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If your ethical model defeats you,


change the model.






















When sewers burst, their mire to spew,


Our road to foul swells must succumb;


Flying kiddies will gather without ado,


For a scamper and splash in the scum;


Now society cracks under similar laws,


Gushing wit, truth and reason like pee;


Yet as her bog settles across our floors,


Neither scampers nor splashes you see;


This want of passion disgraces our day,


Therefore history implores me and you:


To attend! Let’s woo this reckless decay,


And romp through an empire’s last spew.
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There isn’t a name for my situation. Firstly because I decided to kill myself. And then because of this idea:


I don’t have to do it immediately.


Whoosh – through a little door. It’s a limbo.


I need never answer the phone again or pay a bill. My credit score no longer matters. Fears and compulsions don’t matter. Socks don’t matter. Because I’ll be dead. And who am I to die? A microwave chef. A writer of pamphlets. A product of our time. A failed student. A faulty man. A bad poet. An activist in two minds. A drinker of chocolate milk, and when there’s no chocolate, of strawberry and sometimes banana.


In times geared to the survival of the fittest – not the fittest.


Ah well. I’ve always avoided mirrors but here, naked in a room with a sink and a mirror, I steal a glance. Whoosh – the weasel is gone. Suddenly I’m a sphinx with choir-boy eyes, as luminous and rude as a decadent old portrait in oils.


Because nothing matters any more.


Rehab isn’t the place for this kind of inspiration, if you can possibly help it.


By way of rejoicing I pee in the sink – after all, a porcelain appliance plumbed into a drain – then flush it with tap water, which I feel shows refinement. Reason and refinement are shown in my last living hours. Proof that I’m not deranged, that I came from good people. Or at least, from stories of good people.





Dressing quickly, I don’t bother to wash, it doesn’t matter. I only pause to stretch at the window and marvel. My depression’s gone. Whoosh – down a rabbit hole it went. Everything’s whoosh. That’s the rush of this limbo.* Of course it only works when the decision to die is final. Which mine is.


The reason is simple: that of the many things I was supposed to be and have and do, I am, and have, and have done precisely none of them. I stand in the thrashing wake of modern life, watching it speed away. It may sound pathetic except for one thing: it isn’t that I lack inner forces. I have inner forces, more than enough. But they never found expression.


They’re unexpressed forces, more pointless than no force at all.


In the course of my writing it might seem that I recommend this fatal path to you. Well, I do recommend it. Make up your own mind according to what you see, but in the meantime I count you a sympathetic cohort. And I say this to you: everyone regrets leaving a party early, hearing laughter from a salon behind them. Death must feel that way. But I don’t feel it at all; because this party’s over. Its bottles are empty. Kegs are spitting foam. Our empire of shopping is in its last twitching throes. Bye-bye free markets, farewell terms and conditions, ciao bogus laughter, ha ha, whoop, wa-hey. The last revellers are the dregs we see at any free event, now vomiting wine. It’s not regret but pride I feel at detecting the state of play, and getting out in good time.


Adieu then, Modern Day, adieu. Another chance to prove ourselves capable of self-mastery, and hence worthy of freedom, is gone. Deep down we know it well; for over a decade we’ve merely reheated the past, glorifying our hundred best moments over and over like the elderly with snaps of their frolicking days, unconsciously saying goodbye.*


Now watch the lights dim in Wonderland.


Whoosh. What a decadence.


A ball plocks between racquets somewhere outside, and to me it’s a ticking clock, uneven like the real time of nature. I must vanish from here – quickly, before anyone sets to work on my state of mind. I’m off to live large for an hour or two. Because I’m worth it, ha ha. As for the behaviour my limbo suggests, just look around. If we’re to follow our peers, then surely we need no greater morals than them.


It means carte blanche for Gabriel Brockwell.


First things first – I’ll track down the most accomplished profligate I know: my old friend Nelson Smuts, a man never far from wine and debauch. With him as my wingman I’ll turn these last hours into a perfect miniature of the age I leave behind, nothing less than a last wanton plunge to oblivion.


Ah, decadence. I smile out through the window. The rehabilitation facility sits festering like a family secret in countryside north of London. It has grottoes, shrubberies and empty ponds coated in slime. Inmates – so-called clients – drift around sucking leaf-mould – so-called fresh air – and wearing trousers that don’t touch their legs but hover emptily over the wrong kinds of shoe.


My room isn’t locked. The passage outside is ripe with the mechano-pubic scent of vacuum-cleaning. I plunge through it as late sun hits the building, a golden blast that lights galaxies of dust against the foyer’s dark. Whoosh. The Ancients would call this a good sign. It seems big decisions call signs from the divine Enthusiasms, perhaps a nod of light or a frown of shadow when we act momentously. Those ironic and whimsical gods must be like a fluid all around us. A limbo would surely attract them – and a limbo before death must be the very spout of their vortex. Who knows if they favour life over death, if they give signs along the path of an adventure, or save their lessons for the end.


Come, though – we’ll see.


A long-faced girl slumps behind reception. She watches me, hoping I won’t approach. Whoosh – I swirl through the light towards her. My shyness is gone. The secret that I will die makes it irrelevant, so I go up till her face is in shadow, and ask for a pen and paper. We’ll take notes – yes! – while everything’s so clear. As the girl rummages around, I see check-out forms sitting behind the counter, and reach for one. She recoils, as if my arm has a mighty force field. But then I see she’s a person who flinches at everything. All movement is a slight surprise to her. She puts down a notepad, arranges a pen beside it, and stands back while I square the check-out form on the counter, frowning with intent. With a flourish I take up the pen:


‘All happiness not derived from intoxicants,’ I write, ‘– is false.’


Her mouth opens slowly: ‘O-kay. I might just get David, or Rosemary – who have you been seeing – David, or Rosemary?’


Her face seems to grow longer, melting towards the counter with every word. This is a Salvador Dalí girl, someone to fold over the branch of a tree and watch drip.


‘Neither,’ I say, and continue to jot:


‘All self-knowledge, valour and resolve not flowing from intoxicants – are false.’


‘I’ll page David.’ She reaches for a handset.


I settle into stride, spilling out of the Reason(s) for Discharge box, into Mentor Comments. ‘The notion does not stand up,’ I write, ‘that those few stragglers in society who feel things more acutely, who succumb to the wealth of sensitivities that make them human, traits and passions even celebrated by their peers –’


‘David West, David to reception.’


‘– should, for their failure to harmonise with mediocrity and automatism, be shut away with passive-aggressive profiteers who spend their hostilities passing off manipulation and dogma as some kind of curative therapy.’


‘David to reception, please.’


‘The need of this assortment of neo-Californian ano-extremists to patronise, wield authority and lord false compassion over others is a more breathtaking and sinister disturbance of character than anything I could aspire to. If one thing convinces me to stay out of rehab it is this shocking realisation: not that such a hoax could find allies – but that such allies as it finds should be so menacingly installed in one place.’


Dalí Girl twitches. She straightens pamphlets. ‘Goodness knows where David is. Shall we find you a seat in the Quiet Room? While we – sort things out?’


‘No,’ I say.


She blinks, nodding slowly. ‘The thing is – this isn’t your form that you’ve written on. Your form is in our files. So we’d have to write all this out again.’


I stand watching her for a moment. ‘Then why don’t we copy my few registration details from the form you have, onto this one?’


‘Well, no, but – this isn’t the form we have on file for you. You see? Really you’re not supposed to write on the form anyway.’


I level my gaze.


‘Also your form will have comments and –’


‘But no it won’t. I haven’t attended anything.’


‘Well, yes, but it still will, because – well, that’s your form.’


‘Then why don’t you fetch that form?’


‘I’m afraid it’s confidential.’


‘Hm.’ I shift my weight.


‘I’m sorry – it’s just that, for instance, any clinical notes will be there, and of course your payment details –’





‘Would you even charge for half a night’s stay?’


The girl stiffens. ‘Well the course is pre-paid. You see? The terms and conditions –’


‘No no – the term and condition in the existential world is that I arrived during the night, and now I’m leaving.’ I don’t say it unkindly. I even leave my mouth open, smiling. The tuft of my chin-beard bobs up like a squirrel.


Dalí Girl squirms.


Ah well, well. Even here we find profit picking over the bones of the fallen. I waft back a step. Dalí Girl shuffles papers while I try to accept the facts.* ‘I don’t know where David must be.’ She frowns down the passage.


‘Well, it’s an outrage.’ I calmly pocket the notepad and pen.


‘David West, urgently to reception please.’


My stare passes over a potted palm beside the desk, then over some letters at the back that spell ‘Hope’. I muse how much better a word like ‘Smashing’ would look. Or even a sign from a Chinese supermarket, ‘Excellent Soiling’ or ‘Hymen News’.


‘The thing is’ – Dalí inflates with a new idea – ‘you’ll be wanting your personal effects? Your wallet, phone and what-have-you? I’ll need a senior staff member to sign them out, I can’t just do it. That’s the thing.’


‘Look – in the space of three minutes your reasons for being unhelpful have been: that I’ll have to write on a different form; that I’m not allowed to write on any form; that I’m not allowed to see the form; and that you need professionals to open a locker.’


‘That’s the thing,’ she says, happy to just leave the topic. ‘I can get you some spring water? While we wait for David?’





That’s the Thing. I see in her face the power to call people who come more quickly than David, and with medications. Whoosh. I just take the water, frankly, whose fizz crackles noisily around a slice of lemon, and mope down the passage to the Quiet Room. This is a vacuum of spirit overlooking the manor’s grounds. Just where you’d expect to Wait for David. It smells of paint and damp. I find it empty, and sit on a pus-coloured sofa facing a window through which trees thrash their bristles in the wind, a pummelling wind choked with dead leaves.


I should’ve just walked out. Reception was a mistake.


A chessboard sits on a side table with some magazines on relaxation and breathing. Light from a table lamp glares off their covers. The organism who needs tips on breathing, I muse, should probably be allowed to die. And I wonder if light would bounce as well off a copy of Bacon Busters or Fisting Wives. We’ll never find out; that’s why these rural rehabs cause unease. Because a once-voluptuous mansion where waltzes were danced, where the air churned with fragrance and with the barks of beloved children and dogs, now a monument to shame, condescension and beansprouts – will have either a copy of Fisting Wives or a brace of corpses under the kitchen garden.


It won’t have both.


I switch off the lamp and soak in a violet glow. The chessboard sits waiting for a game, I inspect the rows of pieces. Pawns line up to die, knights ponder dog-legs, rooks measure straits. With one imperious swipe I take the white queen and plough through both camps, batting the black king to the floor. This is the sort of attitude we’ll need this evening. Whichever odyssey we’ve embarked on – and I feel it is an odyssey, if only a brief one – ought to show the same disregard for life and nature which they have shown for us. We’ll seek pleasure without restraint.


Go out as animals. As capitalists!


Ah, this moment before death is a virgin arena. Not that I’m the first to discover suicide, even you must’ve cradled the idea, lifted its flap in a certain dark moment, sniffed it, sized it up. Not to say you’ve planned it like me; but still you must sense, in the combinations of chance already in play around you, at least one outcome whose price is your death.* I wonder if it’s where we get a sense of being lucky, watching destiny’s fingers whirr past our triggers, watching other people’s triggers being hit. Surely this alone makes news so profitable.


Anyway – mine were hit.


My mind drifts to Nelson Smuts. What a debauch we’ll have. What a bacchanal. Last I knew he was just back from Brussels, in a private kitchen down south. A while ago this was. A year ago, perhaps. Ah, Smuts.


In the course of this reflection, the Quiet Room door opens. A slim young man looks in. He wears a skinny jumper and has a pale, unformed sort of face, like the foetus of a horse. He just stands looking.


Then after a while he points at my shoes:


‘That’s leather,’ he says.


Not sure where he’s going with this, I look back for a moment, and after he offers no more clues, raise a finger at his top and say: ‘That’s wool.’


‘Yes, but the lamb survived,’ he says.


I turn away, blinking.


After more silence he says: ‘Aren’t you coming?’


‘No,’ I say.


Another few moments pass. Then he goes out and shuts the door behind him. Other murmurs pass in the hall, and as they fade, a set of footsteps approaches.


‘Gabriel Brockwell?’ a man calls at the door. He calls without effort, in a tone that won’t leave him looking stupid if no answer comes.


I ignore him. I’ll wait here till all’s quiet, then run. I sense him looking stupid behind the door, but feel no stress in ignoring him, or any care at all. Those tensions are gone now, because I could kill myself at any moment.


‘Gabriel?’


As he says my name, I write it on the notebook.


A title appears: The Book of Gabriel.


Then a subtitle: Anything – for Monkeys, Dogs & Poets.


I put Anything rather than Everything because it seems all things arise in the same way.* In order to support a mass of pseudo-industries, markets have led us to believe that every fragment of life is highly specialised, and thus in need of goods and services to control it; whereas in fact all nature has a predictable and quite boring character, whether you’re a beetle or a radiographer, escaping a bird or imaging a breast. As for the creatures in the title, I feel they’re ambassadors of human spirit, motifs from where charm and self-loathing are born. They might even have their own heaven – why not? – if Swedenborg says there’s a special paradise for Turks and the Dutch.


With the notebook officially open a spirit of research prevails in limbo. Also a valuable facade, worthy of a businessperson or even a government; suddenly our mission isn’t wanton but scientific, a bold and selfless initiative towards the expansion of human understanding. Our notes should therefore be clear, and you’ll forgive me if the language seems formal – surely to throw light on a decadence we must step away from its lingo, bent as this has been to sanction outrage. Because isn’t language the buttress of civilisation?


Honed to explain quirks and crimes in all subtlety, without


margin for error or escape?*


With this decisive stroke I stand off the sofa. My belongings can stay at reception, Smuts will have money, Smuts will have food and fine wine.


But as I reach the door, new shuffling sounds approach.


A man’s head pokes into the Quiet Room:


‘Ah – there you are,’ he says.




* What is this limbo? A kind of detachment from the object world, a dance-mix of what we taste in moments of shock. Already I sense that it has an envelope, a zone pushed by fear, pulled by comforting oblivion. Science would call it Dissociation; but in life we have a choice between the clinical and the romantic – and Limbo is the romantic choice. In case you need arguments for choosing romance over science, remember this: science still doesn’t know why we sleep.


* Yes, it’s over: profit won the game, but like an infection, killed its host. We were the host. Quality died out because we relinquished the right to filter our own choices; profit became the filter of all choice. Truth died out because we no longer filter true experience; media profit became the filter. The infection found every human receptor, bound to every protein of existence, sucking them dry to feed corporate tumours immunised against us by government. Now the host is a carcass, the market a bacterial enzyme. So adieu!


* Ah, Customer Service. It falls to Dalí Girl to work the gulf between a photograph of a glamour model in a telephone headset and a collections department not based at this address. She squirms because despite efforts to erase her common sense, culture has left a nodule of reason intact. That fragment of tumour makes her uncomfortable enforcing outrageous terms. Her employer should have picked up on this.


* About suicide: imagine the spirit as a mansion. You’ll guess we don’t use many rooms. Apart from a few moments in childhood we don’t dance around it in sunlight. But there’s a traffic of things in and out, and what happens is that unwanted bulks can gather inside. Gather and gather, menacing us. Unable to shift them, we hide in ever-smaller spaces. And in our last hole, life offers a choice: to play out our demise in parallel theatres – psychosis, zealotry, religion, cancer, addiction – or to bow quietly out. But beware: life doesn’t ask these high questions when we’re confident and fresh – it waits for hopelessness.


* Remember Hobart Loots said: Lots of things are included in everything; but there’s only one anything.


* To take hold, a decadence relies on communal thoughtlessness, and this is first brought about by language. Through language the acts and notions which a few years ago would have caused outrage come to be accepted. Ever more careless words introduce attitudes into the culture which make reason unfashionable. Vocabulary shrinks, forcing more concepts to live behind fewer expressions; and in this process the acceptable and unacceptable come to mix, and are passed off one for the other. Wherever underminers are at work, in government or commerce, we find this device. Words are a focusing tool, and decadence relies on blurring to succeed. I hope this makes sense. Anyway, whatever. Get over it. LOL [image: ].
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David West is a sallow man who would bruise easily. His eyes are like boiled eggs, without sheen, and a shadowy yolk even looms under their whites. Sockets like egg cups hold them in place. I don’t warm to him.


‘You’re not an easy man to find,’ he says. ‘The session’s started, won’t you join us?’


‘No,’ I say.


He leads me from the Quiet Room, frowning and smiling at once. ‘You look terrible. We half wondered if you’d wake up at all.’


‘It’s nothing. I just need some cakes.’


‘Ah, David.’ Dalí Girl cranes from reception, well cheered by his appearance. ‘Mister Brockwell needs some assistance.’ And mouthing silently: ‘He seems agitated.’


This is an alarm code. They look at each other, and pause. Dalí Girl uses blinking to lure David to my form on the counter, angling it for his convenience. In a gesture of faux camaraderie, some cynical technique of human touch, he grips my shoulder as he passes to read it. But as he sets off he begins to droop like a rambler finding the distance farther away than he thought.


Finally he turns to the girl – ‘Could you fetch Gabriel’s file?’ – before saying to me: ‘Gabriel, Gabriel – so baroque! I don’t know whether to treat you or publish you!’


Now he’s a witty man. This doesn’t sit well with me. ‘Hm.’ I look around. ‘If I could just have my things.’





He hovers closer, chewing his lip. ‘You should know I’m disappointed. We’re here for you, but you have to take the first step. Let us in, Gabriel. It’s a contract – and it has to work both ways. I can’t let you hide from that.’


I vaguely scratch my curls. ‘Mr West – two weeks’ charges in return for one night’s stay doesn’t set out to suggest things will work more than one way.’


‘Listen,’ he says, ‘I know you’re not the happiest of shoppers. And that’s fine. But you’re from the same planet, you know how things work. This isn’t a hotel. If we’re to be serious about helping you then your room has to be secured for the full course. I feel the same as you about terms and conditions, but –’


‘Then why don’t you do what you know is fair?’


‘Gabriel, this is also our trade. It’s how we live. No person, under any system, can be expected to forfeit their livelihood. Survival isn’t a capitalist concept.’


‘Excuse me – a thousand per cent penalty in small print is a capitalist concept. And somewhat above survival.’


‘But it’s not a penalty; you booked a product of two weeks’ duration. It’s specified on the contract for you to accept or reject– the terms are clear.’


‘And that’s well and good but for one fact – I personally booked no product, of any duration, under any contract.’


David pauses, checking his watch. Then he sighs: ‘Whether it was your father or you doesn’t alter the facts. And actually, as it was your father who guaranteed the booking, should we discuss the contract of trust you stand to break with him? On top of everything? Couldn’t your forfeiture be construed as a kind of theft? From your father?’


‘I was asleep when he brought me in.’


‘Asleep.’ This brings a gleam. ‘Or unconscious?’


My face reminds him that both states are plainly sleep. But he goes on: ‘You see, Gabriel, the course lasts two weeks because it takes at least that long to get to the bottom of things. It’s complex. You’re complex. You can’t spend less than a day here and complain of poor value for money. Forty-two sessions – one individual, one group, and one ad-hoc session per day – try getting that in London for what we charge.’


Dalí Girl returns with a lilac folder and hands it to David. I round on her: ‘Can you just get my things! ’ and she jumps.


‘Now, now.’ David raises a hand. ‘Susanna has a right to a civil working environment.’


As he speaks I notice his skin: it’s dry and thin like paper. This, along with his pinched features, makes me realise a sign is being sent by the Enthusiasms:


David West is an origami person.* Spread, creased, and folded by culture into a clever likeness of a man, a napkin adornment without ideas beyond his own folds, unfolding others to crease them back in his own image. As he looks up from the folder he must see a horror in my gaze, because his face grows even sharper.


‘You’ll make me quite cross,’ he says. ‘I’m being very patient with you, even though you’ve made me late for the other clients. Aren’t their issues as important as yours? Should everyone forfeit their right to treatment because of your behaviour?’


I wait as these next turds slither out of his psyche. Now we learn he also favours the anal ploys of a policeman. Only policemen and eight-year-old girls open their dealings with such vacuous questions: ‘Do you always leave your vehicle in the middle of the road, sir? I suppose you’d call that a proper way to behave, sir? How would you feel, sir, if somebody did that to you?’ and so on.* These, while expressing native smugness, are also ploys meant to force your submission; because an honest answer would make you an idiot – and a sensible retort would leave you a prisoner.


I have overestimated David West.


I take a cigarette from my pocket.


‘Not in here, come on.’ He lowers his voice: ‘Let’s not set off on the wrong foot. You’re living through some hard times, and I’m sorry. You’ve lost a partner, lost your job. You’ve lost all that goes with that. You’ve lost –’


‘All this is in the file, is it?’


‘Don’t forget, I signed you in from your father. My point is, Gabriel: things have been a struggle, and I empathise – but you don’t have to struggle alone. It doesn’t have to be this hard. Just pay me one courtesy: sit with me a moment and open a dialogue. We can start anywhere – for instance these bipolar issues I see in your notes.’


‘I was depressed.’ I fumble for my lighter. ‘Now I’m fine.’


He shuts the folder. ‘Well, here’s my concern – manic depression doesn’t swing between depression and fine. Or it’d be called fine depression. Don’t you think?’


I light the cigarette.


‘You’re going to make me very cross.’


Hoisting my gaze, I take a wholesome drag and look along the room’s high cornices, elegant braidings of vines, cornet-shaped flowers and leaves, some cuddling droplets of water. All are now painted a dull cream. I picture them gilded, bordering an aquamarine fresco of treetops and sky, as might be seen looking up from a grave.


‘Gabriel: you are breaking the law.’


Dalí gives a cough. It’s unconvincing. She means to evoke cancer, but comes across like a housewife signalling snot on someone’s lip. I quietly press on with my restoration of this demoralised structure, throwing Italian marble on the floors, erecting in the foyer a Frascati villa fountain overgrown with sacred lotus and water-poppy.


‘Gabriel: you are violating our rights and breaking the law.’


What a psychological sewer the place is. How putrid and inane. I finally turn to David, after a thoughtful drag on the cigarette:


‘How dare you desecrate this place,’ I say. ‘You cunt.’




* How self-righteous are those conditioned by fear. Holding back is their main drive in life, and hence all they preach. Origamis take no risks, wear mediocre clothing and say mediocre things. They have a smug air, or an air of overly reasonable bonhomie, which is a high form of smugness. Look at how solely they’re responsible for most counter-actions to endeavour, and for marginalising people with traits outside their own rigid norm. Origami People are the identifiers of the problems of others, the foretellers of downfall owing to all but themselves. These ignorant, dogmatic lurkers are secret enemies; and even as you read this, they’re out there busily hoarding evidence of your failings.


* See how it works: officers tend to suit their jobs because they crave both power over others and absolute procedure, without which they’re deeply unsure of life. Because compulsion and bias drive all human choices, policing draws to itself particular types, including many who were bullied as children. While in fairness there are also idealists among the ranks, as there are those of simply low ambition, I find only two types worthy of trust: one is the passionate naïf, and the other, especially given that the largest crime organisation of any state is by definition its police force, is the agent who is corrupt. Because he will live in a crucible of Enthusiasms; of risk, secrecy and turmoil, requiring bold improvisation, and contact with reckless Fortune – and this at least gives us some common understanding as creatures.
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Mistake. I should’ve just walked out. Fading daylight gives the Quiet Room sofa the hue of an infected wound. The nurse steps out, leaving me alone.


The door latches shut behind him.


Women were right: cunt used to be a harsh word. I wore Winnie the Pooh pyjamas the first time I heard it. That was the night things started going downhill. I say night – it was a late afternoon passed off as night by adults manipulating time for their own ends. One minute I was skipping up the hall, fluffy after my bath, singing like a fool. I was seized by a sudden flamboyance, one of those little deliriums that can erupt in the young like bubbles from insanity’s worm: ‘Wo-wo,’ I sang, ‘take the money and run!’ I didn’t know what it meant, I just liked the tune. And I never guessed what significance it might have at that precise moment.


Next thing I knew, my father smacked me through a glass door:


‘Cunt,’ he hissed. ‘You little cunt!’


I didn’t know what that meant either, but its sound was cutting. It blended well with the boosh and clank of my fluffiness through glass. Afterwards I lay on the hall carpet, coated like a sauce ladle in blood from all the jags quietly in me. And I remember thinking cunt was just the right sound for that action.


I thought this while trying to get back on my feet.


But in a certain way, I never got back on my feet.





That little chap has lain there bleeding ever since.


My friend Nelson Smuts was over to stay. He ran alongside me in cowboy-gun pyjamas, with his tan fresh from Cape Town. After the crash he stepped through the door, gathered up shards of glass and solemnly laid them on my chest. Where they belonged, I suppose, with all the other bits. That’s Smuts for you.


The glass door was a turning point for me. To seal the lesson, my father, hearing his then-girlfriend’s footsteps, stood over me to shout: ‘How many times have I told you not to run indoors!’ When she arrived he added: ‘Nicht hier drinnen!’ He was playing the Euro-man with her. Guy Brockwell was one of those beardies who went to East Berlin after the wall came down. He put a shoe through a deserted factory window and started a club with a car stereo and a bottle of ginger wine. When the glass door happened we’d only recently returned from that last lanky phase of his youth. All he had to show for it were some dodgy trousers and a few German phrases he could use around women. As for me, I still think some things in German today, even after all these years. The infant brain is as soft as porridge, those raisins sink in.


Plus I came back with a book called Frederick. Frederick was a mouse who saved up colours in summer, then in winter when fellow mice only had grey things to ponder, he recited back all the colours he’d saved. At the end the mice rejoiced, crying: ‘Frederick, Du bist ja ein Dichter! You’re a poet!’


I knew Frederick was me. I even looked like him. I used to pull up a chair in front of our bullet-pocked tenement in Prenzlauer Berg, climb atop it and tell poems. I never looked at anyone, I hid behind the rhymes. But I always began my readings as Frederick did: ‘Ihr lieben Mäusegesichter – my lovely mouse-faces.’


East Berlin after the collapse of communism was like a kiddies’ sandbox. Nobody knew who owned anything, nobody needed money or permission for their projects, all they needed was a beanbag, some wistful music or a watering can with an eyeball painted on it. Westerners flocked to wear bad clothes and lurk around like little grey Workers from the East. Eastalgia became a new human condition.


Not that I recalled this as I lay bleeding that night in England. My father treated me on the kitchen table with iodine and tape, trying to sound calm through gritted teeth. The kitchen smelled like a clinic. Highlights flashed off Smuts’s eyes in the dark of the doorway. We were all afraid, as animals are after violence.


My father was worried about money, that’s why he was aggressive. To be fair he didn’t even seek the worries out – like most people he just grew light-hearted one day and signed something to bolster who he thought he should be. A bit of carefree music, some vivid colours, some pictures of young women, and he signed something. Catheters slid into his accounts and his money trickled, flowed or flooded out according to the spinning taps of the economy. He grew troubled, I watched him change. His sense of himself came to rely wholly on the flow of goods and credit.


It was profit that smashed me through the glass, not him.


And that infection soon laid him waste. I confirmed it years later when he saw the book of Frederick and scoffed. The pointless mouse had found a niche in the market, designed a product to fill it – and had then given it away for free.


A loser’s guidebook, my father called it.


My father had embraced capitalism like a paedophile.* Back when being wrong was cool so long as it was a journey of self-discovery for him. Back when progress meant finding new ways to weasel out of responsibility. He’s from the generation that decided to be its child’s best friend. The one now asking what things have come to. What things came to is that for thirty years there were no parents.


Only casual friends you couldn’t trust.


Anyway. I won’t burden the notes with history, it doesn’t matter now. Beyond the Quiet Room door I hear David West’s voice approaching. From his pauses and inflections I sense my father is on the line. The next hurdle.


‘Technically he could be,’ says David. ‘Into your care, for instance. But I’d advise against it until we assess him under the Act.’


My brow falls. He surely means the Mental Health Act. I drift back to the window, watching autumn whip the dark outside. All summers are at some point over, the view seems to shout. And did I enjoy the summer just gone? Did I squeeze every drop of its juice? No. Because I didn’t know it was the moment before this moment here. Had I known I might have scampered through sunlit fields, flung my shoes up at the sky. But who can know which moment is the one before? And even if one knew, how could the moment be preserved? Such are the riddles behind living well.


So poorly packed am I for life with my baggage of riddles.


Limbo has dampened. It makes me long for death. Which prompts the idea: I don’t have to do it immediately. Which lands me back in limbo. It’s a circuit.


And the first stress emerges: what if my resolve weakens? I mustn’t risk losing momentum. If I’m to die, then I should be prepared at all times. At each new place, in every new room, I should scout potential instruments of death.


Starting here, I suppose, if I’m to be serious.




* Free-market economics is an antiquated, smutty and careless box of tricks whose whimsical main flaw is clear even to a child. Still look how many adults fall breathless with lust to its promise – even though they must abandon empathy and moral judgement to embrace it. Their dirty secret puts all their intelligence to work throwing dust in the air around one glaring truth: that without trickery or eroding value, without extortion, manipulation, deceit or outright theft – profit will simply not perpetually grow.
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The wedge of lemon comes dripping from my water. Leaning over the sofa I switch on the lamp and jockey the plug slightly out of the wall. It has a spring mechanism that makes it pop out after a certain point, but I take magazines from the table and wedge them between floor and socket. This leaves a gap between socket and plug with power still flowing through.


I push the lemon in.


Whoosh. Crack! A throb shoots up my arm. Machines and lights click off across the building. I thud back in a swoon.


Darker quiet falls. Is it death?


Then footsteps past the door.


Health & Safety devices have intervened. I stretch my jaw open, move it left and right, blink a few times. And as my sense returns, a new feeling wells inside. I’m through another little door. Back in the limbo zone – but deeper, on a new level. That first limbo was barely a breeze against this glossy squall. Perhaps because I’ve proven I have the courage for lethal risk and pain.* Perhaps limbo throws up tests along the stair to its boudoir, in the way of a true odyssey. Looking around I find myself even more detached from the object world, almost as much as wearing an iPod; surely this can only aid in dealing with my father, who noises at the door suggest is the next obstacle. It’s clear limbo will have to expand. Perhaps overnight – perhaps even to a day or two. Perhaps Smuts and I even need to travel away for last drinks.


Why not – if nothing matters?


I park this thought in that cache of the mind where Enthusiasms find wishes to work on. It sits there alone; all my old wishes are gone. Alongside death it’s their only project. We’ll see what whimsy they bring to bear – you’ll know that wishes rarely arrive undecorated by the Enthusiasms.


Lights return, and after a few moments David steps in, frowning. ‘Are you smoking in here?’ He sniffs the air. ‘Don’t smoke in here, please. Your father wants a word.’ He scans for cigarettes before handing me the phone.


My arm throbs as I take it. Still scanning around, David motions me into the corridor and shuts the door behind us. I hear fizzing as we leave the room, and a crackle. The lights click off again. An orderly hurries up the hall.


My father says: ‘What’s it all about?’


‘I’m being held against my will.’


‘What? It’s because of your will. Are you smoking in there?’


I let some silence pass to dilute his tone. Then I say: ‘It’s not meant to be a prison.’


‘You’re lucky you’re not in prison. Your commie pals are all over the news.’


‘Come on. And they’re not commies, they’re anti-capitalists.’


‘Vandals, like the animal-rights mob. Are you smoking?’


‘Listen –’


‘Charged, the lot of them.’


‘I didn’t do anything. That’s the point.’


‘What I find rich is that it’s always the parents who have to bail you all out.’





I pause while he vents at this and that, ‘parasites’, ‘contribute to society’, etcetera, and I reflect that age breeds conservatism, no getting away from it, unless you’re French. Finally there’s enough silence at my end that David steps away to excuse himself with the therapy group. I’m alone in the hall.


‘I hit a snag,’ I eventually say.


‘You did. It’s a wonder you could even lift a projectile.’


‘Not that, I didn’t touch a drink till later.* I’m trying to tell you I lost my faith. The building was too precious to damage. Capitalists restored her, this proud mid-Victorian monument with columns and flounces. Money restored her. It was an epiphany. I realised capital isn’t the problem – I’m the problem. We’re the problem. Nature’s the problem. Why was I there to harm such a fine building?’


‘Go back two,’ says my father: ‘You’re the problem.’


‘I held my cash card up to the door of the bank – and they let me in. The action group cheered, thinking I’d breached the defences for them. But I stood inside and watched them being arrested on the steps. I’ll never forget their faces. It just hit me: no matter who I align myself with, I’ll always be outcast by a majority. My efforts to be at one with civilisation were pointless. There’s no single way. No single good. God’s gone, replaced by the markets. Now they’re going. We don’t know who we are any more because there’s no we.’


‘What do you mean, God’s gone? You’re perfectly free to choose any system of belief you want, that’s the whole point of our day!’


‘Dad – there’s a film out called Jehovah’s Wetness.’


‘You’re raving. Have they sedated you?’


‘A couple of weeks ago I started listening to Heart FM and it made me cry. Pop music. And I realised I’d spent my life saying goodbye to something without knowing what. We all have. It’s not nostalgia, not retro fashion – it’s the end of our flowering. Human progress is no longer a viable investment.’


Guy Brockwell is quiet at first. Then, in emphatically spaced bursts: ‘What a patent load of undergraduate crap. In my day –’


‘This is the result of your day.’


‘Oh, is it? And I suppose you’d have preferred something more totalitarian, a childhood like Gerd Specht’s, with police archiving your smell so they could hunt you with dogs.’


‘Nothing’s more totalitarian than profit. And dogs are what come next, wait and see. Business has turned this country into an Afghan backstreet.’*


‘My God. And to think you’re twenty-six next birthday.’


‘In fact every single global –’


‘Stop there – let’s turn to the matter of class-A drugs.’


‘I’m –’


‘Class-A drugs, Gabriel. Paramedics aren’t stupid. They don’t poke around looking for flounces in buildings. I could’ve driven a bus through your pupils last night. If you’re trying to rally support for a binge like that you’ll have to dig deeper than Heart FM. I’m telling you now – rehab is my last contribution. After this you sink or swim on your own.’


‘That’ll be a change.’


‘Cinderella Boy: you lost a job reheating chips. And that’s the best you’ve had, in case you wonder where the crowds of investors in your future went.’


‘Beg your pardon – that was a two-hundred-cover dining room.’


 ‘Gabriel, I drive past South Mimms every week. It’s a motorway services. It’s a bloody Burger King.’


‘It may have shared a building with Burger King, but the dining section was spread across –’


‘Don’t make yourself look an even bigger tit. Now put the doctor back on.’


‘I’m telling you I turned a corner. I just feel rehab’s the wrong response.’


‘On the evidence, what do you expect me to do? You may have turned a philosophical corner, but it’s made you a bloody mess. Last night was suicidal, Gabriel. What would people think? Now put the doctor back on, you’re raving.’


David West walks up the corridor, stopping ten paces away as if held by an invisible rope. He leans into the air, stroking his chin.


‘I just need to get away,’ I say to my father. ‘Put the usual triggers behind me.’


‘Rubbish, you’d be straight off with Nelson Smuts, if he’s not already dead.’


‘Ireland, for instance. Or Berlin – how about that? Away from this daily paintball-combat of markets. Anyway, rehab’s hardly going to solve anything in two weeks.’


‘You can stay until they do. And don’t get misty-eyed about Berlin, it’s nearly twenty years since we were there. Surprised you even remember it.’


‘It’s the last place I truly felt free.’


‘Gabriel: since then it’s become the capital again, of the third most industrialised country on earth. It’ll be one big McDonald’s. It’ll be a bloody car park. Nobody’s still singing Russian lullabies and fondling chunks of the wall. Things were changing before we left – I came away from a perfectly good business, remember. Anyway if you’ve lost your job you can hardly afford to travel. My advice is: buckle down with your therapy. And if they can’t cure your compulsive need to philosophise everything, then at least find an ethical model that moves you forward in life.’





‘I have the model – it’s life itself that’s moving backwards. Anyway, a fortnight’s therapy for one night’s bender is absurd. And let’s say they uncover buried trauma – how is that helpful? Surely that’s a workload for me alone, across a lifetime?’


David hovers, ready to take the phone. I turn away.


‘No deal,’ says my father. ‘Shedding light on some issues has to be the way forward. It’s not just one night – you haven’t been right for a long time. Light needs to be shed.’


There he steps into a trap. I wait while he determines that ‘shedding light’ means professional manipulators trawling through the glass-door incident. Hear him run the dialogue in his mind. There I am sobbing, there’s the therapist in triumph. There I am filthy with success because the cure had been as simple as accusing him in the press and starting a charity for battered children.


There’s its name – Shatter.


There’s its logo – a shattered door.


I stay quiet. It’s a helpful feature of the guilty that their fears grow without nurturing from outside. I first observed this in the span between my parents’ divorce and my mother’s death – a guilty workload even my father was hard-pressed to manage.


‘Berlin, Berlin,’ he eventually muses, as if it’s the first time he’s heard of it. ‘You won’t remember Gerd, my partner in the Pego Club. He never bought me out in the end. I should chase him for my bloody share. Massive, these days, it must be – can you imagine, these days? Unbelievable. Gerd Specht. Needed a bomb under him back then.’


‘Perhaps it’s something I could look into for you. The old family business, eh?’


‘With Gerd Specht? You must be joking. Absolutely not. Very decadent man. Now put the doctor back on.’


‘He’s not a doctor.’


‘Put him back on.’


I hand over the receiver. David ushers me up the hall to reception, where I see Dalí opening lockers behind the counter. Asking my father to hold for a moment, David puts a hand over the mouthpiece: ‘Mineral water?’ he smiles at me, and after I shake my head, he waves Dalí over and gently says: ‘Some water. And see if Roman’s free to do a watch tonight. I’ll need a watch room too, I think eight is ready.’


He means suicide watch. I tense as Dalí Girl pads to the counter. A page turns on the desk. The intercom hoots: ‘Roman to reception, please – Roman.’


I’m about to let gloom possess me when, in this lull between scenes, where one set of sounds dissolves into the next, a fire alarm shatters the quiet.


Whoosh. The Enthusiasms are with me. Running from the bottom of the hall an orderly peers through all the doorways, slamming the doors while David springs into action. Clients begin to shamble up the hall, glad of the diversion, and even the kitchen cat – the alleged support animal – sashays up.


‘Quiet Room!’ yells the orderly. ‘Smoke!’


The alarm shrieks, David bolts down the hall, and while clients shuffle out to the forecourt I linger back and identify the key cabinet behind the counter. Once Dalí Girl has moved out of sight, I locate my key, open the locker and snatch out my wallet and phone before hurrying out to join the evacuees.


Drizzle swoops under spotlights outside, darting around like diamonds at the whim of the wind, while everyone huddles watching for signs of a blaze – rather hopefully, it seems to me. Once I’m sure of their distraction I duck into the row of trees that line the drive, and slip away through shadows to the road.


My route takes me past the Quiet Room.


A window scrapes open, voices drift out:


‘Looks like lemon.’


‘Lemon?’


‘It’s deliberate. We’ll need the police as well.’


‘Fucking lemon?’




* It seems the manner of our death concerns us more than death itself, allowing fear to form a barrier. A limbo can’t really take off until you’re secure in managing the manner of death. This could account for a very low number of suicide limbos, as it calls for consideration in cold blood. Therefore unless you plan to go under a train, I recommend a practice run – or at least a close romance with your chosen manner and its pains.


* As if it needs outlining, let’s briefly state the obvious: drinking exists for the glorious purpose of loosening stays to this earth and ascending to the gods and Enthusiasms whence our spirits were born. When practised with a fair heart, intoxication is a noble state of homo sapiens, and the source of much divinity. While religious fervours, engorgement with sex, and certain drugs and foods can also achieve this state, remember: Jesus drank, and look at him.


* What Comes after This Decadence: The generation of Thatcher that furnished this decadence has left no option but a totalitarian state: because their habits made discipline unfashionable. Now only the state administers discipline, and increasingly so. When rules were bashed down and turned to the immediate advantage of our fathers, forces were set loose which are now finding their end. And the children of that end know no boundaries, and have no conscience. They will be marshalled by fear and force, and the camouflage of indirect democracy and its freedoms will vanish.
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I stride a jagged line from rehab, writhing against weather like a worm trying to stay upright on end. I’m not concerned about being captured. My strategy is to head for the second nearest town to rehab. One advantage of our day is that you never have to be more than slightly clever. Remember this: there are no receptors left for cleverness in the public domain. You need never be more than slightly clever or slightly nice. Anything more will arouse suspicion and rage, and confound the software that runs the country. This is because society’s mechanisms are calibrated for stupidity and indolence – and to not be that way is now, by definition, antisocial. So I save myself the drama of scrambling through hedges and over fields. I simply set off not to the nearest town, but to the second nearest, which is clever enough. It wouldn’t be profitable for anyone to search beyond the nearest town, especially where profit hasn’t been disturbed.


I’m free to die. It’s powerful to realise it. Every lick of wind, every crack of leaves is as emotionally stirring as the night before a fifth birthday. When you do something for the last time in your life, however small a thing, it becomes significant. And if you know it’s a last thing beforehand – it becomes momentous.


No litter blew across the grounds at rehab, but walking down this road trapped between hedges, litter blows again, and I feel at home. Twigs reach out like talons, I cuddle into them whenever a car speeds past, and I use this walk to start devising an ethic for limbo. Not to complicate a thing that’s essentially free, but to see that I don’t become buoyant and lose sight of my goal.


I start by defining seven reasons to die:


1 – I come from an emotional Addams Family. I’m the lash end of a whip of ancestral and cultural psychologies which are miserable defeats that must be stopped.


2 – I can see too clearly the dark motions of humans in action, and find these predatory and false. Neither can I be trusted to operate in any more ideal way. All I needed to know about human dealings I could’ve learnt watching nine-year-olds in a playground. Like any monkey we merely vie for each other’s mental handles in order to gain invisible control. After this, the process called maturity is simply one of disguise,* community life simply an opportunity to learn that God dislikes the poor.


3 – History’s best thinkers eventually concluded that our flaws were too powerful to trust with freedom. Thus we’ve been groomed as hamsters in a wheel that benefits a laughing few. No more great works will be accomplished under the regime, because beauty is not democratic or profitable.


4 – Owing to all above, the image of the person I want to be is one I could never achieve; nor will just mimicking his trappings suffice.


5 – Love, touted as a principal reason to live, is just a Velcro of mental detriments which find an antagonist and stick to it. The result is a calcification of spirit. Love is an invitation to death, not life, and its flutters in the heart are as much the knell of an ending as the rattle in a corpse’s throat.


6 – High moments where our ideal selves heroically erupt into life, moments we’re led to dream of and hunt, will never happen due to restraints in our characters. Only by choosing death have I found a nook where suppressed vigour might come out to play; and I say it’s a fair price to see it flicker to life at least once.*


7 – The Enthusiasms are clear about how things work. The rise of science as a source of wisdom – a science that attaches current feeble knowledge to all fact – has led us away from Fortune’s most obvious truths: in thinking creatures all happiness not derived from intoxicants is false. This has always been true. It’s why intoxicants exist in nature. But the wages of intoxicants is death. The simple message: be briefly happy – there is no long happiness– then step aside.


Approaching streetlamps light the sky like an aquarium at night, and clouds slink together like sea-slugs to feed there. England’s hum is pierced by rain, handfuls thrown in my face, and gusts of splintered noise. Before long a traditional English town unfolds before me. It comprises a Tesco, a Carphone Warehouse, a W. H. Smith, a Vodafone shop, a Burton, an Argos, a Boots the Chemist, a Burger King, a KFC, a Subway, a Halfords, a Shell service station, an Iceland, a McDonald’s, two charity shops, three pound shops, a railway station and a police station.


A darkened Gothic church cowers behind trees.


I feel calm to be in my heaving land. Britain’s empire might be the empire of modern capitalism, an invention of its quaintest loons, but I decide its grand flaw isn’t Britain’s fault. Rather it’s plainly the fault, as with anything hopeful, of nature and her jokey craftsmanship. Stupid nature, which the church led us to admire as a perfect system, has crippled us as it cripples and kills everything through shoddy design. All we have been driven by nature to achieve across history has today left us as soft as an infant’s turd. And my beloved land, having so long been at the pinnacle of achievement, took the brunt.


Some redress is surely due from nature.


We’ll see about this, in a quiet moment, with wine.


A fire engine roars past with its lights flashing. I turn my back and stare at Burger King as if I might buy it. But whoosh – I find beauty there. The neon has dimmed on a corner of the sign, causing a delicate graduation of reds, from hot capsicum to dry blood. The dimmer part is at the bottom, making dark matter seem to pool there, but that old blood sparkles with highlights thrown by other lamps nearby. There’s no orchid or lily as rare as this fragment of sign, I reflect.


Certainly none spelling ‘King’.


Arriving at the railway station I find it droning with an alternating current of apathy and rage, buffeted as much between trains as when they rocket past without stopping. I switch on my phone and hear it ping a chain of messages.


‘Single to London please,’ I say to the ticket clerk.


He looks up: ‘Forty-eight pounds thirty, that’ll be.’


‘For a single? That’s a pound a minute. And first class?’


‘Fifty-five.’


‘I’ll have a first-class single, then.’


The clerk stares up through the top of his glasses. ‘I can do an Advance Saver for thirty-two, if it’s a specified service you want.’


‘Then yes, please, the next service.’


He squints at his screen: ‘That’ll be the twenty-one thirty-six. Departing in ten minutes.’


After buying the ticket I move to the shop, where I teeter for a while in front of the sandwich cabinet. This earnest national pursuit is worth savouring one last time, with its sweet dread of choosing badly and thus limiting happiness. I don’t stand too close to the cabinet as there’s a camera watching, which means I’m a suspect. In the same way a cliff can be frightening lest an unstable reflex makes you throw yourself off, it pays to stand back from the cabinet because, as a suspect, perhaps they know something I don’t. I might snatch one involuntarily, under pressure of scrutiny.


Ah, sandwiches – the beautiful game.


When it comes to finally choosing, I play safe and go for egg. I buy the one showing the most yolk, but having bought it, upon lifting the bread I see a row of yolk half-slices arranged at the front, with a single lonely lump of white on the expanse behind.


Happiness thus limited, I make my way to the platform. It’s too noisy with loudspeaker apologies to hear my phone messages, so instead I cock an ear to the variety of ways there are to apologise for chaos, which is one. The train arrives on time, but as I go to board, a platform attendant comes to inspect my ticket. She’s pretty, beginning to show the thick ankles and hips that signal a journey North; a proud journey compared to the South, where trousers are worn under a dress as if it cancels the arse outright.


‘This isn’t your service, I’m afraid.’ She points at the ticket.


‘What? But it’s nine thirty-six.’ As I say it, a passing officer slows his patrol, glancing over to weigh the odds of a stabbing.


‘That service is cancelled I’m afraid. This is the late-running twenty-one twelve. You’ll have to wait and catch the next service.’


I look into the empty carriage. I can’t afford to miss this train, at my back I feel the forces of rehab, my father, probably the police.


‘Terms and conditions of the Saver fare are that in the event of cancellation you catch the next service. Which will be the twenty-one fifty-nine, though it’s not due now till twenty-two twenty.’


‘And how can I get on this train?’


‘New ticket, I’m afraid – you’d have to purchase a full flexible fare on board.’


‘And can I cancel this ticket?’


‘I’m afraid the terms and conditions of the Saver fare –’


‘But I only bought it ten minutes ago.’





‘I’m afraid the service was only cancelled just now. You can ask for a form in the office and write to Customer Services. You see, the terms and conditions –’


I wait through the sermon of small print, then look at her. She braces herself. The officer waits on alert in case I resort to threats or abusive language, while all around, from every gable and cranny, every tower and pole, the sproutlings of fascism, that state formed by decadence to mop up its mess, hum watching us on video:‘Hm. Well.’ I finally scratch my head. ‘I don’t blame you.’*


She cocks her head sympathetically, and wanders away. The officer also moves off, disappointed. This exchange highlights my problem with the war on capital: its criminal masterminds have placed themselves beyond reach behind blameless cogs, whose own lives are crushed between pincers and cogs.


It’s a human shield spanning all society.


If I could meet the shadowy forces it might be a different matter. Bring me the shadowy forces! The ones who wore us down inch by inch till we accepted any outrage, put us in a room together and then we’ll see.


I buy a second full-price ticket to London. Modern frustrations fan out in my mind like a hand of cards, not least that our language sets us up with its ‘I’m afraids’ and ‘Sorrys’. Surely no other language paves its own road to dismay. Then the twenty-one twelve is late because tracks and signals need investment which is too costly; my ticket costs five times more than in Holland because the company has to support that crumbling infrastructure while simultaneously expanding its profit; the Saver fare is only cheaper because fewer holders will actually travel, having been foiled on the roulette wheel of delay or fallen foul of a trick in small print.


There it is: every flight and dash of hope, all rage and calm, the clatter and grind of every life owes its modern form to one thing – the profit of nameless others. In the instance of this robbery I take the Englishman’s way out and simply resolve not to use the service again. My mood even lightens with the jokes this whips up. Over my dead body will I ever use this service again, ha ha.


As the train rattles through Stevenage I note that only beetles seem to be travelling. Ruddy blobs with spindly, grasping limbs. The lucky ones find newspapers abandoned on the seats or floor and read them, tutting while windows flash with industrial estates, with roads and roadworks, with caravans and with cars that dodge and lunge behind them as if swimming with faeces. So goes my last train ride, a hurtling montage of where things stand. Looking around I wonder what it is that makes my fellows able to bear such a life. How can they face the day when I can’t? Is there some secret to living that makes its conditions irrelevant? A neutering of expectation, a mastery of the mundane? Or have they just grown accustomed to rape.


I decide the trip only serves as an example of how not to spend a limbo. If there was ever a time to seek comfort, this is it. There being no notion of future in limbo, it hits me that it’s a naturally capitalistic space. Perhaps the perfect capitalist space, utterly organic. Limbo has no budget, no rating, no limit. It’s a spend. I could’ve bought all the sandwiches at the station and picked the best one. And I needn’t have suffered the indignity of the Saver fare.


Finally I grasp the beauty of money: it elevates life into blue sky, above clouds of terms and conditions. It admits no term or condition except having. No stabbings attend the full flexible fare. And though it requires us to accept being robbed outright – can robbery even exist in a limbo? If a limbo has no future, then robbery deprives us of no future benefit. So robbery can’t exist, unless it takes our whole bank at the outset.





A revelation looms.


I always wondered why the law allowed small robberies by companies from individuals, but not by individuals from companies. And why governments no longer promoted visions of future society, why promises only spoke of more good and less bad:


Capitalism is a limbo.


Not a structure but an anti-structure. Driven not towards a defined end, but hovering over a permanent present, harvesting a flow of helpless human impulses. It builds no safe futures, leaves no great structures, prepares no one for roads ahead. And why would it? We don’t march through an age of civilisation but float between Windows and Mac, treading water.


The revelation is a stroke of irony from the Enthusiasms. In finding the purest abandon before death, in fleeing the cult of free markets – I’ve become one myself.


Whoosh – a body blow.


I look around and things are suddenly dream-like. I’m Ebenezer Scrooge on a moral tour of Culture Present. Even my country-men on the train are perfect products, corpulent beetles comprising storage sacs for sugar and fat, with limbs just sturdy enough to navigate cash-machines and shops – or else they are sallow and sphinx-like, having dormouse eyes that glow with discontent.*


I must aim for a higher limbo. One that smells of hotel soap. A limbo where young Swiss strangers care for me. An evening more splendid than any since the fall of Rome – I ask for it now, as a newborn capitalist, looking up into the night through the window. Come, you Enthusiasms, manifest this wish.





And let us marvel at the style of its arrival!


In the midst of my reverie a robot phones to remind me I have voicemail. But here’s a modern hitch: my calling credit is low, and if I call Vodafone to make a card payment, Lloyds bank will instantly block my account. Mobile phone top-ups signal fraud, you see. Then I won’t be able to remove the block because the phone will run out of credit listening to Lloyds’s automated menus. And I won’t be able to get cash to buy credit in a shop because the block will stay until I call Lloyds. I’ll even be unable to call Vodafone –because it demands credit to discuss credit.


The phone is in its own dying limbo. Forced there by the markets. What a symbol. How alike we are. Suddenly limbo is the key to understanding all modernity. At all events, I quickly decide this: I’ll listen to one message and use the remaining credit to rally Smuts behind the night’s bacchanal.


I will never top the phone up again.


As long as I live, ha ha.


The first message is from Sarah, my girlfriend till yesterday:
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