl and his arms folded across his chest.


			“You have online banking?” he asked.


			“Yes.”


			“Use the computer. Log in.”


			Grafton looked over at the desktop. He thought of scams he only vaguely understood: skimming and identity fraud, hackers and credit card cloning. He wished Isaac was there.


			“I’ll do it on my phone,” Grafton said, pulling it out of his pocket and quickly closing down the voice recorder app. He opened the banking one instead.


			“Fine,” Eddie said, “but then the phone goes away, ok? No phones allowed.”


			Grafton nodded. Now he was into the app, he had no idea how much to give. He had been intending to take Isaac up north that summer, to celebrate him finishing college. Maybe it would need to be a camping trip rather than an Airbnb.


			As he stood there, undecided, Eddie moved across to the desk and lifted a sheet of paper. He scribbled down the six digits of a sort code and eight of an account number, then handed it over.


			There was a story here, Grafton was sure of it. Even if it was only about a few gullible souls being cheated out of their savings. Or a more personal piece about searching for his ex-wife. He could shop it around the papers and make his money back that way.


			“I’ll send three hundred, ok?” Grafton said.


			“Whatever you can contribute.”


			“Two-fifty, then?”


			“Three,” Eddie said. Then he stepped over to the far side of the room. There was a door. Eddie beckoned to Grafton and opened it. Behind was a cupboard with several shelves of neatly-folded white fabric. Eddie reached up to the top and pulled out a robe. It looked cleaner than the one he was wearing, at least.


			“Get changed,” Eddie said.


			“Here?”


			“Where else?”


			Grafton stood for a moment, considering. He wasn’t especially shy about his body, beyond a bit of a gut and the odd tuft of greying hair, but the robe didn’t seem to have any pockets. He looked down at his phone, with the confirmation screen from the banking app still showing.


			“What do I do with my valuables?” he asked.


			“We can keep them safe for you, here in the office.”


			“I’d rather lock them in my car, I think.”


			Eddie bit at his lip. “Fine, fine.”


			Grafton took the robe and stepped back outside. He clambered into the driver’s seat and started to get himself changed. Eddie had followed him, but stopped on the steps of the office. Grafton thought back to taking Isaac to play football on Saturday mornings: young lads getting changed into their kits in the back of the car, leaving the smell of boot polish and Deep Heat behind them. Grafton used to stand alongside, staring off into the distance to give the boys their privacy. He looked up now and, sure enough, Eddie was looking anywhere except the little black hatchback.


			He folded his jacket, t-shirt and jeans and placed them on the backseat. His wallet and housekeys went in the glovebox, but he kept his car-keys and his phone. He pulled on the linen robe – tight around the middle, but comfortable enough – and was relieved to find that the cuffs were elasticated. He tucked his phone in one sleeve. Then, just to be safe, he pulled his Dictaphone out of the glovebox and slipped it in his other sleeve. He climbed out of the car.


			“Socks and shoes,” Eddie said.


			“What?”


			“You won’t need socks and shoes. We’ll give you sandals if necessary.”


			Grafton looked down at the black plimsolls on Eddie’s own feet, like a child’s gym-shoes. They looked too big for his twiggy ankles. Grafton shrugged and placed his shoes and socks on the driver’s seat before locking the car door. 


			“Back inside then,” Eddie said.


			Grafton followed him back into the chalet. He was aware of holding his arms slightly unnaturally, with the weight of the phone in one sleeve and the Dictaphone in the other, so he clasped his hands in front of himself. Isaac would laugh if he could see him, ask him why the fuck he was dressed as Jesus with short hair.


			“Give me your keys,” Eddie said, holding out his hand.


			Grafton looked down at his car keys. “I’ll keep them.”


			“You don’t have pockets.”


			Grafton shrugged, conceding the point. He didn’t want to draw attention to the elasticated sleeves. “I’ll hold them,” he said, instead.


			“Give them to me.”


			Reluctantly, Grafton held out the keys. Eddie took them and hung them on a spare hook attached to the wall behind the desk. There were dozens of sets of keys there – none of them were marked or labelled.  


			Eddie gestured for him to follow. They moved to the back of the room and another wooden door. Beyond it was a small, dark room. There was a black-out blind on the window, so the only light came from the doorway itself. Grafton was worried that Eddie would shut it and they’d be in darkness, but he left it open. There was little in the room besides two straight-backed chairs, facing each other, and a small stool. In the corner, on the floorboards, was a kettle and various mugs. 


			“Have a seat,” Eddie said, pointing to a chair. Grafton did as he was told. 


			Eddie suddenly dropped to the floor. There was a pause, and then he started to do a series of vigorous press-ups. He grunted between each one. After ten, he switched to sit-ups. Then star-jumps. All the while, he didn’t say a word. Grafton watched, certain now that he’d under-estimated the young lad’s strength; this work-out routine didn’t seem to be straining him in the slightest.


			“Method one,” Eddie said, when he was finally still. “Callisthenics.”


			Grafton could only nod.


			“I’ll show you three methods for now, but they’re only introductory.” Eddie breathed deeply. “There are more advanced methods we can show you if – well – once you’re sure about joining.”


			“Stupid question,” Grafton said, half-raising his hand before realising the absurdity. “Three methods for what?”


			“For wakefulness,” Eddie replied. He moved over to the kettle in the corner and crouched to set it boiling. Then he lifted a small jam jar. He carried it over and handed it to Grafton. “Take a sniff.”


			Grafton unscrewed the lid and smelled the contents of the jar. It looked and smelt like a spice mix: more Italian seasoning than Indian spicing, but with a hint of chilli or paprika in there. He handed the jar back to Eddie and raised his eyebrows. Eddie grinned.


			“Gives you a wee jolt of energy,” he said.


			He moved back over to the kettle and spooned some of the mixture into two cups. Grafton wondered if there was anything in the jar other than tea and herbs, but he held back from asking. In the time it took for the kettle to boil, he had a choice to make: trust Eddie enough to drink this strange concoction; or turn tail and get out of there with the opening of a story about a cult that spent their nights doing push-ups and drinking the contents of the spice rack. Was this how Liz filled her days? Was it this odd mix of Eighties aerobics and pagan tea that had convinced her to leave her family?


			“What’s the third method?” Grafton asked Eddie.


			Eddie poured the boiling water into the cups before answering. He stirred one of them and brought it over to Grafton. The steam rising off it smelt a little like masala chai but also a little like the mud and foliage experiments Isaac used to mix together in the park when he was a toddler. Something in it caught at the back of Grafton’s throat and he had to gulp to stop himself from gagging.


			“In every room,” Eddie said, “is a music player and headphones. The volume is set as high as it can go. You listen to it in thirty second bursts.”


			“What’s the music?”


			Eddie sat down in the chair opposite, taking a drink from his own mug. “All sorts. You never know if you’re going to get acid jazz or death metal.”


			“Right.”


			So far, harmless. Grafton was finding it hard not to be disappointed. The Sleepless were staying awake with exercise, loud music and a homemade tea-blend. Hardly a scandal. And hardly the illuminating, life-altering experience that might encourage you to abandon your child. As Grafton raised the mug to his lips, he was almost hoping that the tea was laced with some hallucinogenic class-A substance. He took a sip. It was rancid – he had to force it down – but it didn’t cause more of a sting or a head-rush than a nip of that cheap, paint-stripper vodka. The stuff he used to drink.


			“Any other questions?” Eddie asked.


			He had tons, but Grafton shook his head and took another sip of his tea. Better to take things slowly, he thought. The tea, on second taste, was slightly more palatable – there was a touch of cinnamon in there, and maybe some cumin – 


			Brrr. Brrr. Brrr.


			It was his phone vibrating. Grafton jerked his arm in against his body to try to muffle it, but Eddie had heard. He was staring and Grafton saw the real hardness, the violence, in the young man’s eyes. Eddie was the type of lad you’d find in any number of housing schemes around Glasgow: one of those who’d never held a pool cue except as a weapon; never built a fire except to burn a row of derelict houses to the ground.


			Brrr. Brrr. Brrr.


			Grafton pulled the phone out from his sleeve. He glanced at the screen – Isaac. 


			“It’s my son,” he said. “You ok if I take it?”


			“Give it,” Eddie said, holding his hand out. Any trace of uncertainty in the young lad had gone. He was fully focused now, he’d caught a scent.


			Brrr. Brrr. Brrr.


			“I know you said no phones,” Grafton said, “but I need to keep in contact with my son.”


			“Give it.”


			“Surely I can leave it here – in the office – and come back to check in with him?”


			“Fucking give it or leave.”


			Eddie hadn’t blinked in all the time the phone had been vibrating. It stopped now, but he still didn’t look away. The shadows under his eyes were as dark as bruising. He continued to hold his hand out and finally, reluctantly, Grafton gave him the phone.


			Grafton held his teeth together and let his breath leak in and out through them. He was no longer confident of being able to fight his way past this scrawny lad, no longer confident that he wouldn’t leave some part of his own insides spread out across the floor of this log cabin. He thought again about the stain on the rug in the other room – could it be something other than damp?


			Eddie held the phone in his hand, as if weighing it. He kept his eyes on Grafton. Then, with a grunt of effort, he hurled it across the room and against the wall on the far side. There was a definite crack and the phone fell to the floor in two pieces, split longways. The white wall now had a dent in it.


			“No phones,” Eddie said, softly. “If you’re with us then you’re present at all times, in the moment, paying attention and listening. No contact with the outside.”


			Grafton swallowed. “Until Thursday, right? That’s when I’m leaving.”


			“Sure, Grafton, until Thursday.”      
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