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ENTENDER

They finally stopped me at Dover as I was trying to get back into the country. I was half expecting it, but it still came as kind of a shock when the barrier stayed down. It’s funny how some things can be so mixed up like that. Having come this far, I’d started to think that I might make it the whole way home after all. It would have been nice to have been able to explain things to my mother. You know: before anyone else had to get involved.

It was 1 a.m., and it was raining. I’d rolled Mr Peterson’s car up to the booth in the ‘Nothing to Declare’ lane, where a single customs officer was on duty. His weight rested on his elbows, his chin was cupped in his hands, and, but for this crude arrangement of scaffolding, his whole body looked ready to fall like a sack of potatoes to the floor. The graveyard shift – dreary dull from dusk till dawn – and for a few heartbeats it seemed that the customs officer lacked the willpower necessary to rotate his eyeballs and check my credentials. But then the moment collapsed. His gaze shifted; his eyes widened. He signalled for me to wait and spoke into his walkie-talkie, rapidly and with obvious agitation. That was the instant I knew for sure. I found out later that my picture had been circulated in every major port from Aberdeen to Plymouth. With that and the TV appeals, I never stood a chance.

What I remember next is kind of muddled and strange, but I’ll try to describe it for you as best I can.

The side door of the booth was swinging open and at the same moment there washed over me the scent of a field full of lilacs. It came on just like that, from nowhere, and I knew straight away that I’d have to concentrate extra hard to stay in the present. In hindsight, an episode like this had been on the cards for a while. You have to bear in mind that I hadn’t slept properly for several days, and Bad Sleeping Habits has always been one of my triggers. Stress is another.

I looked straight ahead and I focussed. I focussed on the windscreen wipers moving back and forth and tried to count my breaths, but by the time I’d got to five, it was pretty clear that this wasn’t going to be enough. Everything was becoming slow and blurry. I had no choice but to turn the stereo up to maximum. Handel’s Messiah flooded the car – the ‘Hallelujah’ chorus, loud enough to rattle the exhaust. I hadn’t planned it or anything. I mean, if I’d had time to prepare for this, I’d have chosen something simpler and calmer and quieter: Chopin’s nocturnes or one of Bach’s cello suites, perhaps. But I’d been working my way through Mr Peterson’s music collection since Zurich, and it just so happened that at that precise moment I was listening to that precise section of Handel’s Messiah – like it was Fate’s funny joke. Of course, this did me no favours later on: the customs officer gave a full report to the police in which he said that for a long time I’d resisted detention, that I’d just sat there ‘staring into the night and listening to religious music at full volume, like he was the Angel of Death or something’. You’ve probably heard that quote already. It was in all the papers – they have a real boner for details like that. But you should understand that at the time I didn’t have a choice. I could see the customs officer in my peripheral vision, hunchbacked at my window in his bright yellow jacket, but I forced myself to ignore him. He shone his torch in my eyes, and I ignored that too. I just kept staring straight ahead and focussing on the music. That was my anchor. The lilacs were still there, trying their best to distract me. The Alps were starting to intrude – jagged, frosted memories, as sharp as needles. I swaddled them in the music. I kept telling myself that there was nothing but the music. There was nothing but the strings and the drums and the trumpets, and all those countless voices singing out God’s praises. I know in retrospect that I must have looked pretty suspicious, just sitting there like that with my eyes glazed and the music loud enough to wake the dead. It must have sounded like I had the entire London Symphony Orchestra performing on the back seat. But what could I do? When you get an aura that powerful, there’s no chance of it passing of its own accord: to be honest with you, there were several moments when I was right on the precipice. I was just a hair’s breadth from convulsions.

But after a while, the crisis abated. Something slipped back into gear. I was dimly aware that the torch beam had moved on. It was now frozen on the space two feet to my left, though I was too frazzled to figure out why at the time. It was only later that I remembered Mr Peterson was still in the passenger seat. I hadn’t thought to move him.

The moments ticked on, and eventually the torchlight swung away. I managed to turn my head forty-five degrees and saw that the customs officer was again speaking into his walkie-talkie, palpably excited. Then he tapped the torch against the window and made an urgent downwards gesture. I don’t remember pushing the button, but I do remember the rush of cold, damp air as the glass rolled down. The customs officer mouthed something, but I couldn’t make it out. The next thing I knew, he’d reached through the open window and flipped off the ignition. The engine stopped, and a second later, the last hallelujah died on the night air. I could hear the hiss of drizzle on tarmac, fading in slowly, like reality resolving itself. The customs officer was speaking too, and waving his arms in all these weird, wobbly gestures, but my brain wasn’t able to decode any of that yet. Right then, there was something else going on – a thought that was fumbling its way towards the light. It took me for ever to organize my ideas into words, but when I finally got there, this is what I said: ‘Sir, I should tell you that I’m no longer in a fit state to drive. I’m afraid you’ll have to find someone else to move the car for me.’

For some reason, that seemed to choke him. His face went through a whole series of strange contortions, and then for a very long time he just stood there with his mouth open. If it had been me standing there with my mouth open, it would have been considered pretty rude, but I don’t think it’s worth getting too uptight about things like that. So I just waited. I’d said what I needed to say, and it had taken considerable effort. I didn’t mind being patient now.

When he’d cleared his airways, the customs officer told me that I had to get out of the car and come with him straight away. But the funny thing was, as soon as he said it, I realized that I wasn’t quite ready to move yet. My hands were still locked white on the steering wheel, and they showed no signs of relinquishing their grip. I asked if I could possibly have a minute.

‘Son,’ the customs officer said, ‘I need you to come now.’

I glanced across at Mr Peterson. Being called ‘son’ was not a good omen. I thought I was probably in a Whole Heap of Shit.

My hands unlocked.

I managed to get out of the car, reeled and then leaned up against the side for a few seconds. The customs officer tried to get me to move, but I told him that unless he wanted to carry me, he’d have to give me a moment to find my feet. The drizzle was prickling the exposed skin on my neck and face, and small tears of rain were beginning to bead on my clothing. I could feel all my sensations regrouping. I asked how long it had been raining. The customs officer looked at me but didn’t reply. The look said that he wasn’t interested in small talk.

A police car came and took me away to a room called Interview Room C in Dover Police Station, but first I had to wait in a small Portakabin back in the main part of the port. I had to wait for a long time. I saw a lot of different officers from the Port Authority, but no one really talked to me. They just kept giving me all these very simple two-word instructions, like ‘wait here’ and ‘don’t move’, and telling me what was going to happen to me next, like they were the chorus in one of those Ancient Greek plays. And after every utterance, they’d immediately ask me if I understood, like I was some kind of imbecile or something. To be honest with you, I might have given them that impression. I don’t know. I still hadn’t recovered from my seizure. I was tired, my co-ordination was shot, and on the whole I felt pretty disconnected, like my head had been packed with cotton wool. I was thirsty too, but I didn’t want to ask if there was a vending machine I might use in case they thought I was trying to be clever with them. As you probably know, when you’re in trouble already, you can ask a simple, legitimate question like that and end up in even more trouble. I don’t know why. It’s like you cross this invisible line and suddenly people don’t want to acknowledge that everyday things like vending machines or Diet Coke exist any more. I guess some situations are supposed to be so grave that people don’t want to trivialize them with carbonated drinks.

Anyway, eventually a police car came and took me away to Interview Room C, where my situation was in no way improved. Interview Room C was not much larger than a cupboard and had been designed with minimum comfort in mind. The walls and floor were bare. There was a rectangular table with four plastic chairs, and a tiny window that didn’t look like it opened, high up on the back wall. There was a smoke alarm and a CCTV camera in one corner, close to the ceiling. But that was it as far as furnishings were concerned. There wasn’t even a clock.

I was seated and then left alone for what seemed like a very long time. I think maybe that was deliberate, to try to make me feel restless or uncomfortable, but really I’ve got no definite grounds for thinking that. It’s just a hypothesis. Luckily, I’m very happy in my own company, and pretty adept at keeping my mind occupied. I have about a million different exercises to help me stay calm and focussed.

When you’re tired but need to stay alert, you really need something a bit tricky to keep your mind ticking over. So I started to conjugate my irregular Spanish verbs, starting in the simple present and then gradually working my way through to the more complicated tenses. I didn’t say them aloud, because of the CCTV camera, but I voiced them in my head, still taking care with the accent and stresses. I was on entiendas, the informal second-person present subjunctive of entender (to understand), when the door opened and two policemen walked in. One was the policeman who had driven me from the port, and he was carrying a clipboard with some papers attached to it. The other policeman I hadn’t seen before. They both looked pissed off.

‘Good morning, Alex,’ said the police officer whom I didn’t know. ‘I’m Chief Inspector Hearse. You’ve already met Deputy Inspector Cunningham.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Hello.’

I’m not going to bother describing Chief Inspector Hearse or Deputy Inspector Cunningham for you at any great length. Mr Treadstone, my old English teacher, used to say that when you’re writing about a person, you don’t need to describe every last thing about him or her. Instead, you should try to give just one telling detail to help the reader picture the character. Chief Inspector Hearse had a mole the size of a five-pence piece on his right cheek. Deputy Inspector Cunningham had the shiniest shoes I’ve ever seen.

They sat down opposite, and gestured that I should sit down too. That was when I realized that I’d stood up when they walked in the room. That’s one of the things they taught you at my school – to stand up whenever an adult enters the room. It’s meant to demonstrate respect, I guess, but after a while, you just do it without thinking.

They looked at me for quite a long time without saying anything. I wanted to look away, but I thought that might seem rude, so I just kept looking straight back and waited.

‘You know, Alex,’ Chief Inspector Hearse said finally, ‘you’ve created quite a stir over the past week or so. You’ve become quite the celebrity . . .’

Straight away, I didn’t like the way this was going. I had no idea what he expected me to say. Some things there’s no sensible response to, so I just kept my mouth shut. Then I shrugged, which wasn’t the cleverest thing to do, but it’s very difficult to do nothing in situations like that.

Chief Inspector Hearse scratched his mole. Then he said: ‘You realize that you’re in a lot of trouble?’

It might have been a question; it might have been a statement. I nodded anyway, just in case.

 ‘And you know why you’re in trouble?’

‘Yes. I suppose so.’

‘You understand that this is serious?’

‘Yes.’

Chief Inspector Hearse looked across at Deputy Inspector Cunningham, who hadn’t said anything yet. Then he looked at me again. ‘You know, Alex, some of your actions over the past hour suggest otherwise. I think if you realized how serious this was, you’d be a lot more worried than you appear to be. Let me tell you, if I was sitting where you are now, I think I’d be a lot more worried than you appear to be.’

He should have said ‘if I were sitting where you are now’ – I noticed because I already had the subjunctive on my mind – but I didn’t correct him. People don’t like to be corrected about things like that. That was one of the things Mr Peterson always told me. He said that correcting people’s grammar in the middle of a conversation made me sound like a Major Prick.

‘Tell me, Alex,’ Chief Inspector Hearse went on, ‘are you worried? You seem a little too calm – a little too casual – all things considered.’

‘I can’t really afford to let myself get too stressed out,’ I said. ‘It’s not very good for my health.’

Chief Inspector Hearse exhaled at length. Then he looked at Deputy Inspector Cunningham and nodded. Deputy Inspector Cunningham handed him a sheet of paper from the clipboard.

‘Alex, we’ve been through your car. I think you’ll agree that there are several things we need to discuss.’

I nodded. I could think of one thing in particular. But then Chief Inspector Hearse surprised me: he didn’t ask what I thought he was going to ask. Instead, he asked me to confirm, as a matter of record, my full name and date of birth. That threw me for about a second. All things considered, it seemed like a waste of time. They already knew who I was: they had my passport. There was no reason not to cut to the chase. But, really, I didn’t have much choice but to go along with whatever game they were playing.

‘Alexander Morgan Woods,’ I said. ‘Twenty-third of the ninth, 1993.’

I’m not too enamoured with my full name, to be honest with you, especially the middle part. But most people just call me Alex, like the policemen did. When you’re called Alexander, hardly anyone bothers with your full name. My mother doesn’t bother. She goes one syllable further than everyone else and just calls me Lex, as in Lex Luthor – and you should know that she was calling me that long before I lost my hair. After that, I think she started to regard my name as prophetic; before, she just thought it was sweet.

Chief Inspector Hearse frowned and then looked at Deputy Inspector Cunningham again and nodded. He kept doing that, like he was the magician and Deputy Inspector Cunningham was his assistant with all the props.

Deputy Inspector Cunningham took from the back of his clipboard a clear plastic bag, which he then tossed into the centre of the table, where it landed with a quiet slap. It was extremely dramatic, it really was. And you could tell that they wanted it to be dramatic. The police have all sorts of psychological tricks like that. You probably know that already if you ever watch TV.

‘Approximately one hundred and thirteen grams of marijuana,’ Chief Inspector Hearse intoned, ‘retrieved from your glove compartment.’

I’m going to level with you: I’d completely forgotten about the marijuana. The fact is, I hadn’t even opened the glove compartment since Switzerland. I’d had no reason to. But you try telling the police something like that at around 2 a.m. when you’ve just been stopped at customs.

‘That’s a lot of pot, Alex. Is it all for personal use?’

‘No . . .’ I changed my mind. ‘Actually, yes. I mean, it was for personal use, but not for my personal use.’

Chief Inspector Hearse raised his eyebrows about a foot. ‘You’re saying that this one hundred and thirteen grams of marijuana isn’t for you?’

‘No. It was Mr Peterson’s.’

‘I see,’ said Chief Inspector Hearse. Then he scratched his mole again and shook his head. ‘You should know that we also found quite a bit of money in your car.’ He looked down at the inventory sheet. ‘Six hundred and forty-five Swiss francs, eighty-two euros and a further three hundred and eighteen pounds sterling. Found in an envelope in the driver’s side-compartment, next to your passport. That’s quite a lot of cash for a seventeen-year-old to be carrying, wouldn’t you say?’

I didn’t say anything.

‘Alex, this is very important. What exactly were you planning to do with this one hundred and thirteen grams of marijuana?’

I thought about this for quite a long time. ‘I don’t know. I wasn’t planning anything. I guess I probably would’ve thrown it away. Or maybe I would have given it away. I don’t know.’

‘You might have given it away?’

I shrugged. I thought it would have made quite a good gift for Ellie. She would’ve probably appreciated it. But I kept this to myself. ‘I’ve got no personal interest in it,’ I affirmed. ‘I mean, I enjoyed growing it, but that was all. I certainly wouldn’t have kept it.’

Deputy Inspector Cunningham started coughing very loudly. It was the first sound that had come from him and it made me jump a bit. I’d thought perhaps he was a mute or something.

‘You grew it?’

‘I grew it on Mr Peterson’s behalf,’ I clarified.

‘I see. You grew it, then gave it away. It was basically a charitable enterprise?’

‘No. I mean, I never really owned it in the first place. It always belonged to Mr Peterson, so I was in no position to give it away. Like I said, I just grew it.’

‘Yes. You grew it but you have no personal interest in the substance itself?’

‘Only a pharmacological one.’

Chief Inspector Hearse looked at Deputy Inspector Cunningham, then tapped his fingers on the tabletop for about a minute. ‘Alex, I’m going to ask you one more time,’ he said. ‘Do you take drugs? Are you on drugs right now?’

‘No.’

‘Have you ever taken drugs?’

‘No.’

‘Right. Then there’s something you’ll have to clear up for me.’ Deputy Inspector Cunningham handed him another sheet of paper. ‘We talked to the gentleman who stopped you at customs. He says that you were acting very strangely. He says that when he tried to detain you, you refused to co-operate. In fact, he says, and I quote, “The suspect turned up the music in his car until it was so loud that they probably heard it in France. Then he proceeded to ignore me for the next few minutes. He was staring straight ahead and his eyes looked glazed. When I eventually managed to get him to leave his vehicle, he told me that he was not in a fit state to drive.”’

Chief Inspector Hearse put the sheet of paper down and looked at me. ‘You want to explain that for us, Alex?’

‘I have temporal lobe epilepsy,’ I explained. ‘I was having a partial seizure.’

Chief Inspector Hearse raised his eyebrows again and then frowned very deeply, like this was the last thing he wanted to hear. ‘You have epilepsy?’

‘Yes.’

‘No one told me anything about that.’

‘I’ve had it since I was ten. It started right after my accident.’ I touched my scar. ‘When I was ten years old, I was—’

Chief Inspector Hearse nodded impatiently. ‘Yes. I know about your accident. Everyone knows about your accident. But no one mentioned epilepsy to me.’

I shrugged. ‘I’ve been seizure-free for almost two years.’

‘But you’re saying that you had a seizure earlier, in the car?’

‘Yes. That’s why I’m no longer in a fit state to drive.’

Chief Inspector Hearse looked at me for a very long time and then shook his head. ‘You know, Mr Knowles gave us quite a detailed report, and he never once mentioned that you’d had a seizure. And I think that’s the kind of thing he would have mentioned, don’t you? He said that you sat perfectly still and didn’t look at all agitated. He said you looked a little too calm, given the circumstances.’

Chief Inspector Hearse had a real thing about me being too calm.

‘It was a partial seizure,’ I said. ‘I didn’t lose consciousness and I didn’t have any convulsions. I managed to stop it before it spread too far.’

‘And that’s the full explanation?’ Chief Inspector Hearse asked. ‘If I run a blood test right now, it will come back clean? You haven’t been taking drugs?’

‘Only carbamazepine.’

‘Which is?’

‘It’s an anti-epileptic,’ I said.

Chief Inspector Hearse looked ready to spit. He thought I was being funny. He told me that even if I was telling the truth, even if I did have temporal lobe epilepsy and I had had a complex partial seizure, that still didn’t go nearly far enough to explaining my behaviour, not to his mind. They’d found one hundred and thirteen grams of marijuana in my glove compartment and I wasn’t taking that fact nearly seriously enough.

‘I don’t think it’s that serious,’ I admitted. ‘Not in the grand scheme of things.’

Chief Inspector Hearse shook his head for about ten minutes and then said that possession of a controlled substance with probable intent to supply was a Very Big Deal indeed, and if I told him otherwise, then either I was trying to be funny or I was, without question, the most naïve seventeen-year-old he’d ever met in his life.

‘I’m not being naïve,’ I said. ‘You think one way; I think another. It’s a genuine difference of opinion.’

Needless to say, they wouldn’t let the drugs thing go for ages. It was a strange situation where the more open and honest I tried to be, the more convinced they became that I was lying. Eventually, I told them that I wanted to take a blood test: I figured they could argue with me until Judgment Day, but they couldn’t argue with science. But by the time I was demanding my right to a blood test, I think they had pretty much decided to move on anyway. The fact is, we still had one more thing to discuss. It should have been the very first item on the agenda, but like I’ve said, the police can be pretty dramatic if they think it’ll get results.

‘The final item on the inventory . . .’ Chief Inspector Hearse began. Then he rested his elbows on the table and put his head in his hands. He looked down and didn’t say anything for a very long time.

I waited.

‘The final item,’ Chief Inspector Hearse began again, ‘is one small silver urn – retrieved from the passenger seat. Weight approximately four point eight kilograms.’

To be honest with you, I’m not sure why they bothered weighing it.

‘Alex, I have to ask: the contents of that urn . . .’

Chief Inspector Hearse looked straight in my eyes and didn’t say anything. It was pretty clear that he wasn’t going to ask, despite what he’d said, but I knew what the question was, obviously. And really I’d had enough of all these psychological games. I was tired and thirsty. So I didn’t wait to see if Chief Inspector Hearse was ever going to finish his question. I just nodded my head and told him what he wanted to know.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That was Mr Peterson.’

After that, they had about a million more questions, as you might imagine. Obviously, the main thing they wanted to know was exactly what had happened over the last week, but, to tell you the truth, I’m not ready to talk about that yet. I don’t think there would be much point – and there was even less point at the time. Chief Inspector Hearse told me that he wanted a ‘clear, concise and full explanation’ of all the relevant circumstances that had led to my being stopped at customs with one hundred and thirteen grams of marijuana and Mr Peterson’s remains; but that was a lost cause from the word go. Sometimes when people ask you for a full explanation, you know damn well that’s the last thing they want. Really, they want you to give them a paragraph that confirms what they already think they know. They want something that will fit neatly in a box on a police statement form. And that can never be a full explanation. Full explanations are much messier. They can’t be conveyed in five unprepared, stop-start minutes. You have to give them time and space to unfold.

That’s why I want to start back at the beginning, where the police wouldn’t let me start. I’m going to tell you my story, the full story, in the manner I think it should be told. I’m afraid it’s not going to be brief.
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I could start by telling you about my conception. My mother was always extremely forthcoming about this aspect of my existence – possibly because there was so little she could tell me about my father and it was her way of compensating. It’s kind of an interesting story, in a weird, slightly unpleasant way, but for all that, I’m not sure that’s the best place to begin. It’s not the most relevant place to begin, anyway. Maybe I’ll get to it later.

For now, there’s a more obvious place to begin: with the accident that befell me when I was ten years old. Of course, you probably know at least a little about this already. It was planetary news for several weeks. Still, that was more than seven years ago. Memories are short, and since it was so pivotal in determining the direction my life was to take, I can’t very well ignore it.

I’m calling it an accident for want of a better term, but really, this isn’t the apposite word. I’m not sure there is an apposite word for what happened. The press mostly called it a ‘freak accident’, or occasionally an ‘accident unprecedented in recorded human history’ – even though this second claim turned out to be not quite the case. There must have been hundreds of thousands of words written about it during the two weeks I was unconscious, and, for me, this is one of the strangest things to get to grips with. Because my own memory of what happened is entirely non-existent. The last thing I remember with any certainty is a school trip to Bristol Zoo where I was reprimanded for trying to feed a Mars bar to a spider monkey, and that was at least two weeks before I was taken into hospital. So a fair amount of what I’m going to tell you next I’ve had to reconstruct from other people’s accounts: from all the newspaper articles I read afterwards, from the doctors and scientists who talked to me while I was recovering, and from all the thousands of different eyewitnesses who saw what was to strike me in the moments before it did. A lot of those eyewitnesses wrote to me, or to my mother, when it became clear that I was going to pull through, and we kept every letter. Along with the hundreds of saved newspaper cuttings, these form the basis of a scrapbook three inches thick, which I must’ve read through a dozen times. It’s funny, because by now I must know as much about what happened to me as anyone else, but it all comes from reading and listening. As far as my personal awareness of the incident goes, there’s nothing there. I was probably the last person on the planet to find out what had befallen me. The first I knew of it was when I woke up in Yeovil District Hospital on Saturday, 3 July 2004, having just lost a whole month of my life.

When I came to, my first assumption was that I was in heaven. I thought it had to be heaven because everything was painfully white. Some experimentation revealed that I still had eyes and working eyelids, despite being deceased, and I could squint in cautious, half-second bursts, which seemed the best option until my eyes had had a chance to adjust to the afterlife’s billion-watt glare.

They’d taught us a little bit about heaven in school, and we used to sing about it a lot in assembly, but I wasn’t quite sure that I believed in it until I awoke there. I hadn’t had what most would term a conventional religious upbringing. My mother didn’t believe in heaven. She believed instead in an invisible spirit world that we passed over to when we died, but that wasn’t completely separate from the world of the living. It was just another plane of existence, and even though we couldn’t see or smell or touch it, there were messages coming through from there all the time. My mother made a good part of her living from interpreting these messages. She was ‘receptive’ to the other world in a way that most were not. I always imagined that it worked kind of like the radio or something, with most of us being tuned to static.

Anyway, I was fairly sure that I’d ended up in heaven and not just another plane of existence. I could see further evidence for this hypothesis through my squinting eyes, in the form of two angels – one fair, one dark, both clad in turquoise – who were hovering either side of me, though I couldn’t figure out quite what they were doing. Deciding that further investigation was required, I ignored the pain and forced my eyes wide open. Immediately, the fair angel hopped backwards and let out a tremendous, high-pitched yelp. Then I felt a sharp, tugging sensation, but I had no idea where it was coming from. I shut my eyes tight.

‘Oh, shit!’ said the fair angel. ‘Shit, shit, shit!’

It was then that I realized I had a left hand, because the fair angel had taken hold of it.

‘Jesus! What the hell happened?’ the dark angel asked.

‘He’s awake! Didn’t you see?’

‘He’s awake? Shit, is that blood?’

‘His cannula came out!’

‘It came out?’

‘He scared the hell out of me! It was an accident!’

‘It’s all over his sheets!’

‘I know, I know! It looks worse than it is. Just find Patel – quick! I need to stay here and keep pressure on his hand.’

I heard quick footsteps, and a few moments later, a man’s voice was talking to me. It was deep and calm and authoritative.

‘Alex?’ he said.

‘God?’ I responded.

‘Not quite,’ the voice said. ‘I’m Dr Patel. Can you hear me okay?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can you try to open your eyes for me?’

‘They hurt,’ I told him.

‘Okay,’ said Dr Patel. ‘Don’t worry about that now.’ He rested his hand on my forehead. ‘Can you tell me how you’re feeling?’

‘I don’t know,’ I replied.

‘Okay. There’s nothing for you to worry about. Nurse Jackson has gone to find your mother. She’ll be here very soon.’

‘My mother?’ I was starting to think that this might not be heaven after all. ‘Where am I?’ I asked.

‘You’re in the hospital. You’ve been with us for thirteen days now.’

‘That’s almost two weeks,’ I pointed out.

‘That’s correct,’ Dr Patel confirmed.

‘Why am I here?’

‘You had an accident,’ Dr Patel said. ‘Don’t worry about that now.’

I fumbled in the darkness for a few moments. ‘Did something happen at the zoo?’

There was a long pause. ‘The zoo?’

‘The zoo.’

‘Alex, you’re a little confused right now. It might take some time for your memory to come back. I’d just like you to answer a few quick questions and then you need to rest. Can you tell me your full name?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

I thought that was a strange question.

‘Can you tell me now, please?’

‘My name is Alexander Morgan Woods.’

‘Excellent. And how about your mother’s name?’

‘Rowena Woods.’

‘Good. Very good,’ Dr Patel said solemnly.

‘She’s a cartomancer,’ I added.

‘When’s your birthday, Alex?’

‘Not until September,’ I said. ‘Am I going to die?’

Dr Patel laughed. Nurse Angel squeezed my hand. ‘No, Alex, you’re not going to die!’

 At that point, I heard more loud, quick footsteps, followed by a strange scream and lots of sobs. I didn’t need my eyes open to know that that was my mother. Nurse Angel let go of my hand, and a second later I felt my neck pulled to one side and lots of soft, frizzy hair fell across my face.

‘Mrs Woods, please!’ Dr Patel warned.

My mother kept on sobbing. I could feel warm tears wetting my face.

‘Mrs Woods, you have to be careful of his stitches!’

But my mother had decided that she wasn’t going to let me go for at least the next twenty-four hours. She was still holding me when I fell asleep.

I soon discovered by touch that my head had been bandaged all the way round, ear to ear. Above and below this, my scalp had the texture of Fuzzy Felt. What hair I’d had was mostly gone.

‘We had to shave your head so that we could operate,’ Dr Patel told me. ‘It’s standard procedure.’

‘You had to operate?’ I was very impressed by this.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Dr Patel cheerily. ‘You had to be taken into theatre the moment you arrived. It took a team of surgeons four hours to patch you up. Your skull was fractured just above your right ear – split clean open, like an eggshell.’

My jaw hit the floor. ‘Like an eggshell?’

‘Like an eggshell,’ Dr Patel repeated.

‘Dr Patel, please!’ said my mother. ‘That’s not a pleasant image. Lex, close your mouth.’

‘Could they see my brain?’ I asked.

‘Yes, I believe they could,’ Dr Patel said gravely. ‘But only after they’d drained away the excess fluid and removed all the grit and dust that had accumulated in the wound.’

‘Grit and dust from the Rock?’ (The Rock had been capitalized in my imagination from the first moment I’d heard about it.)

‘Actually, most of it was ceiling plaster.’

‘Oh.’ Needless to say, this was a little disappointing. ‘Are you sure it was just plaster?’

Dr Patel glanced across at my mother, who had her arms folded and her eyebrows up. ‘We’ll know more soon,’ he told me. ‘I believe some swabs were sent away for analysis.’

‘Swabs?’

‘Some little rubbed-off samples,’ Dr Patel explained.

‘They took swabs from my brain?’

‘No. They took swabs from your scalp and skull. When there’s grit in your brain, it’s best not to rub it.’

‘Dr Patel, really!’ said my mother. ‘Lex, stop touching that.’

I took my hand away from my bandages. Everyone was quiet for a few seconds.

‘Dr Patel?’ I asked.

‘Yes, Alex.’

‘If they weren’t allowed to touch it, how did they manage to get all the grit out?’

 Dr Patel smiled. My mother shook her head. ‘They used suction.’

‘Like with a Hoover?’

‘Yes. Exactly like that.’

I wrinkled my nose. ‘That doesn’t sound all that safe either.’

‘It’s a very small and precise Hoover.’

‘Oh.’ I looked across at my mother. She’d unfolded her arms and was pretending to read her book. ‘Then what?’ I asked. ‘You know, after they’d taken the swabs and drained the fluid and Hoovered up the grit?’

‘After that, it was really quite simple,’ said Dr Patel. ‘They cleaned the wound with salt water, attached a special plate to your skull to cover the fracture, took a small skin graft from your thigh to patch up your scalp and then sewed you up good as new.’

‘Wow!’ That explained the bandage on my leg. ‘Does that mean that underneath all these bandages I’m like a Frankenstein? With all those stitches holding my head together and a great big metal plate bolted to my skull?’

‘Yes, exactly so,’ said Dr Patel. Then he paused briefly. ‘Except the plate isn’t metal. It’s made from a special absorbable material that gradually breaks down over a period of months while your skull repairs itself underneath. Eventually, the whole plate will be gone, the stitches will dissolve, and you’ll be just like a normal boy again.’

‘But I’ll at least have a scar?’

‘You might have a scar.’

I frowned and tapped my head.

‘Lex!’ warned my mother without looking up from her book.

I stopped tapping my head. ‘Dr Patel, where do they go after they dissolve?’ I asked. ‘You know, the stitches and the special skull plate?’

‘Well,’ he replied, ‘any material that the body can use is recycled and turned into other useful things, like muscle and fat. And the rest is simply broken down and excreted.’

I thought about this for a few moments. ‘You mean it comes out in your stools?’

‘Lex!’ barked my mother.

‘That’s what they call them in the hospital,’ I pointed out. ‘It’s the proper medical term.’

‘Actually, most of it leaves the body in the urine,’ said Dr Patel.

‘Okay, I think that’s more than enough information for one day,’ said my mother.

After that, Dr Patel wouldn’t tell me anything interesting about my wounds unless my mother was out of the room, and that didn’t happen very often.

Even though my head was patched up and healing itself underneath the special absorbable bone plates, I still had to stay in hospital for another week so that they could keep an eye on me and make sure that I was getting the proper amount of rest and protein. I saw about a million different doctors, and twice as many nurses, and I had to go for X-rays so that they could check how my skull was doing, and then I had to answer questions and perform all these strange little tasks that had been designed to make sure that my brain was functioning correctly.

It seemed that it was.

My five senses were all in good working order. I could still read and write, and I still knew my times tables, one to twelve. My ability to manipulate oddly shaped blocks was unimpaired, and after a few days of solid food and increasing exercise, my movements and co-ordination were pretty much back to normal. The only thing that showed any signs of damage was my memory, and this damage was so specific that it hardly seemed to be a problem. I could still memorize lists of words or numbers, and I performed well on spot-the-difference and missing-object puzzles. I could remember what I’d had for breakfast and what happened yesterday and my first day at school and the time I sat on a wasp at Weston-super-Mare. I could still name almost every animal I’d seen at Bristol Zoo: the spider monkey, the ring-tailed lemur, the golden tamarin and so on and so forth. And based on these facts, there was no general problem with my episodic or semantic memory. There was simply a missing month, four weeks of my personal history that had fallen into a deep dark hole. Despite all Dr Patel’s reassurances, I couldn’t help wondering if that month hadn’t somehow ended up in the dust bag of the brain surgeon’s very small, very precise Hoover.

It was my mother who had found me, of course. She had heard both explosions from the kitchen, separated by at least a minute of quiet. The first, she said, sounded like a very distant gunshot, or maybe a car backfiring. The second sounded like the roof collapsing. The upstairs landing was carnage – a minefield of fallen pictures, smashed glass and displaced ornaments from the dresser that stood opposite the stairs. Pewter candelabra, a sacramental chalice – that kind of thing. The bathroom door was closed but not locked. I was lying on the floor in a pool of blood and shattered porcelain. My mother said that she screamed so loudly that it was probably this, and not the explosion itself, that brought Mr and Mrs Stapleton, our elderly neighbours, running. It was really a good job they turned up. I suspect my mother was way too hysterical to call an ambulance.

Apparently, she hardly left my side for the next two weeks. She insisted on sleeping at the hospital. The nurses had to wheel a special bed into my room once she’d made it clear that if they weren’t able to accommodate her, she’d simply sleep on the floor. From the way she described it, it sounded kind of embarrassing. Luckily, I was deep in my coma at this point. In fact, I was aware of absolutely nothing – but this was one medical reality my mother was quick to dismiss.

‘I talked to you every day,’ she told me. ‘I knew that there had to be a part of you that could still hear me.’

‘I don’t think I could hear you,’ I said – for the thousandth time.

‘There was a part of you that could hear me,’ my mother insisted.

‘I don’t remember hearing you,’ I said.

My mother chortled carelessly. ‘Well, of course you don’t remember it! You were fast asleep. And we don’t remember things when we’re fast asleep, do we? That doesn’t mean you couldn’t hear at the time.’

I frowned. I wasn’t sure that this made sense, but then, there was a lot from the past month that didn’t make sense.

Highest on the list was the accident itself. Of course, I knew the basic facts about what had happened to me – from my mother, and from Mr and Mrs Stapleton and the ambulance men who had been up to visit me after I woke up – but this actually didn’t amount to very much. They’d found the Rock straight away – apparently you couldn’t miss it – but no one could be sure that it had actually hit me. One of the ambulance men told me that it seemed more likely that I’d been struck by a piece of shrapnel or falling masonry from the ceiling. ‘If you’d been hit by the Rock itself,’ he said, ‘I don’t think we’d be having this conversation right now.’

 To my disappointment, Mr Stapleton, who’d been the first to pick up the Rock, supported this theory. He said that it was only the size of an orange but, in his estimation, it must have weighed at least four or five pounds, which is as much as a two-litre bottle of Diet Coke. ‘IT FELT LIKE A LEAD WEIGHT,’ he shouted. (Mr Stapleton always shouted because he was extremely deaf.) When I asked him what it looked like, he told me that it was ‘BLACK AND PECULIAR-LOOKING, LIKE IT HAD BEEN CAST IN A MOULD’. But I didn’t find this description even close to adequate.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked. ‘What kind of mould?’

‘FREEZING!’ Mr Stapleton assured me.

‘WHAT KIND OF MOULD?’ I repeated.

‘A PECULIAR ONE. LIKE IT WAS MADE BY ALIENS!’

I was desperate to see it, of course, but when I asked my mother, she said that someone had taken it away weeks ago.

‘Who?’ I demanded.

My mother shrugged. ‘Actually, I’m not sure who she was. She said she was a scientist. Dr Monica Somethingorother. I was much too upset to take it all in. She caught me while I was right in the middle of packing a suitcase to bring back to the hospital.’

‘But who was she? Where did she come from? Where did she take my Rock?’

‘Lex, I’ve told you – I don’t know! She said that she needed to take it away to do some important tests. At the time, I couldn’t have cared less.’

‘Is she coming back?’

‘She didn’t say.’

‘You didn’t ask?’

‘Lex! I’m not going to repeat myself.’

I felt dismal. I was sure that because of my mother’s short-sightedness I’d never get to see my Rock and no one would ever be able to tell me the things I wanted to know about it. For the time being, I could only console myself by reading and re-reading the articles that the Stapletons and various doctors and nurses had collected. It was from these sources that I started to patch over the hole in my memory, which would have otherwise remained obstinately unfilled.

The fireball, it transpired, was first seen over the northeast tip of Northern Ireland at around 3.27 in the afternoon on Sunday, 20 June 2004. Anyone who was outside at the time, or looking out of a window facing in the right direction, would have seen it. Apparently it was three times brighter than the full moon and shot across the sky like a bullet. After being witnessed by about a hundred thousand people in the Belfast region, it took just a few seconds to cross the Irish Sea, rocketed over Anglesey and then disappeared behind thick cloud cover over North Wales. It re-emerged just north of the Severn estuary, startled half of Bristol and then ended its journey somewhere over Somerset. At the time, no one knew exactly where that somewhere was, but there was a lot of speculation. Several hundred people swore blind that they saw it explode directly over Wells Cathedral, and for a while, this was reported as fact in the local and national papers. Then, after a couple of days, a scientist from the University of Oxford appeared on the news saying that, in actual fact, because the impactor struck the Earth at an extremely acute angle and exploded high in the atmosphere, ‘it would have been very difficult for any single eyewitness to identify accurately the precise point of detonation.’ In response, Graham Alcock, a writer for the Wells Herald, pointed out that this wasn’t the testimony of a ‘single eyewitness’, but rather ‘two policemen, three busloads of tourists and an entire pilgrimage of nuns’. This prompted (two days later) a letter from Professor Miriam Hanson, a psychologist from Bristol, who wanted ‘to clarify that the issue of reliability is not, in this case, bound up with the number of people who witnessed the phenomenon, much less their good character. The fact is that the apparent explosion of the meteor over Wells Cathedral was in all probability an optical illusion created by the height and expanse of the building relative to the position of the observers. In a scenario like this, eyewitness testimony has to be taken with a large pinch of salt.’ Her letter, published under the title ‘28 Nuns Can Be Wrong’, did nothing to quell the debate, which went on in the same vein for most of the next week, drawing in such luminaries as the Archbishop of Canterbury and The Sky at Night’s Chris Lintott.

I found all these arguments extremely interesting when I was finally able to read about them – which is one of the reasons I mention them now – but I should point out that, for most, the ‘Wells Controversy’ was nothing more than a sideline. Most people weren’t interested in knowing about the precise point of detonation or the attempt to reconstruct the meteoroid’s original orbit round the Sun. They were only interested in the ‘human cost’ of recent events, and on that topic, the consensus was absolute. The archbishop, the scientists, the journalists, the letter-writers – they all said the same thing: that given the mass and composition of my meteorite fragment, which was quickly established, and given the speed at which it must have burst through our bathroom roof, which was considerable, it was really nothing short of a miracle that I had survived.

It was five days later, the day before I was discharged from Yeovil District Hospital, that I finally got the answers I’d been looking for. This was the day that Dr Monica Somethingorother rematerialized, appearing like an out-of-breath vision at my bedside. She’d arrived unannounced and brought with her a scruffy sports bag and enough data about meteors, meteorites and meteoroids to make my head spin for the next week.

Her real name turned out to be Dr Monica Weir, although I misheard it at first, naturally. She wasn’t a medical doctor, but a doctor of astrophysics, specializing in planetary science, at the Imperial College in London. And she wasn’t much like any other adult I’d ever met. For a start, it seemed to me that she could answer any question you put to her – and, more surprisingly, she would answer any question you put to her. With most adults (with my mother, in particular) there came a point, after the third or fourth question in a row, when they stopped answering; or, more often, the answer they gave would be no answer at all – ‘because it just is!’ or some equally frustrating variant. But with Dr Weir, there was no cut-off point. She seemed quite capable of explaining everything, right down to the smallest detail. And the more questions you asked, the more willing she seemed to bombard you with information; she couldn’t utter a ten-word sentence without making it sound like an excerpt from a Royal Institution Christmas Lecture. She also dressed kind of funny. Not funny like my mother, who dressed ‘alternatively’, but more old-fashioned and mismatched, as if she’d selected all her clothes at random from a 1950s jumble sale. I suppose, really, she dressed like her mind was on Higher Things, which was fine by me – although I’ll admit that I wasn’t sure of her at first, mainly because I still felt like she’d stolen my Rock. And I was not alone in this sentiment.

It turned out that quite a few people – quite a few other astrophysicists – felt this way too. Once they learned that she’d swooped across to Somerset to claim possession of the meteorite, mere hours after the news had broken, there was quite a backlash. The words ‘insensitive’ and ‘unethical’ came up quite a lot. Then there were several stroppy emails written by various scientists at the universities of Bristol and Bath, who were furious that such an important local fall had been whisked away to London before the dust had even settled. But Dr Weir didn’t seem particularly bothered by any of this. She would later tell New Scientist magazine that ‘the most important thing was that the fall was recovered promptly, undamaged and uncontaminated. If I’d left it any longer, there was a real chance that it could have been taken by a private collector. After all, this wasn’t a normal situation. Everyone in the country knew precisely where this fragment had landed. And you have to remember that within twenty-four hours the whole county was swarming with meteorite hounds. I felt it my duty to claim it at once in the name of Science!’

Once she’d explained her actions to me, I was very pleased that Dr Weir had arrived so promptly to claim my meteorite in the name of Science. In the two weeks she’d had it, she’d managed to find out an incredible amount about my Rock. And the first thing she was eager to point out was that it was not a rock in any ordinary sense of the word.

‘You see, Alex,’ she said excitedly, ‘your meteorite is largely composed of metal. It’s actually a member of the iron–nickel subgroup. They’re much rarer than the common chondrites and achondrites – the rocky meteorites. They’re much denser too. That’s one of the reasons it was able to pass through your roof so easily, without fragmenting. Your meteorite weighs just over two point three kilograms and would have been travelling at a terminal velocity of almost two hundred miles per hour when it struck the top of your house. You know, Alex, it’s an absolute miracle that you’re still here.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed, rolling my body weight across my knuckles. I was sitting on my hands because I felt very fidgety, and I had my eyes fixed on that scruffy sports bag. I know that it’s rude not to look at someone when they’re talking to you, but I couldn’t help it. I was mesmerized. I was staring at that bag so hard it was in serious danger of bursting into flames.

‘Dr Weird—’ I began.

‘Actually, Alex, it’s Dr Weir.’

‘Oh.’

‘Call me Monica if you like.’

‘Dr Weir,’ I said, ‘have you got my iron–nickel meteor in that bag?’

Dr Weir smiled patiently. ‘What I have in this bag, Alex, is your iron–nickel meteorite. That’s what we call it once it has dropped to Earth. It’s only called a meteor while it’s burning in the Earth’s atmosphere. And before that, while it’s still in space, it’s called a meteoroid. Would you like to hold your meteorite?’

‘More than anything.’

It was the size of an orange but a very funny shape – kind of pointy on one side, where it had split from the original impactor, and curved on the other, where it had been superheated by friction with the Earth’s atmosphere. And on the jagged side, it was covered in small fissures and at least a dozen little craters, like tiny alien thumbprints. Dr Weir held it very gently, in both hands and close to her chest, as if it were some kind of fragile woodland creature. ‘Be careful, Alex,’ she said. ‘Remember that it’s much heavier than it looks.’

I held my hands out like a shallow bowl. I was prepared for its weight, but I wasn’t prepared for how cold it was. My hands were still warm from being under my bottom and the iron–nickel meteorite felt like it had been pulled straight from the fridge.

‘It’s freezing!’ I gasped. ‘Is that because it’s from outer space?’

Dr Weir smiled again. ‘Actually, Alex, it’s at room temperature. It just feels cold because it’s extremely conductive. It’s drawing a lot of heat from your hands. As to where it’s from, well, that’s one of the things we can be fairly certain about. It probably originated in the molten core of a large asteroid that was destroyed through collision billions of years ago. Do you know what an asteroid is?’

‘Asteroids are great big boulders in space,’ I said. ‘The Millennium Falcon had to fly through a whole field of them to get away from Darth Vader’s Star Destroyer.’

Dr Weir nodded enthusiastically. ‘Yes, that’s right. But that was in a galaxy far, far away. In our solar system, most of the asteroids – and there are millions and millions of them – orbit the Sun in a wide belt between Mars and Jupiter.’

At this point, Dr Weir drew me a detailed diagram showing the Sun, the planets and the Asteroid Belt. It wasn’t to scale, she said, but it was accurate enough for our purposes.

‘Now, Alex. Usually these asteroids don’t get anywhere near the Earth, as you can see. But occasionally, they get thrown out of their regular, stable orbits. Sometimes they collide like snooker balls, and sometimes they get captured by Jupiter’s enormous gravity and then launched on a whole new path round the Sun. As you probably know, Jupiter is extremely massive and has a very powerful gravitational field. Some of these captured asteroids will eventually impact with Jupiter, and some are thrown so far that they leave the solar system entirely. And some – a tiny, tiny percentage – become meteoroids. That is, they’re hurled onto an orbit that puts them on a direct collision course with the Earth.’

 Dr Weir drew on her diagram a little dotted line representing the hypothetical path of a disrupted asteroid crossing the Earth’s orbit. I thought that this was something my mother would have enjoyed looking at. She often talked about how the movements of the planets could affect events on Earth, but she’d never really explained how that worked. Dr Weir explained it much better.

‘Anyway,’ Dr Weir continued, ‘most of the asteroids that collide with the Earth are very tiny and are vaporized high in the upper atmosphere. But a few – like yours – are big enough and dense enough to make it all the way to the ground without vaporizing. And an even smaller number are so big and heavy that they’re hardly even slowed down by the atmosphere. They leave craters and create huge, incredibly destructive explosions. Most scientists agree that it was probably a meteor originating in the Asteroid Belt that killed all the dinosaurs.’

I looked at the orange-sized meteorite in my hands. ‘I’m not sure that one meteor could have killed all the dinosaurs,’ I said sceptically.

Then Dr Weir talked for a very long time about how the meteor that probably killed all the dinosaurs was much, much bigger than mine – probably at least ten miles wide – and how a meteor that big would have caused waves as high as mountains and then acid rain and forest fires and a cloud of dust that would have circled the entire planet and blocked out most of the sunlight for the next several years. There wasn’t any meteorite left from that meteor because it had exploded with the force of one hundred billion megatons of TNT, but there was a huge sixty-five-million-year-old impact crater under the sea near Mexico. There was also a suspiciously high amount of iridium-193 in the sixty-five-million-year-old rock samples. Iridium-193 was one of the two stable isotopes of iridium, and it was extremely rare on Earth but much more abundant in meteoroids. An isotope was something to do with atomic mass and extremely tiny particles called neutrons, but that was somewhat harder to grasp, and Dr Weir told me that it wasn’t necessary for me to understand all the subtleties right there and then. The main point, she said, was that finding all that iridium-193 in the sixty-five-million-year-old rocks was like finding a smoking gun.

I thought about all this information for a long, long time.

‘Dr Weir?’ I asked. ‘Did they find any iridium-193 in my head? You know, after they took the swabs? Because that would be a smoking gun too, wouldn’t it?’

Dr Weir was delighted with this question. She told me it was exactly the sort of question a scientist would ask. And the answer was yes: the swabs had been analysed using all sorts of special chemical tests, and this had confirmed the presence of a number of meteorite metals, including iron, nickel, cobalt and lots of iridium-193. Not enough to build a spark plug, she said, but still lots by normal, earthly standards. And this meant that it was 99.999 per cent certain that my skull had been struck directly by the meteorite fragment, and not merely by falling masonry, as the ambulance man had suggested. That made me only the second person in recorded history to have been significantly injured by a direct meteorite hit.

I felt very triumphant at this point, but also slightly nervous. Because there was one question I still needed to ask.

‘Dr Weir,’ I said, ‘what’s going to happen to my iron–nickel meteorite now? Do you have to take it away again?’

Dr Weir smiled and stayed quiet for a few moments. ‘Well, Alex, I think really that should be up to you. I don’t need it any more. I’ve got enough data and samples from that meteorite to keep me busy for the next six months at least. Usually I’d say that a specimen that beautiful should be put on display in a museum, because I’m sure that there are a lot of people who’d love to see it. But, really, it’s your call. If you want to keep it, you should keep it. Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t.’

I hugged the meteorite close to my chest. ‘I think I’d really like to keep it,’ I said. ‘At least for now.’

And I did. I kept my meteorite on a special shelf in my bedroom for the next five years. Then, on 20 June 2009, I decided to let other people enjoy it too. It felt like the right time, but I’ll get to that later on. I think, for now, I’ve said enough about my meteorite. If you want to go and see it, you can. It’s in a glass cabinet on the first floor of the Natural History Museum in London, in a section called the Vault – about a hundred metres from the dinosaurs.
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THE QUEEN OF CUPS

Once all the doctors had agreed that my brain was okay and my skull was healing itself beneath its degradable bone plates, I was discharged from hospital and into a series of media scrums. The first occurred six feet outside the main entrance, the second at my mother’s car, the third at our front gate, the fourth in the same place the following morning, the fifth just outside my mother’s shop, the sixth as we were closing up that evening and so on and so forth for the next two days. Rather surprisingly, my thirteen-day coma had helped to sell a lot of newspapers. It didn’t matter that twelve of those days had been completely uneventful. A whole universe of speculation had been created from just a few unpromising particles. According to reliable and never-named sources in the hospital, my situation was critical, then desperate, then critical but stable, then just stable, then uncertain, then (for twelve hours) improving, then uncertain again and then steadily bleaker with each passing day until everyone agreed that there was very little chance of my ever waking up. At that point, I woke up, escaping the cul-de-sac into which I’d been written.

Of course, journalists were not tolerated within the hospital walls – not unless they had broken bones or terrible diseases – but that didn’t stop several dozen well-wishers (‘friends of the family’ and ‘distant relations’) turning up on the ward during visiting hours (and I should tell you that our ‘family’ had about three friends and precisely zero known relatives). My mother left instructions at reception that no one should be allowed through without her explicit agreement and all incursions were quickly repelled. The articles written about my recovery were, therefore, just as speculative and non-eventful as those that had documented the various phases of my unconsciousness. But during the week that I was awake, the media did at least have plenty of time to work out all the best ambush points for when I was finally set free.

Progress across the hospital car park was glacial, and by the time we’d made it out and were waiting at the roundabout, my mother had resolved that I was not going to answer any more questions or stand still for any more photographs. She couldn’t stop the reporters from lurking around her car or inspecting the inside of our wheelie bin, but she was not going to put me on parade; and the only time she came close to breaking this resolve was during the final stage of the ongoing bathroom-roof saga, which is another thing I should probably tell you about.

Upon arriving home, I discovered to my horror that the bathroom roof had been repaired and was now completely back to normal. It was only in the newspaper cuttings that I would ever get to see the devastation wrought upon our house by 2.3 kilograms of metal travelling at two hundred miles per hour. It transpired that the roof had actually been fixed weeks ago, by a local builder who had offered his services for free. He had tried to contact my mother shortly after the accident, but she was away at the hospital, and in no state to think about roof repairs. Luckily, the Stapletons, who were collecting our mail and looking after Lucy, had been able to accept this kind offer on our behalf. But then I woke up and my mother could think again and she was overwhelmed with gratitude and immediately told the builder that she wouldn’t dream of letting his generosity go unrewarded. After all, his was a small, family-run operation, and our bathroom had been a bomb site. It wasn’t just the metre-square hole that had been punched in the roof – there was also the floor, which needed retiling, and the shattered sink, which needed replacing. The cost in terms of labour and materials must have been substantial. And because we had comprehensive insurance, it seemed silly that the builder should be left out of pocket.
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