
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          A Child's Guide to the Inferno

        

        
        
          PAUL LYONS

        

        
          Published by self published, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A CHILD'S GUIDE TO THE INFERNO

    

    
      First edition. November 17, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 PAUL LYONS.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223024354

    

    
    
      Written by PAUL LYONS.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by PAUL LYONS

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          Eddy and the Fiend

          
        
          
	          The Happiness Wars

          
        
          
	          Big Des's Thai Angel

          
        
          
	          She who is Outside the Universe and Goes Upwards

          
        
          
	          A Child's Guide to the Inferno

          
        
      

      
    
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Kanlayanee

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PART ONE: BEFORE ME THINGS CREATE WERE NONE, SAVE THINGS ETERNAL
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CHAPTER ONE: THE COUVADE



They tie the man to a tree   Hang on, mate, this is an anti-motorway squat in Leytonstone, the trees have all been bulldozed—

They strap the man to a pallet and his woman goes into labour.

No pethidine.

No epidural.

The midwife’s terrified.

It’s called the couvade.

It’d seemed like a good idea last night.

Pain billows from bed to pallet.

The man has his first contraction.

It’s worse than the time his finger got infected   he doesn’t believe in doctors   and a mate cut it off with a diamond disk.

Splinters rake his back.

He screams.

Paul Piles, shaman, eco-warrior and anti-psychiatry campaigner, originally from South Cronulla, Australia.

Maeve stares at him over the tight horizon of her belly. She watches his pelvis buck with birth pains.

“Don’t, Paul. I’m scared.”

She’d promised they’d do this together.

Her irises float away. Another boomer rolls towards him across the rose-pattern axminster he pulled off a skip.

His next contraction creaks the pallet.

He grunts:

“I’m with you, babe.”

The hook-up. It’s working.

Her fingers clutch the sheet. He feels their clench in his knuckles.

She stifles a frightened gasp. Her breath tears at the back of his throat.

The couvade.

The man siphoning off the woman’s pain, opening the Gates of Perception.

Her gasp doesn’t turn to a scream.

His does.

“Aigh-eee!”

His pecs are bare. Tanned muscle quakes under his leather jerkin.

His chest’s freezing. It’s the middle of January, nineteen-seventy-six. He hasn’t worn a shirt for three years. He hasn’t worn underpants for even longer. His nuts have gone numb, where the agony’s greatest. A leather jerkin, the only piece of clothing he can tolerate above belt level. Two years ago, on the eve of his departure for England, he had a row with Dad about his mohican and permanently naked chest and unforgivable things were said.

The midwife checks Maeve’s pulse. She sponges her forehead.

“Keep pushing.”

She doesn’t check his. His forehead’s dripping.

The midwife goes back to the edge of her chair and roots round in her bag of instruments.

The midwife doesn’t want to be here. She’s a middle aged Irish woman who’s attended a thousand births. She’s never seen the couvade before.

There’s a hissing sound.

She’s got out a bottle of gas. Paul’s shocked how such a loud hissing can come from such a small canister.

She’s fiddling with the valve, checking the mask.

“No gas!”

He and Maeve have agreed not to use pain killers. Pain killers deaden consciousness of the birth moment, plus they poison the baby. They don’t want their child to be born a gas head.

“AiiiiiiiiiiGHEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”

It’s Maeve.

She’s screaming.

It begins as a middle class whimper from primly pursed lips, but ends in a triumphant screech.

A tiny body lies panting and slippery in the midwife’s hands.

“It’s a girl!”

It’s the smallest body he’s ever seen, sticky with blood and body fluids, its eyes are shut tight. Its spindly legs and arms are shuddering. Minute fists lift and clench.

The midwife places her face down on Maeve’s belly.

She tries to raise her head but it’s too heavy in this new element of air.

A choking sound gargles from her tiny shocked mouth.

Dave unties the bungees.

“Wow, man!”

Paul stands up.

The baby lifts her face from Maeve’s stomach and opens her eyes.

The so-called experts, the medical gurus and Freudian psychopomps, reckon newborn babies can’t see anything.

Paul’s baby sees him alright. She sees his spirit face. She might not be registering the candles in the jam jars or the arc lamps out on the motorway construction site, but she sees his astral body, trembling with love.

He grins at Maeve.

Has she seen?

Maeve’s features are constricted with an expression he knows all too well   self pity.

The baby splutters up some mucus. She begins to cry. She sounds like she’s got something stuck in her throat. Her lips search as they begin to scream.

Her howl sucks at Paul’s brain, seeking to be filled.

“Give her some tit!”

The howl gets louder, vacuuming milk from Paul’s frontal lobe.

“Give her some milk!”

Maeve’s frown darkens, makes its accustomed journey from self-pity to full on martyrdom.

“My milk’s not through.”

Does he have to do everything?

“It doesn’t matter. She needs to suck.”

Maeve gives one of her sighs. It’s a shotgun sigh he knows intimately, shucking the spent cartridge of her last grievance to give him both barrels in the here and now.

The midwife delivers the placenta.

She’s wrapping it in the Evening Standard!

As if it’s a portion of fish and chips!

“I’ll take that” says Paul.

In the books on spiritual birth, the placenta’s always shown as a tree. It’s the Tree of Blood that fed his daughter on her journey from Eternity. This placenta looks more like a pound of liver but he’s still going to bury it somewhere sacred.

The newborn’s next scream rips him to pieces. There’s so much pain in it it’s unbearable. Inside the tiny howl are decades of future anguish, a whole lifetime going down the pan.

“Give her some tit!”

“I’m bleeding, Paul.”

If there’s one thing a man can’t stand in a woman, it’s self pity. Okay. She’s just been through an ordeal. So has he. You’d have to guess this must be post-natal depression! She hasn’t wasted any bloody time. From where Paul’s standing post-natal depression looks very much like pre-.

“I’ll give her the bath.”

He can’t keep the bitterness out of his voice.

They’d agreed they’d do the LeBoyer Bath together.

A strawberry pink plastic baby bath leans against the wall waiting.

Maeve’s therapist, the world-famous psychiatric guru R D Laing, said the LeBoyer Bath was a good idea. Now Maeve just stares at it blankly.

Paul grabs the bath and dashes up the stairs. The stairs in the squat were coming away from the wall before Paul re-bolted the strings and replaced the missing treads. He’s running so hard a scaffold board pops its screws.

He’s repainted the bathroom, Sunrise Lemon, to welcome the baby.

The ascot’s old. The enamel’s chipped where Paul scratched off the disconnection sticker.

Luckily, when Social Services   a couple of nosey bureaucrats   inspected the squat for its ‘fitness for a home delivery’ they didn’t try the geyser.

There’s only a small blow back, but suddenly Paul’s shaking.

His daughter’s seven minutes old and her life’s going down the gurgler already.

Maeve’s freaked out.

And now he’s losing it too.

He waits for the water to run hot. It takes an eternity.

His daughter’s ten minutes old and he’s already letting her down.

The first bathful’s too cold. When he tests it, his fingertip turns numb. Drop her in that and she’ll die of hypothermia.

He waits and waits.

The second bathful nearly takes the skin off his elbow.

Dip her in that and she’d get third degree burns.

His chest’s oily with sweat.

He mixes hot and cold. The water’s got to be the same temperature as they water she’s just left. The amniotic sea of Eternity. Womb temperature.

He can’t still his breathing, get it in time it with the Cosmic Breath. In fact, he’s hyperventilating.

The bath’s big. It’s got a large surface area and hardly any depth at all. Just two or three inches of water so babies are less likely to drown.

He can hear his baby screaming from the floor below.

Carrying the bath down the stairs a wave hits him in the stomach and runs down inside his jeans.

When Paul gets back to the bedroom the midwife’s just leaving.

She’s a grim-faced old harridan but suddenly he doesn’t want her to go.

Dave’s no help. He’s rolling a joint.

The baby’s still lying face down spluttering on Maeve’s belly.

Through two puckered screaming slits, she looks at him.

A name comes to him   ‘Angelica’— Angel Baby. Little Seraph. Visitor from the Cosmos.

Her face has turned red. She’s screaming so hard her forehead looks like it’s about to burst.

Maeve’s patting her bottom, crooning desolately.

Paul snatches Angelica up.

She’s too light. She hardly fills his palms.

His hands are shaking.

His fingers are stiff and tense.

He’s only got nine.

Cradling her in one hand, her head flopping round on his wrist, her feet pumping up the volume, he lowers Angelica gently into the water.

She looks up at him   horrified at what he’s doing.

There’s an instant’s silence as her head slithers under the water and bangs on the bottom. When it comes up again her mouth’s wide open howling.

No sound comes out.

A memory buckles his stomach. Aussie glare. He’s back home.

The corns on Dad’s feet standing on the swimming pool’s edge refusing to let him out as Paul goes under   “What are you going to do at all those pool parties if you can’t swim?”   the day the old man threw him in the Deep End.

He wraps the convulsing body in a towel.

“Why don’t you fucking help me? Ronnie’s into Leboyer, isn’t he?!”

Maeve’s crying.

“You’re a fucking rubbish mother!”

Maeve’s a feminist. He’s a feminist too. He’s got nothing against the Liberation of Women, not till it hits the tear ducts.

“I’m exhausted, Paul... I’m empty...”

“Tell your bloody therapist. Don’t tell me. I’m not a fucking Ronnie. Keep it for next Friday. Ronnie’ll teach you how to suck!”

Dave’s lighting up the joint.

“Take it easy, man.”

Still wrapped in the Evening Standard, Angelica’s placenta sits in the armchair waiting to be buried. There’s nowhere to bury it. Not in the backyard. The backyard’s barbed-wired off. Beyond the barbed wire are miles and miles of crushed concrete waiting for motorway asphalt.

He paces the room, pressing the tiny thrashing body to his shoulder.

A man can be stronger than a woman in these situations. 

That’s what the psychotherapists and health professionals don’t understand.

There’s more to love than a womb and two jugs. He can feel it, pounding under his sternum.

He sings to her.

Leonard Cohen.

That’s how bitter he is.

“‘Like a bard... on the... whi...airrrr...”

‘Bird On The Wire’ is a song he’s always despised. It’s both maudlin and pretentious. It sounds even worse crooned with a stiff upper lip and an Oxford plum.

“‘... Like a drunk... in a midnight... choi... airrr...’”

He wants to die. He hates his voice. It’s not his fault he speaks with an Oxford plum.

A sob of self-pity grabs at his throat. He’s a victim of the Aussie Elocution Movement. Mum always wanted him to talk like Prince Charles. And he does! Every Saturday arvo Dad dragged him down to Cronulla Arcade and Gloria Elliott, ‘Voice Training and Speech Correction.’ While his mates were at the beach chatting up sheilas, Paul stood in front of a diagram of the larynx intoning ‘Roll On Thou Deep Blue Sea, Rh...olllll Orrrrrn...’

“... I have trai-aaaid in my whey... to be frai-iiiii...’

Leonard Cohen’s doing the business!

The tiny shoulders heave themselves higher on a massive shudder of air.

The next scream is softer.

“... I s-aaw a bugger... he wh-aaas leaning on his wooden cru-hutch-hutch...”

The quietness of her next intake is vibrant.

Her shoulders heave more gently. Her lips pucker wetly against his collar bone. It feels like a butterfly’s kiss.

She’s getting used to this breathing malarkey already! In fact she’s doing it like an expert! Chest the size of his thumb, but she’s breathing for the two of them!

Sound asleep.

Maeve pulls out a tit. She says:

“Give her to me.”

He puts Angelica in Maeve’s arms.

Without even waking, Angelica finds the nipple and clamps her mouth round it and starts sucking with a fierce chewing action.

“Ouch!”

A truck rustles by outside.

Maeve smiles at him.

But she’s too late.

Paul’s already made his decision.
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CHAPTER TWO: INTO THE HYPERBOREAN
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He drives north, watching for the police in his rear view mirror.

The van’ll be easy to spot.

Maeve’s probably called the cops by now.

It’s a sixty three Bedford. Paul painted it himself. Fire engine red with a black flash. Le rouge and le noir. A horizontal flue to vent the camping stove in the back sticking out of the roof.

Jelly lies face upwards in her Moses basket on the passenger seat beside him, wide awake, arms and legs spread-eagled, her clear blue eyes watching the torn piping swing like a mobile from the cab ceiling.

It’s Friday.

He left London at five. Five’s Maeve’s therapy hour. At five Maeve would have just been lying down on the therapeutic couch for her session with Ronnie, the one hour in the week he can be sure she’ll be otherwise engaged. Absorbed in the Healing Relationship. Receiving client centred self knowledge she could have worked out for herself. After therapy she treats herself to a solitary coffee and a Danish pastry—another, perhaps, forty five minutes— to digest the day’s insights. Her Friday ritual. Back to the squat. Wondering where the baby is. Plucking up the courage to call the cops. It ought to have given him at least four or five hours start.

A Honda showroom offers up the time, plus temperature, on a digital tower.

20.43.

-2 deg C.

She’ll have called the cops by now.

He knows where he’s going. The Unknown. He’s going back to the Shining Void. From which Angelica looked at him when she first opened her eyes.

He leans into a big roundabout. His foot feels weightless on the pedal. The speedometer’s playing up again. He could be doing six miles an hour or sixty. Fucked if he knows. He’s accelerating round the moon. Turning a steering wheel can be an emotional act.

The van feels warm enough with the heat coming up from the engine.

Jelly stares at the torn trim swinging. Her milk blister twitches. She sees everything.

She sees that what he is doing is wrong. But she doesn’t protest. Even now, after the trauma of the birth, she’s still gazing up out of some corner of the Spirit World. From that distance these little man/woman rucks get put in perspective.

Her milk blister puckers sourly, remembering rubber, breast a fading idyll. She can still taste the bottle he gave her in Luton.

Her lips moue, chewing air, battening on Maeve’s cracked nipple fifty miles back.

It’s wrong, what he’s doing. But sometimes you’ve got to be strong enough to be wrong. As long as Jelly’s okay, he’ll be okay.

They’re on their way. A man and his daughter. Up for anything. Maybe even enlightenment.

He knows where he’s going.

The only problem’s petrol.

Talks to end the nationwide tanker driver’s strike have broken down. The services outside Luton had a quarter mile queue of cars. All the petrol stations in Stevenage were closed.

His gauge shows a quarter tank. He prays it’s had the Old Richard like his speedo.

He’ll need a fill-up before the border.

But he’ll get it. Nothing can stand in his way. He’s taking his daughter back to the Source of Light, if he has to jemmy fuel caps to do it.

He swerves to avoid a semi-trailer.

The Moses basket shoots towards the door.

He brakes. They’re skidding up onto the hard shoulder.

He’s gripping the wheel hard to stop the trembling in his hands.

He could have killed her.

She hasn’t even woken up!

He leans his head into the basket.

She’s still breathing. Taking it one breath at a time in a way he’ll never match.

She rolls her head and gives her blankets a good kicking. The Terylene clings to her feet like a thrashed Thai boxer.

He switches off the engine, tugs at the hand brake, and straightens her blankets.

She turns her face upwards, her steady gaze searching for its mobile which is swinging in a different direction than it was a second ago.

What a beauty!

He says:

“Jelly...” ‘Angelica’s already coming to bits. She’s just ‘Jelly’ now. Somehow ‘Jelly’ suits her. “...I’m only giving Maeve a break, okay?...”

Her forehead puckers.

She doesn’t believe him.

There’s a month’s supply of Infasoy, a dozen baby bottles, a box of replacement teats, twenty kilos of zinc cream and a jumbo pack of Pampers in the back of the van that says he’s lying.

“...I’m not stealing you from her or anything...”

Is that wind, or a frown?

“...I’m not abducting you or nothing. I know a policeman might call this abduction. But I’m not a policeman. Are you? I’m just a father and you’re my daughter, spending a bit of quality time together, ey? The younger the daughter, the higher the quality, I reckon. One day you’ll learn that the world’s full of psychotherapists and doctors and teachers and policemen all dying to get their hands on you in their own different ways. I know the bath was a bit of a cock-up, but that doesn’t mean you need psychoanalysing yet, do you? Everyone’s got problems, Jell. Even the newborn. Even your Dad. I’m not perfect. I just want to show you there’s another way of sorting out life’s little difficulties before social services and the multinationals and, most likely, the cops, move in. I wouldn’t even call it the Way of the Shaman, or Vision, or anything like that. It’s much more precious than that. In fact, you’re the one who showed it to me, the night you were born. Remember? You opened your eyes and looked at me with all your wisdom. You’re much wiser than me. You’re my Teacher, Jell. Okay...?”

Jelly says:

“Jerbuffoo.”

“...Al... right! God, I love you, babe. I knew you were a wise woman the first second as I saw you. Maeve thinks you’ve gotta spend twenty years talking to a psychotherapist before you know what’s what. An hour a week. Sometimes two. Forty sobs an hour! Maeve’s man’s the famous R D Laing. You may have heard of R D Laing, out in the Cosmos? Usually charges sixty. But he gives it to Maeve for forty. Apparently forty rips an hour for talking to Ronnie’s cut-price for an existentialist of his standing. A real bargain. But what I keep wondering is   Why’s Ronnie giving her a discount? What’s Maeve doing, beside telling him her problems, to get away with forty? Your mother’s an attractive woman, when she stops moaning, Jelly. Know what I reckon? I reckon she’s in love with R D Laing. That’s what I reckon.  Not me. Not you. A fucking existentialist Scottish know-all. I know you miss the tit   rubber’s not the same, is it?   but you don’t need existentialism in your milk yet, do you? It tastes worse than Infasoy, I promise you. You sure you haven’t heard of R D Laing...?”

“Foooooooof.”

“... Got wind? Here. Let’s pick you up. Careful, Paul. There. That’s better. Dribble on my chest as much as you like, babe. It’s bare, it’ll wipe off. Dad’s tough bare chest, ey? Where the emotion is. Hey! What you sucking there? No milk there, I’m afraid. Dad  that’s my Dad, your Grandad   hates me giving shirts a miss. Your granddad’s a very sartorial man. He reckons bare chests aren’t acceptable in polite society. They’re even worse than mohicans. He might be right. But you see— Hey! That’s a hair! Don’t bloody swallow that!   the point is, Jell, if I put a shirt on I burn up. I catch fire inside. I can’t stand even a singlet. I nearly explode. Mum—t hat’s my Mum, your Grandma   used to make me put my chest against this X-ray plate to see if I had TB like she did. Four times a year. I tell you, girl, those X-ray plates are cold as Hell. They see inside your chest. They have a look if there’s any spots on your lungs like Mum   that’s my Mum, your Grandma   had. She was always worried I’d catch TB like her. Mum hated me going bare chested too. It used to put her in bed, seeing me set off to a party with no shirt on. I couldn’t help it, Jell. It was all those X-rays. Mum couldn’t breathe properly, the TB fucked her chest up so bad. Sometimes, when she went to bed because of my bare chest, she almost stopped breathing altogether. She’d get into this sort of gargly fight for air, made you think the breath would never get down her. But I still wouldn’t wear a shirt. Just didn’t want to explode.  Still don’t. -2 deg C   put your hand there! Go on!   feel how hot it is! I reckon I must have known how nice a bare chest would feel one day with you dribbling all over it. Underpants are another thing I can’t wear either. That used to upset Mum and Dad too, nearly as much as no shirt. It’s one of the things you’re gonna have to accept about your Dad, I’m afraid   no underchunders. Just can’t wear the bastards. Not since them X-rays. I don’t mean they ever X-rayed my dick. But I get hot down there too. It’s not all bad. Toughens your cock, no underpants. Never heard the ladies complain. Well. Except Maeve...”

A warm clean burp moistens his collar bone.

“... Reckon I’ll have to take you back to see your Grandma and Grandad in Australia when you’re a bit older. Sixty seven Box Road, South Cronulla, Sydney. That’s Australia that is. Greatest bloody country on earth. You’re a little Aussie you are. I know Maeve’s English, but these feel like good strong Aussie legs to me. Go on. Give us another punt. I haven’t seen your Grandma or Grandad for a long time myself. You probably know them better than I do, looking in from Eternity. I’m not much of a letter writer. Actually, haven’t spoken to them for two years. Mainly because of the chest and the mohican. They don’t go with talking like Prince Charles. At least I don’t look like Prince Charles. Dad says I make Mum ill with the way I look. My father says I put my mother to bed I hurt her so much. But I can’t help it. I reckon I look great. Sometimes Mum stops breathing when she thinks about my hair and chest. Sometimes it takes her so long to get in some air it sounds like she’s going to die. But a man’s got to stand by his principles. That pec doesn’t feel too bad to you, does it? Mm-mmm. Lovely and warm. That dribble does feel nice...”

The patch of warmth on his chest grows bigger and bigger...  pauses for a luxurious sigh and contracts and contracts even more luxuriously...

He’s performed the miracle.

He’s got her off!

**************
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Headlights rake them.

The next set could be the cops.

Paul sits there.

Something wonderful’s happening.

The patch of warmth, moist at the centre, where her lips have fallen away from his nipple, has stopped contracting. It’s only expanding. There’s no systole to his heart’s racing diastole. The warmth’s getting wider and wider. It’s reaching out to both his shoulders. It’s spreading down to his pelvis.

It won’t stop.

As it gets bigger, the heat grows stronger.

As long as he’s holding onto her he’ll be alright.

A massive energy boils up into his head.

Headlights slow.

Pick him out.

If it’s the fuzz they’re in for a fight.

The trailer of a semi, as long and brightly lit as Brighton Pier, swings by and gathers speed.

The heat bursts beyond his body, touches the steering wheel and the handles of Jelly’s Moses basket.

His brain’s a lump of candescent charcoal in the centre of a burn up big as the stars.

But it’s Jelly who’s the heart of the blaze.

As long as he’s holding onto her he won’t die.

There’s an arc lamp on a stanchion beside the lay-by.

His spine catches fire. His vertebrae know how it feels to be that steel post carrying those crucified arms of orange light.

**************
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When it’s over Paul realises he’s had a mystical experience. A bonzer one, no drugs needed. The sort of vision holy men write books about and become world famous. More famous even than radical psychotherapists.

The Vision’s shown him two things   He can look after Jelly on his own and he knows exactly where he’s going.

He also thinks Maeve will forgive him, eventually, though he’s not so sure about this.

An egg burger appears in his Throat Chakra.

He’s starving hungry.

He’s got a stove in the back of the truck and plenty of soul food, but he puts Jelly down in her basket and switches on the ignition, releases the hand brake. He wants an egg burger.

Ten miles on he finds a Happy Diner.

He pulls into the car park.

Hunger tears at his stomach, but before he unclips his seat belt he makes himself open the glove box and take out the pen and paper he keeps there for moments like this.

He writes the Vision down.

You never know. It could be worth money.

The words fall into patterns that fall into almost equal lines. Some of them rhyme. He realises that he’s writing the least middle class poem ever written. It’s only half a page. When it’s finished he sees that it needs a title. Something like the ‘Song of Solomon’ or the ‘Rubaiyat of Omar Kayyam’.

At the top of the sheet of paper he writes ‘VISION OF ANGELICA’ in capital letters.

He folds the paper up and slips it in the back pocket of his jeans.

Only then does he pick up the Moses basket and enter the cafeteria.

**************
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He places Jelly on a table next to the service rail and goes and stands in the queue.

A wall-mounted television radiates a panel of football commentators down onto the trays of knives and forks.

He leans in under the self-service canopy.

Beneath the heat lamps the pans of baked beans and fried eggs smell delicious.

The manageress is friendly.

His bare chest opens her up and Prince Charles slides in.

“... Barnarna shake. Egg burger and double frh...ays.”

She smiles at the Moses basket.

He gives her a fresh teat for Angelica’s bottle and she sterilises it in boiling water from the tea-making dispenser.

She coos:

“Where’s Mum?”

“Syd... nay.”

When he returns to his table Jelly’s kicked off her blanket but is still sound asleep.

The egg burger’s cold but scrumptious.

The Late News is on the television, led by the tanker driver’s strike.

The outlook’s getting worse by the hour: Blockades at the refineries. Petrol stations shut. Queues and brawls at the few pumps still open.

The petrol situation’s worst in the North. There’s not a drop of fuel to be had North of Newcastle.

Jon Snow’s interviewing a striking driver beside a badly smoking brazier. Jon Snow’s a bit of a dill next to the working class hero warming his hands on the flames of revolution.

Paul gives the striking driver a fist pump.

“Good luck to you, sport! Bring the bastards down!”

Between one bite and the next, Paul’s burger freezes. It’s another two hundred miles to his destination. He’ll never make it.

The striking driver smirks at Jon’s perfectly reasonable questions. The self-righteous bastard’s enjoying the trouble he’s causing everybody! His trouble-making features crinkle in the brazier’s smug smoke, savouring another day off! Jemmying fuel caps in this climate could get you killed.

Paul stuffs his mouth with chips but he’s not keeping up with the cooling of the grease that coats them.

‘... Tonight, police are hunting a father who has abducted his week old baby...’

His throat constricts.

The guy at the next table glances from the screen to the Moses basket and back again to the screen.

The woman devouring the bangers and mash at the table in the corner says something to her companion.

‘... Doctors are anxious for the well being of the child...’

The manageress is peering through the heat lamps.

‘... As the man is believed to be mentally unstable...’

Fucking Maeve! Mentally unstable?! Pays forty sobs an hour to be fucked by the Father of Phenomenology, and calls him a nutter?

He pushes his plate away. He wipes some grease from his mouth with a leaf from the napkin dispenser.

Angelica’s awake. In fact, she’s screaming.

He picks her up and heads for the entrance.

‘... The man was last seen sporting...’ Sporting? ‘... A purple mohican and wearing a leather jerkin with no shirt...’

The manageress has a phone in her hand.

Above his head, a photo-fit appears on the screen.

Where do they get these artists from? Where do the cops find their fucking sketch-pad specialists. The Picasso School of

His nose isn’t as broken as all that.

His eyes are no way so bulgy.

A minute jaw.

His mohican sewn on by Doctor Frankenstein, too far down his forehead.

It looks nothing like him.

**************
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Angelica cries for the next ten miles. She screams as hard as the night she was born. He keeps his foot to the floor.

He lifts his hands from the wheel and pleads:

“I can’t pick you up!”

Above the battering roar of the engine he croons over and over to her the mystical words that came to him in the car park: ‘VISION OF ANGELICA’.

Nothing will comfort her.
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CHAPTER THREE: SAMYE LING
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He drives up the hill to Samye Ling on his last drop of petrol. He can hear the engine already starting to grind as it runs dry.

He’s made it!

His fuel gauge is a holy trickster! Or else some hungry ghost topped him up from its store of transcendent venom!

He had enough gas in the tank to get him here! Here and no further, no need to even jemmy a fuel cap or get into a brawl at service station queue.

It’s a miracle. A sign at the very least. In fact... the story goes that the Tibetan monks who founded the monastery, Akong Rinpoche and Chogyam Trungpa, had identical karma to his own. They were searching for the site of their proposed lamaserie in nineteen sixty-nine, in Vauxhall Viva—the same manufacturer as the Bedford!— and when the Viva ran out of petrol, at this very spot where his engine’s conking out now, they knew that Samye Ling was the predestined goal of the Eightfold Path’s Journey to the West.

The engine breathes its last and cuts out just as he rolls into the car park!

The ashram’s in a converted farm house in the highlands above Inverness.

The silence as he switches off the ignition is magical.

It’s meant to be.

In the car park, a group of chelas are standing round a brand new red MG Mark 2 Roadster. The Roadster’s the most perfect sports car MG has yet produced, with its syncro-mesh four-speed gear-box, new rear axle and the stunning polished chrome grille with the black ‘honeycomb’ insert.

A tubby man in spectacles and an orange robe— it’s the lama himself!— is sitting behind the wheel checking out the headlights and three-speed windscreen wipers with infectiously childish delight.

Trungpa! It’s Chogyam Trungpa himself, enlightened meditation master, tulku of the Kagyu lineage, reincarnation of the Buddha Avalokitesvara and only second in rank on the Noble Four-fold Path to the Dalai Lama himself! He certainly drives a better car than when he rolled to a halt here in a Vauxhall Viva in nineteen sixty-nine.

The lama switches on the ignition and, oh man, there it is, that straight-six 1.8 litre B Series roar, crystal clear in the Roaring Silence of the mountain air.

The Teacher guns the engine and clouds of exhaust, the rinsing smell of burned gasoline, pump across the car park and lace the pine-fresh fragrance of the Unmanifest. The lama sits doesn’t have any problem with petrol consumption.

The vibe’s good. No one takes it amiss, a lone warrior, stepping out of a red and black Bedford carrying a Moses basket.

Paul nods at the straight-six B Series engine under the fire-engine red bonnet. There’s nothing he doesn’t know about hotting up engines. His tools are in the back of the van. He says:

“I think I can get a few more revs out of that if you want.”

**************
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The next fortnight has the feel of one of those standing waves in the flow of time when major Ideas break forth from Transcendence into the material world and change everything.  

The sensation of burning up on the hard shoulder of the M1 turns out to be the Kundalini Fire Itself awakening. He’s God-intoxicated. The Holy Fire won’t let go of him. That’s why it feels so physical.

There’s more to love than a womb and two jugs and this is it. It all begins with Jelly, the patch of warmth, moist at the centre, where her lips fell away from his nipple. He’s showing her the material world. She’s showing him the Sacred World. A fortnight old, you’re hanging on in there, sucking and burping and kicking and crying but not yet wholly evicted.

In deep meditation, the Sacred Breath bursts into flame and just sitting cross-legged and watching her breathe is so beautiful it’s unbearable.

The Holy Fire finishes calcinating his coccyx and flares up into his stomach, the Place of Fear, changing her nappy, mixing her Infasoy and she sees him through the Fire with her perfect confidence in his love.

The Fire lifts into his heart and even when she’s screaming with what looks like colic she reassures him that separateness is transitory, bodily distance an illusion, when you know how it feels to be a star in Andromeda or a Scottish fir up on the ridge, how can you not feel what it’s like to be your own flesh and blood?

The Fire surges into his forehead, consuming even the possibility of thought, the strongest ideas mere sparkling ash clouds lifting off from a bonfire into the Stillness of the Awakened Night, the miracle of getting a newborn baby off to sleep.

Life on the ashram is good. Paul realises that an ascetic life suits him. Giving up alcohol and tobacco is easy. The fresh air and hard yakka—when he’s not working on the lama’s Roadster Paul’s busy in the vegetable garden—see to that. He was brought up on snags and loin chops, but the Samye Ling turnips and broccoli taste better than any meat.

Best of all are his nights alone in his cell with his daughter.

“... Reckon we might even make it back to Sydney ey, Jell? In a year or two, when you’re a magic four-year-old, or even grown right up, a dharma warrior woman, ey? Go see Mum and Dad. You’re Grandpa and Grandma. Take the Sacred Fire home to sixty seven Box Road, South Cronulla. Show them there’s worse things than a purple mohican and a bare chest, worse even than putting your mother in bed with a purple mohican and a bare chest and saying unforgivable things into the bargain. Australia, Jell. Greatest bloody country on earth. The Theosophists—they were a mad lot of pommie silvertail mystical bastards back in the nineteen-twenties— even reckoned Australia was gonna be the New Jerusalem, birthplace of a new and better type of human being, girl, n who knows, maybe they were right, maybe they’ll be proven to have spoken the truth when you and me get there. We’ll open an ashram of our own, girl. Bring the Roaring Silence to South Cronulla—can’t you just hear it, roaring?— bring this Radiant Stillness to Box Road and beyond—can’t you just feel it, the Stillness brimming over? There’s terrible things go on in the Transcendent Realm too, Jell, yakshas and dubbies and all sorts of demon powers, manifested mainly as psychotherapists and cops and in this lower world, at least on a day to day basis, God knows what forces lie behind war and famine and suicidal feelings, but as long as we’re together, Jell, you and me, as long as we’re putting in some quality time together, ey? A father and his daughter, a Dad and his little girl, together in the Pure Land....”

Her forehead puckers. Her milk blister twitches. Her tiny nose twitches.

A smell’s coming in under the door, a fragrance from another life, Old Holborn, Old Holborn Orange, tobacco doused in orange juice and, where there’s tobacco, a ring-pull’s hiss, Tennent’s Extra, yes, definitely Tennent’s Extra, 9% heading for the Big Black. Where does the guy get hold of the stuff? Fifteen hisses a night? Five pouches a week? An eye-watering sting. Chaser. Straightener. God knows what he calls it. Bell’s. Definitely Bell’s, a cheap blend, but still mixing memory and desire. No one’s been into Lockerbie for over three weeks now, except for Trungpa, who’s an enlightened man, to top up his petrol. The ashram’s had no supplies, alcohol or otherwise, for twenty five days. Unless there’s an off-licence locked away in the next door wardrobe the hiss and smell coming in under the door is totally inexplicable.

Frank. Frank Dooley. Fucking Frank, man. There’s always one. Every ashram— Paul’s been in a few, he knows what he’s talking about—every ashram’s got one.

He checks. He double checks. He brings his face close to her blistered moue.

She’s asleep. She’s definitely asleep. In her Moses basket. She’s maybe grown an inch or two but she still fits snugly in her Moses basket.

He leaves the door open. He isn’t going far. He’ll hear when she wakes up. The corridor’s dark. It’s after midnight. Three steps up and he’s knocking on the next door to his.

“Yeah?”

The door’s not locked. He pushes it open and goes in.

The smell hits him. Tennents. Yes Tennents Extra. And Bells. The sharp tears of a quick straightener.

“Paul!”

Frank’s one of those pasty-faced guys aren’t made for dreadlocks. Or corn rows either. Three Blind Mice are crawling across his skull, dragging their tales behind them.

Frank’s lived in the ashram for years. His hundred thousand prostrations have taken over a decade and he still hasn’t finished. Paul’s up to two thousand three hundred already.

Paul’s got nothing against people who break rules, even ashram rules but if Frank thinks he can obtain Liberation putting away a bottle of Bells a night he’s got a lot to learn.

“Siddown, man. Want a hit?”

He’s rolling a joint! He’s sprinkling chunks of packi black into skimpy shreds of tobacco scattered along a crease of well-tongued Rizlas, a filter tip going soggy in his mouth.

“Take a seat, bro.”

Jelly’s asleep. His baby’s sleeping peacefully in the room next door. He’s better off leaving her there than subjecting her untrammelled brain cells to this fug of smoke and alcohol. He takes a seat.

Frank lifts the joint, the Exhibition of the Eucharist, mid construction, in the direction of the familiar label: EST. 1825. BLENDED SCOTCH WHISKEY ORIGINAL. 

“Help yourself.”

Paul helps himself.

It’s the prana-enriched receptivity of his brain. It’s enlightened synapses tasting hellfire. The Bell’s burn’s never felt so good.

“Cheers.”

“Toke?”

Frank rolls the thinnest joints ever— a quick flick of thumb and forefinger and he’s cylindrified a spliff about the thickness of a shoe lace— but that doesn’t mean his stash is getting low.

Frank’s lighter’s a big ex-army thing with the flint the size of an emery.

The lower half of his face disappears behind a lambent fire ball. Flame bursts from the bottom of the lighter as much as from the top. Tongues of fire are licking around the screw where you put the fluid in.

“Toke, man?”

The joint’s half gone by the time he hands it to Paul.

On the brink of enlightenment, he only takes a small drag. He’s always preferred the black to the red. Packi to Moroccan. Frank’s sure got a crash-hot dealer.

The lightest of inhalations. A butterfly landing on the rim of a volcano.

At first the scream is shy and scratchy, the delicate shriek of a spirit letting down Transcendence, perhaps even that very first newborn howl of shock gurgling womb fluid from untried lungs.

In the next room.

Jelly’s awake.

It’s only the usual cry for milk but by the time he gets through the door, picks her up out of the Moses basket, it’s ripping shreds of tissue from newly formed synapses. Her body stiffens. Her legs thrust at him. A convulsion bends her backwards. A goddess thrashes in his arms, demanding milk.

He digs out a bottle, opens the Infasoy cupboard. It’s empty. The Infasoy’s run out and he hasn’t even registered the fact

“Aigh-eeeeeeeeeeeeee!”

The goddess gets angry. He’s never heard an angel scream before. The scream of a whole human lifetime being fucked up in the here and now. Decades of pain and anxiety are installing themselves in her three-weeks-old nervous system. It’s worse than the night he dropped her in the Leboyer bath and her head went under.

“Aigh-eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”

Milk! There’s milk in the kitchen. She’s a spirit warrior. A powerful angel. Her stomach won’t mind taking sustenance from a cow. It’s still milk, for fuck’s sake.

He sticks some in a bottle. Jelly gobbles it up voraciously and vomits white bile down her baby-gro.

“Aigh-eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”

Kali springs from his arms. The Terrible Goddess, dribbling blood, her necklace of skulls swinging in time to her swingeing gait stalks the corridors of Samye Ling.

It’s only fifteen miles to Lockerbie. A gallon at the most. Trungpa’s got a tankful.

He leaves Jelly in her Moses basket in Frank’s room. Frank’s mumbling something about how his mother used to feed him when he was difficult, used to dip the teat in Bell’s whiskey, but there’s no time to think about that now.

The Roadster’s parked in the cleanest and driest place in the ashram, the grain room where the lentils and mung beans are stored on immaculate concrete in hundred-weight hessian sacks.

The MG Mark 2 Roadster. The most perfect sports car MG has yet produced. He realises he’ll never be enlightened. He’s had his big mystical experience, in the Happy Diner car park. There won’t be any more where that came from. He doesn’t care. He’d rather be a father than a fucking Avatar.

He finds a chisel. A big fuck-off twelve inch cold chisel and a lump hammer.

The first blow goes straight through the sheet metal, fire-engine red paint crumpling and flying away. Freaking MG and their cost-cutting specifications, a juggernaut slams into that at ninety-five you’re driving a ball of tear-sodden tissue paper.

The chisel’s too sharp. There’s nothing to lever against. ‘Give me a lever and I will move the world’. One of Dad’s favourite sayings. ‘You only have to ask, Paul.’ Shirt or underpants, he can’t remember now.

He gets the point of the chisel in between the cap and the armature and gives it some welly.

‘Where there is non-attachment all things are given.’

The cap pops. Bloody Tibetan con man! A full freaking tank! The petrol’s slopping and gurgling right up near the valve.

He gets a hose and shoves it in. A bucket to siphon the precious liquid into. He sucks. He sucks hard, gives it both lungs, sucks harder than he sucked his first mouthful, his first day on earth. Petrol, man. Tastes better than mother’s milk. He gets it flowing. Beautiful gasoline. It’s drumming into the bottom of the bucket. He adds a heady gob to the surging liquid. Bugger a gallon. Fuck back to Lockerbie. London. He’s going back to London. He’s taking her back to Maeve. They’ll sort things out. Maeve will forgive him. They’ll start a family. They’ve already started. The lama’s got a full tank.

“What ya doin’, man?”

Frank. What the hell’s Frank doing here? He’s supposed to be looking after Jelly, not standing in the doorway a newly-rolled spliff hanging from his lips.

“I’m...”

Frank lights up.

A bridge of flame. A pontoon of fire. A Harbour Bridge of coruscating flambeaux arcs from Frank’s lighter to the fuel cap.

The explosion’s followed by an eructation of darker flames, the big end going up.

Through blinding pain Paul’s ripping sacks open, tearing hessian aside, throwing lentils and mung beans on the flames, trying to save the guru’s car, the lentils and mung beans going off like a million gunshots on bubbling paintwork and flaming trim. Except...

Some of the gun shots are real!

Chugyam Trungpa is standing in the doorway, a revolver in his hand, firing unskilfully, yelling terrible at him. Paul doesn’t speak Tibetan but he’s pretty sure it’s a curse.

**************
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Paul wakes face-down in a hospital bed. The fire-ball mainly hit him in the back on its way to engulfing the MG.

He’s in police custody.

Jelly’s back in London.

Maeve’s taken out an injunction to stop him from ever seeing his daughter again.

His legs are in traction while the grafts take.

A mess of crushed hair stiffener itches his forehead. The explosion took off the back of his mohican. Only the back, but the doctors say hair will never grow there again.
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PART TWO: ALL HOPE ABANDON
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CHAPTER ONE: PARENTS EVENING
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A bond forged in the Cosmos where Spirit walks, stands.

It’s been a hard thirteen years, but years don’t matter between a man and his daughter.

He hasn’t seen too much of Jelly since Samye Ling.

He hasn’t managed to give her much quality time. He’s given a number of prisons round the world more quality time than his little girl.

But Jelly’s been with him every minute of the way.

Everything’s a learning experience and being shot at by an enlightened man’s taught him that you’ve got to fight for what you love.

Liberation is real— he felt it himself that night on the motorway when she was only eight days old   but you won’t find it sitting on a cushion.

Paul’s never believed in leaders, but he’s won himself a reputation for being at the forefront of a good few battles and earned himself some notable enemies, the military industrial complex, whaling, motorway expansion and the psychotherapy industry.

While Jelly’s been growing up into a beautiful young teenage girl, he’s thrown himself into the battle with the multi-nationals and their mind control side-kicks in the psychiatric profession. He isn’t going to have a daughter of his living in a world run by Big Pharma and thinking what the R D Laings of the advertising industry tell her to think.

In fact, on the psychiatric side of things—he’s a leading member of Release and has just signed an old Aussie mate of his, Denzil Hughes, out of Halliwick Psychiatric Unit. Paul’s an Aussie. Derek’s an Aussie. If mateship’s to mean anything it can’t go letting your best mate down just because some pumped-up psychopomp labels him ‘schizophrenic’.

The struggle’s taken Paul round the globe to squats and kampongs and shanty towns and, most recently, a three year stretch in a French gaol in Mauritius.

It took him years to get the injunction against seeing Jelly lifted, and even now the suspension’s only ‘conditional’. Conditional on what he’s not exactly sure. On wearing a shirt? Underpants? Shutting up and buckling under?

Maeve’s remarried   a social worker called Dave. Maeve’s an Approved Social Worker herself now. She’s studied for a diploma in the Mental Heath Act over the years Paul’s been standing up to the system and now sections crazy people when they become a danger to themselves. 

She lets Paul see his daughter when he’s in London, as he is now, but Maeve’s made it clear, to both Paul and Jelly, that she thinks he’s a disturbing influence.

Maeve doesn’t understand that disturbance is another word for life.

Paul has never, for one moment, given up on the spirit bond, no matter how dysfunctional it can be at times. And he knows in his heart of hearts that Angelica hasn’t given up on it either. The psychic umbilicus, rooted in the Happy Diner car park, takes the strain. He’s fed it with birthday messages and Christmas cards from round the globe, with Season’s Greetings and Wishes On Your Special Day penned even when he was feeling as raw as a placenta wrapped I the Evening Standard himself.

The struggle’s taken him all over the world—

Except for the Lucky Country.

He still hasn’t been home.

Even when he was at Moruroa Atoll he didn’t manage to pop over to Sydney. He preferred Devil’s Island.

It’s fifteen years since he’s seen Mum and Dad.

He’s written some crash-hot Visions   way way more than just poems   about playing cricket for South Cronulla when he was a kid.  The greatest of them, ‘Norm’s Century’, is pretty much a modern Song of Solomon, celebrating Norman O’Neill’s epic one hundred and four against the West Indies in Brisbane in nineteen sixty one. It’s been published in several anthologies and even won the Banjo Patterson Prize.

But he still hasn’t knocked on the old front door.

Dad doesn’t see family life in terms of psychic umbilici. He believes in deterrents.

His promise to never let Paul in the front door again has yet to be rescinded.

Mum doesn’t believe in bonds forged in the Cosmos either. If he ever showed up at the front door she’d be sure to cry. When she cries she stops breathing.

Paul’s determined he isn’t going to turn out as bad a father as he is a son.

It’s Jelly that keeps him going. Or rather, the thought of her. When he’s feeling low he remembers how beautiful and free and strong she is. She inspires his political work. Sometimes, this last stretch, he saw her growing up as clear as he saw through the keyhole in his cell door. She was right there with him. He and she, together. All the way. Their two hearts beating in time they were that night she lay in her basket on the seat of the van staring up at her torn trim mobile and he had his mystical experience.

The French government’s had enough of him.

He’s back in London at long last with nothing but some Visions in his kit bag and a beautiful strong free teenage woman dying to see him.

**************
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“Fuck off!” says the little fat girl. “I just fucking got out!” Her grey school pullover seems deliberately baggy, the tails of her uniform shirt hang round her bottom, but they still don’t hide her obesity. “I’ve served my fucking sentence today, alright?!”

She stands outside the gates with her hands on her hips and her feet planted firmly apart.

“Yes, but...” says Maeve.

It’s Parents Evening.

Jelly doesn’t budge. They’re going to have to physically drag her back in.

A bleak wind blows across the asphalt.

A sign by the gates says: John Battersley School For Special Educational Needs.

“It’s Parents Evening” says Maeve “It’s not lessons.”

“You go then! You’re the parent! Not me, thank fuck!”

Her podgy cheeks crush her blue eyes narrow and angry. She has a scowl you could crack nuts with.

“In we go!” says Dave forcefully.

Jelly crosses her arms and stays put. Her thick blonde hair is escaping in all directions from a collapsed French plait.

“All your friends will be there. You can see all your mates.”

Families passing in through the gates stare. The kids, her school mates, nudge and giggle. Their parents give Maeve and Dave, and Paul, pitying looks.

The sign’s getting Derek extra twitchy:

“I aint going in neither, Jell. They put electrodes in your brain.”

“Cool it, bro,” says Paul.

He shouldn’t have brought Derek, but Derek’s going through a rough patch and there’s no one else to keep an eye on him. Fire sticks poke from the back pocket of his sweat pants. The bulge at the front’s his diabolo. The orange bum bag, which he wears over his belly as a shield against bad vibes, is pumping in and out.

He should never have brought Derek, but you’ve got to look after your mates, even when they’re psychotic. Especially when they’re psychotic.

Derek was a top street performer before he went back to Australia for his Dad’s funeral. He could juggle seven fire sticks at a time. His show-stopper used to be rapping and fire blowing at in sync. His bottle of petrol will be in the bum bag now, but he can barely catch a stick any more. He’s lost it. Derek flew to Melbourne lovably eccentric. He flew back into Heathrow frothing at the mouth, spit flecking his lips, the literal symptoms of madness, his mouth a rictus of paranoid mutterings. Paul’s done his best to work out what his mate’s hallucinations mean. He’s heard rumours that, while he was in Melbourne for his father’s funeral, Derek went on Australia’s top TV talent quest, Channel Nine, ‘Greg Bundy’s Big Chance’, and something terrible happened.

“What are electrodes?” asks Jelly.

“Things they put in your head to read your thoughts.”

Maeve gives him a murderous look. She’s doing him a favour inviting him to Jelly’s Parents Evening at all when she and Dave are Jelly’s true parents. He’s tried to explain how Derek’s been in need of round-the-clock attention since he and Carrie busted him out of Halliwick and took him off his medication. He’s the only one who can handle Derek now. He can’t leave his mate on his own in this state. He’ll flip out completely. Derek sometimes gets aggressive. He had no alternative but to bring him. Maeve’s not having it. Maeve used to be a whole-hearted supporter of his anti-psychiatry stance but now Derek’s merely mad and mental hospital’s where madmen belong, not Parents Evenings.

She looks tired. She whispers angrily:
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