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			1

			Tess is driving, looking at me sideways trying to guess what I am thinking about though she has no idea what I’m thinking about but just in case she’s right I start thinking about something else. ‘And he’s OK with this?’ she says. ‘You haven’t been electrocuted?’

			We come out onto the forest tops, gorse on either side of the road. 

			‘One for sorrow, two for joy.’

			‘You what now?’ But the magpies have already disappeared into the military installation.

			‘Do you remember,’ I say, ‘when I saved up my money to buy you a willy?’

			‘Ho now. Yes. How much d’you get together?’

			‘Bout a quid. Quid fifty? I felt sorry for you.’

			‘Where were you going to get it from then?’

			‘The willy shop.’

			‘Ah yeah,’ she says, ‘the willy shop,’ rounding a corner into elderly cyclists, red and yellow in all the kit. She widens out for the overtake but veers back again for lack of foreview down this barrelling bostal lane. ‘So what about tomorrow? You still feeling all right about it?’ 

			The cyclists heave their way along and do not look at us as we pass. An area of warmth in my right thigh has been shifting slowly up through my hip and into my ribs. This patch may or may not be connected with seeing Dan again after all this time, and thus what he represents, a relic of my former existence, perhaps a welcome or unwelcome reminder of how far I have travelled. Tess is talking but I can only concentrate on the warmth, trying to assess its size and intent. He electrocuted me here, exactly here, just below the bottom rib, two days ago. The wife. Mr Atkins’ new wife. He punished me for that even though she is old. I have been trying to make amends. Methods of dislocation. Disassembly. Disassociation. Atkins has invited me for dinner.

			‘Tom? I said wonder if he looks the same?’

			‘Who?’

			‘Dan? We’re talking about Dan, yeah?’ 

			I have seen Dan on Facebook. He looks wider. We descend into Fairwrap and turn onto the A22. Tess begins to repeat the arrangements. She can’t pick me up after the meeting because she’s got to go back to work so I’m taking the bus to Crowborough. I continue to investigate the warm patch through touch and inner focus. He agreed to me coming here with Tess. He agreed to my trip to London tomorrow to see Dan. But what if He is changing His mind?

			‘You’re not listening.’

			‘You lunch Byron work. Me appointment Megan. Me bus.’ 

			Megan has wrinkles around her eyes and long skilful-looking fingers and even though I have never seen them do anything other than make tea and fill in forms I imagine they have known great dexterity either in this life or a previous one. Megan has borrowed a doctor’s office and I ask if I can sit in his chair and she says yes if I don’t touch anything.

			‘Will I get a sweetie if I don’t touch anything?’ 

			Megan looks uncomfortable. I put my hands in my coat pockets and sit down. There are eight objects on the desk: hole puncher, stapler, lamp, penholder, phone, paperweight, USB key, box file. A bookshelf with eight books on it, another with sixteen. In between Diagnosis and Treatment in Family Medicine and Ophthalmology: An Illustrated Guide there is Deep Black by Andy McNab.

			The door widens. A head floats in and says ‘Mr Tuplow?’ before pulling its body into the room. This is the Research Assistant. He seems a little thrown by finding me in the doctor’s chair but drops himself neatly next to Megan, channelling all his researchable assistant energy into a smile, a smile that says OK, we’re doing it like this, are we? Well, OK then! Why not? Yes, why not? Hooray for us! My knee is bouncing at incredible speed.

			‘So my name is Richard, and first off – thank you for coming in today.’

			‘Hello Richard,’ I’m trying to copy his smile, ‘and thank you. For coming in today.’

			‘Now Megan your CC here has indicated to me that you might be willing to take part in trials for bildinocycline? Is that right?’ 

			The warm patch has slipped away into my leg. He is continuing to grant me this indulgence and I mouth a silent prayer of thanks, my chest gathering with a light, playful sensation because Richard looks a bit thick. He is young and has a surprised, baggy face, like a puppy. There are visible comb tracks in his white-blond hair and from across this desk I imagine Megan as Richard’s mother, bringing in her delusional son for a check-up. He thinks he’s some kind of doctor, Doctor.

			‘Now then, Richard,’ I say, stretching my arms out across this desk, fanning my fingers, getting comfortable with its supreme power, ‘can I call you Dickie?’

			‘Tom . . .’ but Megan is stifling a smile. Oh Megan. Your long, straight, greying hair. Do you comb it by a waterfall?

			‘So,’ replies Richard, ignoring the question, reasserting himself in his chair, ‘today is just a preliminary chat to assess your suitability for the trial. Are you OK with me asking you some questions this morning?’ He is trying to nod a response out of me. Megan narrows her eyes. I nod back, slowly, and Dickie ticks something. Good lord. ‘You live at number 1 Etchingham House, Meadowside Close, Crowborough and you live by yourself – is that all correct? And you’ve had a schizophrenia diagnosis for nineteen years?’

			‘I don’t have schizophrenia.’

			‘But you are taking clozapine regularly?’ 

			I don’t want to lie in front of Megan.

			‘I have a clozapine prescription. Yes.’ 

			‘And how long have you been taking clozapine for?’

			‘Eight years. I started on 75 mgs a day and because it doesn’t work I am now on 500 mgs a day.’

			‘And do you know why they put you on clozapine?’

			‘Lithium carbonate, sodium valproate, sertraline and fluoxetine made me suicidal. Olanzapine, Largactil, risperidone and amisulpride either didn’t work or made me feel worse.’

			‘Pills or injection?’

			‘I used to need depot injection, but I’ve got so much wonderfully marvellously better at compliance, haven’t I, nurse?’ 

			‘And now you don’t feel suicidal?’

			‘How long will this assessment take?’

			‘He’s joking,’ says Megan.

			‘So nothing’s worked?’

			‘Stelazine works. But they won’t give me Stelazine.’ 

			‘Dr Sheldrake doesn’t think it’s appropriate,’ says Megan. 

			‘Could you ask Megan what that actually means? “Appropriate?” Because . . .’ I pick up the empty penholder. It has a red ceramic base with a black plastic sheath attached to it by some kind of swivelling nut. Replacing it carefully in the middle of the desk I take a deep breath. ‘What happened, Richard, was that once upon a time I was in a bad way, a very bad way, and we couldn’t get to see anyone, so my sister takes me to this private doctor who gives me Stelazine and it was . . .’ I summon the right word down from the ceiling ‘. . . miraculous. But Sheldrake was so angry with this other doctor for undermining his treatment plan he refuses to prescribe it. Even though it actually works. Even though it’s the one thing that stops me triggering!’ Richard is tapping his pen against his lips as if ruminating on my situation, yet in this pause I have afforded him for comment he remains utterly mute. ‘That, Dickie, is what happens when everyone’s opinion on your life is more valuable than your own.’

			‘Oh now . . .’ says Megan, looking at me with conciliation because she too knows Sheldrake’s a bastard though politics forbids her from confessing it.

			‘That’s quite a long history of medication,’ says Dick. ‘Can I ask you what you are taking it all for if you don’t have schizophrenia?’

			‘Fear.’

			‘General fear?’

			‘Private fear. Reporting for duty.’

			‘I’m—’

			‘Black ops. Deep black.’

			‘Tom . . .’

			‘OK, OK. You might call it “anxiety disorder”.’

			‘Could you go into a little more detail please?’ 

			Leaning forward, my hands now trying to join each other from within their pockets – a little more detail – this sweat across the tops of my cheeks, this bouncing knee, this clenched jaw, and yet how I am with these two, this clowning, this show! ‘Umm,’ I say. ‘No.’

			‘You’re not able to? Or you’d rather not?’ 

			Richard Dickie Dick I want you to imagine seeing a child let’s say your own child any child it doesn’t matter running out into the road the child steps back the car misses him but you are trapped in that wild unravelling moment for ever and there is an entire bureaucracy of suffering dedicated to helping you but the only answer they’ve got is GET RID OF THE CHILD. 

			‘I’d rather not.’

			Megan sighs as if she is in love with me. Large languorous eyes linger between the curtains of her hair. Oh Megan. Oh lonely Megan. He tells me how you make phone calls at night that no one answers. 

			‘But listen,’ I say, suddenly elated, suddenly thrilled, because I remember that for once it is me behind the desk, I am in position to repeat the sacred words of authority: ‘Let’s move on, shall we?’ They are powerless with agreement. ‘Can you tell me a bit more about this new drug?’

			‘Sure, of course. Here you go,’ says Dick, passing me a patient information leaflet entitled ‘BeneBil: The Benefit of Bildinocycline on Long-term Psychosis: Extent and Mechanisms’. Someone has tried to get a pen working on it.

			‘We would like to invite you to take part in a research study,’ it says on the front. ‘This leaflet explains why the research is being done and what is being done and what it involves. There is no rush to take part and there is plenty of time for questions.’

			‘That’s for you to take home.’ 

			‘If you agree to take part, you can withdraw any time you like with no hard feelings from anyone.’

			‘“No hard feelings”,’ I say out loud.

			‘Towards who? Towards me?’ says Dickie, writing again.

			‘I’m just reading what it says here.’ 

			Dickie crosses out his last note.

			‘And what are the side effects? I don’t want any more side effects. Though they’re not usually on the side, are they? More in the middle. Slap bang.’

			‘What side effects are you getting from your current medication?’

			‘Being buried alive?’ I raise one eyebrow at Megan and in return she expresses all her concern for me, all her apologetic pity, with a pinched and meagre smile.

			‘Well, bildinocycline is extremely safe, and there aren’t really any side effects of note, certainly not of the type normally associated with anti-psychotics. It’s actually an antibiotic we’ve been using for years.’

			‘For what?’

			‘Athlete’s foot.’

			‘Yes!’ I say, clenching my fist in mock triumph, ‘I knew it!’

			Megan bends her head in admonition. Dickie continues the pitch.

			‘We’re not sure why but it seems to have quite a radical effect on some chronic schizophrenia sufferers.’

			‘I told you, Rory, I don’t have schizophrenia.’

			‘Richard.’

			‘Frustrating, isn’t it?’ Everyone shifts in their seat. My ears are cold. ‘Let’s move on, shall we? You want me to take an antibiotic for fungal infections. For how long?’

			‘Twelve weeks. There’s been some preliminary clinical trials in India and Mexico and it seems that those patients who respond do so very quickly. It’s really quite exciting.’ 

			‘Oh goodie.’

			‘Bildinocycline can be extremely effective with positive symptoms, even with long-term ones, and what we are trying to work out now is how it works. And why it works on some people and not others. What we’re hoping, Mr Tuplow,’ concludes Dickie, securing the top back on his pen with a certain flair, a certain diplomatic flourish, ‘is that bildinocycline really could open up a whole new set of opportunities for clients such as yourself.’

			‘Such as myself?’

			‘Such as yourself, who, perhaps, have limited treatment options. Currently.’

			‘Well you know what they say: one door closes, another one slams in your face. How effective is it at treating athlete’s foot?’ 

			‘Ummm,’ he says, ‘Ummm—’

			‘Because I’ve actually got athlete’s foot. Do you want to know if it clears up?’

			‘Perhaps you could let Megan know that.’

			‘How did you find out that an antibiotic for feet affects the brain?’

			‘Someone in Mexico who had heard unpleasant voices for a very long time went in for treatment for athlete’s foot and the voices stopped. When the treatment stopped the voices started up again. A more powerful course was given and the voices cleared up completely.’

			‘Did anyone ask the voices if they were angry about his nasty feet?’

			Silence. 

			Pushing off against the desk I spin the doctor’s chair round to behold the window behind me, a kind of reverse gesture to The Voice: I reject their performance, and will not be offering myself as mentor. The frame is shaggy with red maple leaves. A patch of institutional garden gives way to fields, a copse, and the grey-blue light of a shortening winter’s afternoon. 

			‘So,’ I purr to the window, further harnessing the authority of my mesh-backed swivel chair with the lilting timbre of the Bond villain, ‘what is your theory of how it effects brain functioning?’

			‘Well, at the moment, we think it has something to do with glutamate transmitters in the prefrontal cortex, which is in—’

			‘I know where the prefrontal cortex is.’

			‘Well, glutamate trans—’

			Whacking the block button DDHOUUUM! I spin round to face this Dick who thinks he knows more about brains than I do. 

			‘I know what glutamate transmitters are.’

			‘Right. Well, we think bildinocycline is neuro-protective, and if you do want to take part what we would do is take an MRI brain scan at the beginning and the end of the trial. I’m guessing you know what an MRI scan is.’

			‘How much do you pay?’

			‘You’ll be reimbursed £70 for your time and travelling to hospital for the scans.’

			‘Biscuits?’

			‘I’m sure we can get you some biscuits, yes.’

			‘Which kind?’

			‘Tom . . .’

			‘I am negotiating.’

			‘Which kind do you want?’

			‘Hobnobs!’

			‘Fine.’

			‘Chocolate?’

			‘Chocolate Hobnobs. No problem.’

			‘With Stelazine on them.’ 

			Richard says the word ‘Ha’ without actually laughing.

			‘You’ll have to talk to Dr Sheldrake about that, I’m afraid.’

			‘He doesn’t make biscuits.’

			‘Let me have another word with him,’ says Megan so I whistle – a single, drooping note – to release us both from that pretence. 

			‘Stelazine Hobnobs, Dickie, and you’ve got yourself a deal . . .’ 

			The ribbon of white light appears. I touch my head and yawn. 

			‘Mr Tuplow?’

			I have exceeded myself.

			‘Tom?’ 

			Been cocky. 

			Standing up quickly I stuff the leaflet into my pocket. I can feel the Nerf gun pellet I picked up this morning from the woodland floor.

			‘Sorry for calling you Dick, Richard.’ 

			‘Tom—’

			‘I think I would like to go now.’ 

			‘Take your time, think about it, any questions give me a ring’ – Richard scrabbles to finish his notes then jumps up and gives me a card – ‘or let Megan know, you know, if you want to discuss anything.’

			‘I’ll call you later,’ says Megan, giving me a hug. ‘Still feeling OK about tomorrow?’ 

			I give Richard a hug, for which he is unprepared. 

			I am hoping for forgiveness.

			Marching away from the medical centre to the bus stop, He does not electrocute me though my right side remains hot. I am grateful that there is no one else waiting for the bus as I am agitated and fidgeting and when it arrives I show my pass then hurry straight upstairs to my seat. There are eight people on the upper deck. 

			The bus shakes and pitches away from the kerb, moving off through Maresfield and back towards Crowborough. Branches hurtle out of the fog, crashing against the window as I pray to Him, giving thanks that He allowed me to go to the meeting which will please Tess, yet clemency, please, clemency! I abused your licence. I was arrogant and unpleasant. Did I show too much interest in their trial? I told Richard he had a deal if there was Stelazine. ‘That was just a joke!’ 

			I put my hand against the hot patch and return to prayer, closing my eyes to concentrate on my breathing and think only of His love. I love you with all my heart. Please keep me from triggering. Please keep me from madness.

			A woman next to me with red hair and neat shoes struggles to get past. I stand to let her out, but it is not her stop. She sits down a few rows behind and I can feel her face watching me though her eyes are turned on ghostly hills heading west. I cannot stop myself from turning round until I realise I am frightening her. Our discomfort makes me sweat even though it is cold. I am palming the sweat from my forehead because I have nothing else to wipe it with and my sweat smells of vinegar which is embarrassing stop sniffing your hand! I go down to the lower deck to save the woman from our shared unease. He is happy with this act. My right side is cooling. I let out a terrific breath.

			When we arrive at the Crowborough Cross the bus judders to a stop. It is already dark; nights in the afternoon. I say goodbye to the driver who has gentle eyes and badly pockmarked skin, stepping onto the pavement as the bus makes a hydraulic gasp of suffering and release. 

			Walking up to the Broadway I review myself, thinking backwards from the bus into the meeting, remembering my jokes – Private Fear. Reporting for duty – feeling pleased then hastily apologising to Him for this vanity, remembering Megan’s words still feeling OK about tomorrow? the patronising, well-meaning concern of it, about something so trivial, so normal, when I see Mr Brigget coming out of WH Smith. ‘Aye aye!’ he says. ‘How’s tricks?’ We let out throaty breaths into the cold air. ‘Venison? Knocked over a Bambi this morning. Freezer’s full.’

			‘I don’t eat meat.’

			‘Ah. Course you don’t. Sorry. Ask Tess there, will you?’

			‘Sure.’

			‘Good man you. Cheerio then.’

			Crossing onto Croft Road and up the rise to Waitrose there are familiar elderly faces in the front window where the coffee shop is but at the entrance there is a Big Issue seller I have not seen before who looks like he is from Peru. Or Bolivia.

			‘Why are you only wearing a shirt?’

			‘This is my shirt.’

			‘Do you want my coat? I’m going inside.’ 

			He looks fairly baffled by my offer so I take off my coat, a venerable Barbour that has long been my companion. Now there is warmth all the way up my left side. He is pleased by this act. The Big Issue seller looks very much like a dentist I once had. Dr Soames. 

			Soames puts on my coat and looks quite sad.

			‘Sorry it’s not a . . . I don’t know. A Puffa.’

			‘Thank you,’ he says, starting to sell a magazine to someone else, but then I remember my wallet and phone are still in the pockets. I try to retrieve them but forget to tell Soames what I am doing. He is shocked to feel my hands back in the pockets and steps away from me. Both hands are in the coat so I have to step closer but he steps away and so on, in a circle. Soames is commenting in his own language. The shopper frowns. Finally I have a grasp of my things and can fetch my hands from him. We all share an unusual moment. 

			I am cold now and hurry into Waitrose, greeting Sass and Carl, two teenage workers. I ask for a mug of hot water and say hello to Amy Turle and old Ned Dickie and the Perrin girls and the Mudies and the Clerets and Mrs Minns, who is talking about Syria. I sit down by the window, sipping my water, and look out at all the mobility scooters abandoned in front of the Social Club. Warm arms suddenly wrap my face and Tess kisses the top of my head, sitting down, toying with one of her ear hoops.

			‘You stink. Haven’t you tried that shampoo I bought you?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And?’

			‘Didn’t taste very good.’ 

			‘Har har. Where’s your coat?’

			‘The Big Issue seller was cold.’

			‘Oh Tom, for fuck’s . . .’ Tess shakes free a certain screwing- up of the face that I know well. She marches outside. 

			‘Excuse me,’ she says as we arrive beside Soames. ‘Sorry but I need my brother’s coat back.’

			‘Coat? This?’

			‘Yeah, that’s his coat. Can I have it back please?’ Soames looks down at the coat. ‘Here’s a quid. You can keep the magazine.’

			‘You want the coat?’ he says to me. 

			‘Sorry,’ she says, ‘he hasn’t got the money for a new coat.’

			‘Thank you,’ he says, taking it off. Tess gives him a pound. ‘Thank you,’ he says again. I put on my Barbour. Soames seems unsure of what I represent. We walk up into the illumined car park.

			‘You can’t give anyone your coat, Tom, OK? It’s freezing.’

			‘He was cold.’

			‘He’s probably got his stashed in the bin or whatever. That’s his thing, isn’t it. His blag.’

			‘But a coat isn’t important, Tess. The cornerstone of a spiritual life is to help—’

			‘Hey. That coat may not be important to you, but that’s the first time you’ve taken it off in about ten years – you stop wearing it now and I won’t be able to recognise you.’

			We get into her blue Polo she calls Polly. The window doesn’t work on the driver’s side and I absorb the state of its footwells as future defence when my own living space is next insulted for its accumulation and chaos. 

			‘Just bumped into Ted Atkins. Said you rang him up.’

			‘Did I?’

			‘Said you rang him up and asked if you could come round and see his wife because you’d been thinking about her.’

			‘He invited me for dinner.’

			‘That’s because he is incredibly understanding.’

			‘I just couldn’t stop thinking about her and then He . . . I thought if I actually saw her in the flesh it might prevent . . . because she’s actually quite old. The Oct—’

			‘Nope,’ she says with a tongue-clack. ‘No thank you. Not in the mood.’ 

			We roll backwards between the cars. Tess growls the gearstick and we drive off, slipping between other headlights across the High Weald. 

			‘So. You going to tell me how it went then? Or what?’

			‘How’s Byron?’

			Tess blows out her lips, trumpeting a note of confusion.

			‘Byron’s trying to be a sweetheart is what happened with Byron. As usual. Don’t change the subj—’ Her work phone buzzes on the dashboard. ‘Hextons, hello? Oh, hello Dennis. No, I told your manager the stop’s been lifted. We got the cheque. No problem. Is that right? Is it? You start calling me “darling” and the stop’s going back on. Did you indeed? No, Den, you’re not a good payer, that’s why the stop was put on. Is that right? Anyway you can call sales now. Yep. OK, Den. You too. Yep, toodle-pip.’ She slings her phone back on the dashboard. ‘And yes it did end in a massive row, thank you very much.’

			‘Is he moving back in?’ 

			Tess sighs. She takes one hand off the steering wheel and lays it on my face. We shoot through an odd moment of rain, as if we have caught it practising.

			‘So come on then,’ she says, ‘was Megan there?’

			White lines in the middle of the road are impossible to count.

			‘Yep.’

			‘Well?’ Tess sits forward. ‘And?’ 

			‘Mr Brigget says he’s got some dead defenceless animal flesh for you.’

			‘Tom—’

			‘I can’t do it,’ I tell the window. 

			Tess re-grips the steering wheel and clears her throat.

			‘Well it’s only the first conversation, isn’t it? Let’s just take it slowly and see where—’

			‘He doesn’t want me to do it, Tess.’

			She starts to say something then stops. I can feel her suffering and her hope but can answer neither so instead I twist round and hug her. 

			‘I’m fucking driving here, Tom!’ she shrieks, the car swerving as we drum the rumble strips and she gives herself over to swear words that are soon directed at other drivers and then life itself. 

			Woodsmoke lurches off the fire and I move Lisa’s leg. The spicy scorched stench of it skirts across us so we wince and hide our heads. Me and Lisa stole away from the others and down into the field into the pillbox and she gave me a blow job then spat the spunk out and said sorry. What you apologising for? I don’t care what you do with it. We hugged each other all the way back to the party but now it’s a blue dawn and Lisa has passed out with her legs over me. Everyone has passed out pretty much except me and Tess and the birds and the statue we made of her friend that couldn’t come, a deadwood scarecrow with hat and shades in a ballet pose with one leg skewed into the soil, the other bent up behind. He still has a beer. 

			We brought blankets from the house. There is a cupboard under the stairs that’s been locked ever since Mum went off but we found the key and it is full of blankets. Dan is curled up like a hedgehog. Karen Richardson is snoring a little. She has pissed herself but looks happy and Tess kneels over to cover her up. She rocks back beside me and I pass her the bottle. GCSE results are through and I got thirteen As and two A/S levels. Most anyone ever got at that school. They gaffa-taped a two-litre bottle of cider to my hand. 

			‘Lightweights,’ says Tess. 

			‘Your turn next year.’

			‘Gonna fail them all. You know I’m going to fail them all. ’Cept art. Fuck it. Don’t give a shit. Leaving anyway.’ A plane from Gatwick passes over. There is a woodpecker somewhere, working. ‘When do you think Mum’ll be back?’

			‘This week. Got a feeling. Kinda like a weird premonition.’ 

			Tess passes back the bottle and spits.

			‘So what d’you reckon about what Miss Hartley said?’

			‘Whatywhat?’

			‘Miss Hartley. When she was basically telling me what a thick bitch I am. When she said you could go to Oxford or Cambridge or one of them places if you want.’

			‘Fuck daaaaaaat . . .’ I lean into her so she falls over. ‘We going Brighton. Beside the seaside, beside the sea.’ We are both watching the grey bones of the fire.

			‘D’you know what, Tom Tuplow?’

			‘What?’

			‘I think you’re going to change the world,’ she says. ‘I really mean that. I think you are going to change the world somehow. And don’t do that. Don’t pull that face.’

			‘What face?’

			‘I can feel you doing it.’ She is pushing us both upright. ‘Prick. So what about Lisa then?’

			‘She’s cool. What about whatshisname?’

			‘Hoh no. Way too blinkywinky,’ and she puts the back of her hand in her mouth, miming whatshisname going down on her, checking upwards every other second to see if she’s having a good time: blinkywinky. I groan, elbowing her away but she just adds more sound effects. 

			Tess needs to visit the Huntsman in Eridge before she heads back to the warehouse. I tell her I can walk home through the woods but she won’t hear of it because it’s dark and she doesn’t understand that His guidance means I can’t get lost. I wait for her inside Polly the Polo, listening to Radio 4 and watching the first batch of commuters walking past me down the road from the station, fumbling in their bags and pockets, searching for which bush they’ve left their car in. I turn the dial to Radio 3, turning my mind to tomorrow’s trip to London. Vast amounts of energy have been spent arguing that I will not expend too much energy but that irony is thoroughly lost on Tess and Megan and ‘Once again!’ I say out loud, once again I am forced to ask their permission like a child knowing that I will need to present this day as an utter and extreme success as defined by them, by their judgement, or else future excursions will be prevented. Tess climbs back into the car and I tap out a quick, rebellious rhythm on the dashboard, ta-ta-tat-tat-tat.

			‘I’m going to speak to Megan, OK?’ says Tess as we tunnel up Forge Road towards Motts Mill, overhead branches of holly and chestnut wrestling each other in the beamlight. ‘Just letting you know. What time train are you getting tomorrow?’

			‘Twoish.’

			‘Luuuckeee you. I’ll be going past yours about half one. Can drop you in Tunny Wells, get you straight to Victoria. Where you meeting Dan again?’

			‘Uxbridge.’

			‘Well that’s better than the Uckfield line, isn’t it? Straight to Victoria. Straight on the thingy to Uxbridge?’

			No, not better particularly, and she will not just happen to be driving past my flat at that particular time, and never has she called Tunbridge Wells Tunny Wells before, but I am off to London to be an independent human being at least for one hard-fought afternoon and so instead of arguing I give her the Dick Whittington smile ho ho. 

			‘Reckons you might be roight there, m’lady.’

			‘Why you talking like that?’

			‘Loike what, m’lady?’

			Through Motts Mill, left into Lye Green, back towards Crowborough and she is tock-tocking her indicator as we turn into Meadowside Close, headlights sweeping across these dubby blocks of flats. She pulls in next to Saul’s Mini. I heave myself out into a halo of my own breath.

			‘Sure you’re sure then?’ she says. ‘About tomorrow?’

			‘Yes, Mother Theresa, I am.’

			‘Just asking! Keep your hair on.’

			‘That . . . you can’t – you can’t keep making that joke.’

			‘Going to buy you a hat. Like a furry one. With ear flaps.’

			‘Ear flaps.’

			‘Luxury rabbit ears. For the bunny about town. Tom, listen, can you please just think about this trial again? Properly?’ 

			‘Properly I went along, like you asked. Properly I listened, like you asked, but I properly cannot do something like that. I’m sorry. Properly properly sorry.’

			‘Because he says so.’

			‘It’s not . . .’ I bend backwards to the stars astronomising for one more way to explain it to her. Preparation and training. The requisite condition. Direct knowledge of birth and death. ‘. . . compatible. With what I have to do. Can you at least try and understand it in those terms?’ 

			‘“In those terms”?’ she repeats in a mock-posh voice. ‘Fucking listen to yourself . . . honestly . . .’ Tess screws up her face and grinds the engine. She winds out of the parking space and then becomes another noise on London Road. I touch my head and yawn. 

			The room smells of sandalwood, tobacco and onions. There isn’t much natural light in my bedsit but there are many books and magazines I don’t have shelving for and crenellate around the flat in zones of subject matter that leave narrow thoroughfares: legal textbooks and books about the law, Sophocles, Plato, books about ethics, lots of Martha C. Nussbaum, books about octopuses, marine biology, flora and fauna identification, archaeology, psychiatry and psychology, religion, spirituality, mysticism, world history, books about Sussex and Kent, Greek and Roman classics, books about Polynesia, reference books, novels, poetry, and then stacks of coursework and essays from my graduate diploma in law, my pupillage, and my ancient history degree. The room is very cold.

			I pick my way through to the split and sprouting club armchair and turn on the bar heater beside it that hums and fills the room with the scent of burning dust, its sharp and furry heat against my back as I kneel at my bed, under which are several plastic storage tubs. I begin to rummage. 

			‘Microwave,’ says Malamock, so I stop rummaging. There is indeed a new packet of sandalwood incense beside the microwave. 

			I kneel down at the corner shrine, fastening a new stick into the holder. I light the candle and the sandalwood, inhaling its wealthy sweetness, then ring the bell and look up at the collage of octopus pictures spreading across the wall and ceiling, folded and cut into the shape of one giant octopus that looks down upon the shrine. I bow my head to pray and the warmth of His love creeps then blooms all over my left side. 

			After prayers I turn off the expensive heater and turn on the hob, heating up the curried vegetables that I made yesterday. I take my bowl from the sideboard and sit on my bed with it, wrapped in duvet, switching on the television, savouring the salty spicy taste of curried cauliflower, lentils, onions and potatoes. There are boats full of migrants in the Mediterranean. There is chaos. People are holding up their babies to strangers. 

			‘This entire mass of stress,’ He says. ‘A requisite condition. From the cessation. The breakthrough of pilgrims from all over the inhabited world. Transmigrants. Do not regret what you have done.’ I freeze for a moment, wondering if He is talking about my interview for the drug trial, but He says nothing else. When I have finished eating there is still enough for at least two more meals so I cover the bowl and leave it on the sideboard. Then I smoke and we watch Come Dine with Me. 

			In the bathroom I take my clozapine tablet and sit down on the toilet, pissing with my head in my hands, overwhelmed by a sudden tide of sadness. 

			‘Thomas,’ He commands, His voice hardened now against my despair. 

			‘Sorry,’ I say, standing up and flushing.

			‘Every vulnerable period. Monks, nuns, it is to this extent; the knowledge of the path. The camel. The gold and the crystal. Follow that.’ 

			I nod and sit on the edge of the bath and blub toothpaste onto the bristles, sawing at my teeth in front of my untrue reflection, trying to focus on His teaching, the knowledge of the path. The ceiling creaks. Saul and Nika are moving about upstairs. I tug at my beard then look at the fingers doing the tugging. They slip onto my wobbly belly and shake it. 

			‘You may abandon your own body,’ He scolds, ‘but you are in practice separate.’ I apologise for my vain thought-form and lower my eyes from the mirror. 

			In bed but still dressed I watch more television so I can lose myself within the programmes but when the clozapine starts to drag against me I turn it off, peel myself bare, turn off the light and wriggle further into bed trying to genie up the warmth. I visualise the journey to London and seeing my old best mate Dan. I explain my purpose to him, Dan becomes inspired, and we help someone in trouble right there on the street, someone who has perhaps fallen, and in the act of bending down all our eyes meet, the person we are helping and mine and Dan’s, a triangle of goodness formed that spins off to link three other people, then six, then nine, all creating their own triangles that spin off on their own paths, triangles becoming squares and trapezoids, linking together as a great grid, a network of goodness reticulating the earth, all from that paving stone with me, Dan, and a fallen woman.

			Sunday night and Dan wants to go home. He’s got work at the printers’ in the morning and wants to go to bed but that would be breaking the circle and the warm blissful spell we have cast over ourselves, every ingredient dropped steadily into the cauldron of this flat and the long weekend. If he leaves the spell will break and we will be left with ourselves and I can’t face that, not now that the night has come back and there is no mean-spirited daylight nosing through drawn curtains, not now that the lamplight is once again burning low gold and Dan is in his armchair and me and Tess are on our sofa, the coffee table strewn with ingredients, the flat filled with smoke and the smell of bong water, Ganesh and Buddha and fractal depictions of kundalini and the cosmos looking down on us from yellow walls. The bar heater smiles with deep orange light onto where only a day ago there were bodies strewn, those that came back with us from the rave, including one weirdo with a centre parting who everyone assumed was someone else’s friend but then it turned out he just tagged along because he fancied Tess. She kept moving seats to avoid him and when everyone was so baked out on pills and microdots that we were in a collective dream he started rolling up the rug and I said hey what are you doing and he looked at me but kept on rolling up the rug and started leaving the room with it and I said hey what are you doing and Dan said hey man what are you doing with the rug, and he didn’t say anything he just dropped the rug and left the flat. 

			‘Oh Danny boy,’ says Tess. ‘Don’t be a prick. Don’t prick it.’

			‘Ah gotta go ta sleeeep,’ he drawls, pulling at his face. ‘Tomorrow’s gonna be bad enough as it is.’

			‘I got work too,’ says Tess.

			‘Yeah but you don’t have to concentrate.’

			In front of me there is Civil Procedure in a Nutshell, Examples and Explanations in Constitutional Law, the bong, a packet of Hobnobs, a bottle of amyl nitrate, weed, Loaded, tobacco, blue Rizla, pizza boxes full of ash and butts, The White Goddess, Grazia, nail scissors, The Gnostic Gospels and fuck’s sake I mutter, snatching it up: someone has roached the front cover. I see a dead wasp on the carpet beneath the glass coffee table.

			‘OK,’ I say, lining up the wasp and a broken bit of Hobnob. ‘I will bong this biscuit and this wasp if you stay.’

			Tess makes her ‘oh my gawd’ noise. Dan picks up the wasp by its wing and inspects it. ‘I will dip the blessed biscuit in amyl.’

			‘Shot away,’ says Tess, shaking her head. ‘Blatantly shot away.’

			‘Dip this biscuit in amyl, bong it, then bong the wasp. Deal?’ 

			‘Saaaaaafe,’ he nods. ‘Emilio with the dealio.’

			We touch fists.

			‘Shot away,’ says Tess again, still shaking her head, but now like some kind of dance move. ‘The whole plot. Blatantly. Blay-tante.’

			Tess and Dan groan as I drip some amyl onto the bit of biscuit then pack it into the bowl. Finally I find a lighter with some flame left, pick up the bong, hold it against my mouth, the base between my knees, then light the bowl, strange grey smoke curling up the chamber as the bong bubbles until it reaches the top then whip my thumb from the shotgun hole and inhale. Hold it. Exhale. The smell of burnt biscuit and the chemical whiff of the amyl fills the room and there is a rush of lightness in my brain but by the time I stop coughing it has gone.

			‘How was that?’

			‘Nae bad. Vonting?’

			‘Thanks but.’

			‘You, man. Staying.’

			The wasp is light and I place it gently in the bowl once I have scooped it clean of incinerated biscuit. I consider then reject the idea of changing the bong water. Dan and Tess are making noises like disturbed sheep and I fire up the dead wasp into a surprisingly thick amount of smoke. Once the first wisps have reached the top I shotgun then inhale, exhaling immediately, tongue out like a dragon, wincing against the bitter taste of it, acrid and unnatural. They are applauding, holding their noses against the smell, my chin pressed against my chest, face creased into bulldog wrinkles as I try to process away the taste.

			‘OK. Wow. That. Wow. Horrible. Truly.’

			Once he has recovered from laughing, Dan leaves.

			The alarm pulsates as Malamock tears off my dreaming head to show me again how the world is going to drown: the panic and the suffering, the disease and the slaughter. I can hear my heart thudding against the pillow. I could not prevent lustful thoughts, memories of Phoebe dancing in a pub, biting her lip, shaking her fists, so He boiled my night with punishment nightmares. 

			The alarm is set to go off several times both on my phone and on the computer and within this long waking there is even a moment of exquisite lightness, a glimpse of an old life, or a different one, but then I finally churn myself upwards, crossing my ankles and wiping my face from drool. 

			‘Thomas,’ He says, His voice soft and kindly again. Relieved, I get out of bed, my knees cracking as I stand. ‘Old Man of the . . .’ He says. ‘Getting old. I will look after you when you are old.’ 

			I take my meds, brush my teeth and eat a simple breakfast of toast and a cup of hot water wrapped up in my coat and scarf while listening to Radio 4, becoming frustrated with Sarah Montague who is not letting a trade union representative speak. ‘Shut up, Sarah! Give him a chance!’

			‘Anger?’ He says. 

			‘She won’t let him answer her questions!’

			‘Your mother. Her childish action. The flood breaketh out from the inhabitant.’ 

			‘Sarah Montague isn’t high though,’ I say. ‘Probably.’ 

			We continue to listen to the Today programme. I imagine John Humphrys and Sarah Montague doing lines and necking shots when they aren’t speaking and the tone of their conversation immediately makes much more sense. 

			Tess has to field a great deal of calls throughout her day even when she is not at the warehouse and I don’t want to contribute to her load but this first call is the most important as she wants to know what kind of night I had, whether I have taken my tablets, whether I am calm or worried or under attack. 

			‘Still sure about today? How you feeling?’

			‘Bright and breezy,’ I say. ‘Lemon squeezy.’

			When we leave the flat for our morning walk, Saul is outside hoovering his Mini. 

			Saul and Nika both like to wear slippers, but only Saul wears them outside. Nika is Russian and much younger than him. She doesn’t have a neck and hardly any mouth, just a lipless slot where the food must go through. Saul has a face like a turtle’s except with hair. He looks like a turtle in a wig. He washes his Mini and goes to the gym. He wears gym clothes and slippers and badly fitting glasses. The Octopus God has told me that Saul feels like a failure because he is unable to give Nika children. He will lose the use of his legs in old age. He believes in television. I am warned against unkind thoughts about Saul but they are difficult to resist because he’s such a massive twat.

			‘Must be the cleanest car in the country,’ I say to Malamock quietly as I lock my door. 

			Saul looks up. He shakes his head in vaudeville disapproval of my existence then returns to the upholstery.

			‘It’s really bad OCD is what it is,’ I whisper, walking by. ‘He’s mentally ill.’

			‘Right attention,’ says Malamock, ‘feet,’ and I stop, looking back to the car and see his glasses on the tarmac by his feet.

			‘Your glasses,’ I call out over the noise of the Hoover.

			‘What?’ Saul snaps off the machine and thrusts his turtle head out from its motorised shell. 

			‘Your glasses,’ I repeat, pointing. He picks them up, shoots me a look, then goes back to hoovering. ‘Didn’t even say “thank you”.’

			*

			The fields behind Meadowside Close are glazed with frost. I am crunching our way along the hedgerow of High Paddocks, faded yelloworange grass thatched in mud, the field streaked green with winter rape. Coming through Long Round we walk out onto Gorse Bank, the morning mist lying so thickly in the ghyll that the oaks and beeches are only half visible, the heifers like some new species, some eerie manatees of the English quag. 

			I stop, overwhelmed by the beauty of it all. ‘Thomas,’ He says, ‘You are my soul,’ and my left side erupts with His love, a love of unimaginable depth and stillness. 

			We continue along the public footpath. There are many crusted molehills, as if there has been a tiny shelling. At the bottom of the ghyll the cows trail us as we cross their field to the stile, entering the red belly of the woods: burgundy leaf mulch, dead and crimson bracken, fine purple tree sprigs, that sour smell of bright orange mould that stockings the beech trees even as their bases glow green with moss. The distinction of things is lost in the silver mist, crows echoing their black-eyed gibberish, the woodland floor mosaicked in frozen leaves and I am overwhelmed again, halting just to breathe, the cold air sharp against my nostrils. 

			A badger hole spews blue earth around its mouth and looks almost human in size, as if someone has dug themselves in, trying to reach some warmth. I take a picture of it then lie down and wriggle my arm into the hole as far as it will go.

			‘Just want . . . to see if it gets . . . wider or narrower. Feels like it’s getting wider . . .’ I stand up, brushing myself down. ‘There’d be no neighbours, would there? No Saul. If I moved in here.’

			‘There would be badgers,’ He says and this makes me laugh out loud, a distant dog answering me with two barks. 

			We carry on across the crumbling footbridge and onto a ride past the temple folly, the lake winterglassed and ringed with died-back bulrushes and sedge. We cross the drive that curls up to the Blake family’s big house and back along Bad Brook into Jockey’s Wood, the alders and willow and ash all crackling with the cold.

			At the bottom of Sawmill Field I realise He is no longer there. The brook burrows into the land where someone has nailed a clay mouth and eyes to a trunk so that the tree greets me with wry amusement as I head up the hillside into Rocks Wood. Hidden there on the lee, striking out among the coppiced birch, are my rocks: great loaves of stone, olive green with moss and lichen. One of these formations has a perfect indentation in its scalp, a natural throne, and I scale up the rock, shooing out the rimy detritus, and nestle in against the moss, jeans glowing with the damp. I close my eyes and inhale the carbon wreak of winter. I am safe here, He has never electrocuted me in these woods. I have never triggered here. 

			After some time that may have wandered into sleep – a sense of return, a balmy mouth – I roll a cigarette and smoke it, listening to the crows and wood pigeons, the rattled squawks of a jay. Climbing back down from the rock, I spy the bright orange cap of another Nerf gun pellet among the ferns and put it in my pocket. I start walking home, sunlight creeping through the trees, sweeping the hills and fields from frost. Ice water drips from every tree and bush, the whole landscape steaming from its nightwash. My phone shakes.

			‘What you up to?’ says Tess, eating.

			‘On my walk.’

			‘Seen anything good?’

			‘Massive badger hole.’

			‘Life in the fast lane,’ she sings. ‘Ooops got a call – laters.’

			Once out on the road, I walk up past the Baptist church and into Crowborough. At the Cross I turn up Beacon Road and into Morrisons car park. I see a father carrying a baby while trying to steer a trolley loaded with food as another little girl clings onto the side, pulling if off course. I can’t tell exactly which car he is going for so I head him off at a tiny crossing between two Vauxhalls, a Range Rover and a van.

			‘Can I help you?’ I say, and he seems displeased, which is not an uncommon reaction. I am in his way and step aside.

			‘What?’ he shrugs. ‘No, stop that, Anna. I said leave it!’

			‘Do you want me to push the trolley for you?’

			‘Eh?’

			‘Looks like you could use a hand.’ He scans my clothing. ‘It just looked like you were struggling a bit.’

			‘Did it?’ he says, his face rearranged into a scowl now that he’s decided I’m a loony. He pushes past me and when he arrives at his Passat and is fastening his children into their seats I become the subject of intense examination. 

			‘Of the scorn of men,’ says Malamock, filling me with a gentle stillness. ‘Of sudden illness. A covenant with thee.’ The man is still scowling at me but I feel nothing but love for him. I don’t mind if he thinks I’m a loony. In fact it’s quite funny. Malamock’s presence suddenly becomes very strong. I can almost lean my head into it and feel His arms, His compassion around me. 

			Back on the Broadway I see Mary Lorde sitting in the window of Costa Coffee. She is wearing green corduroy trousers and a thick blue padded jacket, leather handbag on her lap, hair neat-set and bouffant. Costa Coffee is blowy-warm and charcoal with purple chairs and pop art exclamations about coffee on the walls COFFEE! I go up to the glass counter rowed with cakes and granola bars and ask for a cup of hot water from one of the teenagers. There are two mothers complaining to each other with Italianate gestures over the heads of their children. A businessman prods his screen with a pen then looks about, as if interrupted.

			‘Hello Mary,’ I say. ‘Can I sit with you?’

			Mary Lorde smiles and I take my place sipping the hot water and look out at what she is looking at: the traffic and two people talking in the doorway of the Hair Gallery.

			‘Anything I can do for you?’

			Mary Lorde turns to me. 

			‘Anything you need doing? Something carried or anything like that? Anything you need help with?’

			Mary Lorde looks at me for a long moment, shifting her legs aside, her mouth in a half-smile. Then she holds out her hand. So we sit there watching the traffic together, holding hands.
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			Tess pulls into Meadowside Close. She rolls to a stop, asks me why I am standing in the cold, tells me to get in, asks me if I am feeling all right, all without breaking stride either with her phone call or her driving. We’re almost the other side of Groombridge when she hangs up.

			‘Sorry. New restaurant. Driving me up the wall. Across the ceiling. Wall again.’

			‘Why do you think there are so many hairdressers in Crowborough?’

			‘Ah. Philosophy time.’

			‘It’s like every third shop or something now. There’s a new one just opened up.’

			‘There are a lot. True that.’

			‘Way more hairdressers than anything else but yet, when you look around . . .’

			‘It’s not as if everyone has amazing hair?’

			‘With that many hairdressers, that should be its thing, right? Far and wide. “Wow, nice hair, dude! You must be from Crowborough.”’

			We sweep through Langton Green. 

			‘You’re feeling good then? About today?’

			‘Affirmative.’

			‘Your phone’s all charged and everything?’

			‘Affirmative, affirmative.’ I spin on the radio. A group of people are discussing soup.

			‘So,’ says Tess, slowing down beside Rusthall Park as we bunch up with the traffic coming into Tunbridge Wells. ‘So listen. I’ve had a chat with Megan about this new drug trial thing, and she said you sounded keen.’

			‘No I didn’t.’

			‘She told me you were pretty much agreeing to it.’

			‘No I was not,’ I touch my head and yawn. ‘I was not!’

			‘Hey—’

			‘It’s so infuriating! This thing you all do!’

			‘What are you on about?’

			‘Changing what actually happened!’ My knee is bouncing. I gabber out silent testimony to Him that she is lying and I did not betray Him or even think of it or give it any meaningful consideration whatsoever! ‘I did not want to do it, and I do not want to do it, and I can’t do it, and whatever Megan may have misunderstood was – I don’t know – probably a joke or something. I just asked for Stelazine! Again!’

			‘Hey, calm down whoa—’

			‘OK. I am whoaed. Is this the end of it?’

			‘End of what?’

			‘Of you banging on about it! I keep saying no!’

			‘Oh give over! I am not banging on about—’

			‘I said I don’t want to talk about it any more!’

			‘So it’s like that, is it?’ she says as we swing around the roundabout and up alongside the Pantiles. ‘You don’t want to talk about a possible new treatment.’

			‘No!’

			‘Well I do!’

			‘Fine! You take it then!’

			Tess brakes to let a van turn.

			‘You’re a fucking selfish arsehole sometimes, Tom. D’you know that?’

			We are silent all the way to the NCP car park. When I open the car door and swing my legs out I am still agitated by their scheming and experience a pulsation. Tess is standing in front of me on a call. 

			‘. . . the Hare and Hound. We’re late paying Diageo because – the Dunn and Bradstreet report. They had CCJs hand over fist, I told you! OK. Anyway. Yeah. Yep. Back in a bit, yeah.’ She hangs up and sees that I am staring and rigid. ‘You OK?’

			I nod and she pulls me to my feet. There are twenty-four cars on our level. ‘You don’t have to, you know. You can always ring him up and cancel. He won’t mind.’ But if I cancel Dan we won’t see each other for another however many years, so I shake my head and we leave the car park while I whisper prayers for strength. 

			We go into a newsagent so I can buy tobacco and there is an Indian man behind the counter with a round sweet face and a flaking bindi and once I have paid for the Old Holborn he gives me such a smile, such distraction, that I step around the counter and though I can see his alarm when I hug him he relaxes and pats my back and calls me friend. Tess apologises for me and we leave. We walk across the road to the station and I become suddenly afraid of being alone in case I trigger and she is not close or I can’t reach her because reception on the train is bad and she asks me again if I wouldn’t just rather go home? But I don’t want her to be right. I just want to go up to town for the afternoon. Like people do. 

			‘Don’t expect too much,’ Tess says, hugging me. ‘OK?’ Then she’s gone.

			I go down the stairs and onto the platform and sit on the bench. Some lost sunlight suddenly falls onto the tracks and I feel another pulsation that almost turns into a malevolent thought-form so to distract myself I spring from the bench into the coffee shop and order a black coffee. I should not drink coffee and the coffee here is not good but I need to distract myself from the pulsation and just let it flow through me while I think of something else. 

			I take the hot cup, dancing my fingers against it and trailing steam across the platform. Sitting down on the bench shakes hot liquid onto my hand yet I am glad of this stinging sensation, the distraction it provides, though I bury that thought instantly unless it leads back to what I am trying to distract myself from. I roll a cigarette and drink the coffee and concentrate on the sensations and the tastes while I wait for the train. A pretty girl pulling a small suitcase comes onto the platform. She is wearing a short pink skirt and her legs are brown and smooth and as she bends to zip something up on her suitcase I see a flash of white knickers. I turn the other way on the bench. 

			I fumble out my phone and see that I only have ten per cent battery left. I have forgotten to charge it! I stand up thinking I must leave and go back home but I so want to see Dan again after all this time I sit down deciding that I will find somewhere to charge it in London and simply not call Tess now simply keep that ten per cent for a real emergency. Fine. It’ll be fine. I just don’t want that look, that I told you so. I don’t want to hand Tess more proof that all her supervision and control is justified but I am beset with worry and feel a tingling on my neck and look up to see the white light split out from a brick wall beyond the tracks. 
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