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    For my brother Peter,
whom I am finally allowing
to slip under the ice.
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‌Prologue

    ‌

Atheists

    Bone-houses. Flesh-renters.

    Reeling down the High Street, swear-gobbers, spit-flobbers. Dull-eyed beggar-dodgers, toddler-smackers, gum-droppers.

    Watch them. Oblivious breathing machines. Coke-swiggers and chip-munchers. Spouse-slaggers and wife-borers.

    Bus-chasers. Tube-crammers. Rattle-throwers left to cry all the way home at the knees of strap-hangers. Gummed up slow, or lurching too fast in their kid-scarers: nose-pickers, horn-thumpers.

    Night brings its own brain-wasters. Packet-rustlers and plot-spoilers. Street-drinkers and ear-botherers. Late-bar minidress-totterers, naked-in-winters: rape-fodder pursued or steadied by beer-breathers, curry-spewers.

    Where is God in all this?

    God is a tame swear word. God is a lame joke. God is unfathomable: disaster-monger, famine-seeder. OMG, God is a teen-texted acronym. God is for nutters. For old ladies and nutters.

    – APRIL’S JOURNAL, 12 FEBRUARY

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌1. 

    Biology

    ‌

Left

    This is his punishment. This is the price of blundering into love. Logan must trundle around the insensible world, grief snapped into his wallet, loss in his suit, and pretend to live. Pour coffee down his gullet as if he can taste it. Pick at a plate of food as though nourishment mattered. Have normal conversations with normal people on normal subjects. As if he cared about films, or laws, or the weather.

    His daughter’s conception was a thoughtless act. A few minutes of drunken wrongdoing, succumbing to an urge to complete what he should never have begun. It was over with Rachel, whose insecurity had surfaced out of the deep pool of their lust sooner than expected; some brief weeks of buttock-gripping freedom dissolving into Where were yous and Who was thats. He became the stray tom she was trying to collar; had started to hook himself free on the chance branches of women who brushed across his path at work, or the squash club.

    Why had he imagined he and Rachel could keep it casual? In retrospect the signs were as well marked as a national sporting event. In her childhood: benign neglect practised by middle-class divorcees, firm believers in the resilience of children, and determinedly oblivious to the havoc wreaked on a Daddy’s girl by alternate weekend access. A part-time man would never be enough. Certainly she had claimed to desire only a bit of fun. But no surprise if that kicked-sore heart asked of every even half-kind man, Are you The One?

    How could he have missed the signs? Unforgivable in a psychologist, even one whose clients are criminals. Yet he had missed them utterly, creating the inevitable moment when he must add himself to her catalogue of vanishing men; men who melted away as fast as snow on the hot hearth of her need for love. True, he had been young. Who is not a fool when they’re twenty? Easy to imagine you are in control of a fling; that you can keep lust and love in their separate corners. Only later had he learned that while you are imagining sexual positions, she may be planning the furniture.

    An error he’d had to correct. He’d not wanted to hurt her. So he’d drunk more whisky than was wise, but insufficient to incapacitate; gone late on a Friday to Rachel’s sad lilac flat, decked out in its Tibetan singing bowls and dreamcatchers, to bruise her with the words It’s over. Had said them with a cup of her sweetened chai in his hands, afraid to insist on what they had christened Normalitea in case the shared joke bound them more tightly together. And then, within a quartered hour, reassured by the words It’s safe, he had made their bond permanent and parental.

    What was to blame for the sowing of that unbearably precious life? As he left Rachel’s arms that night, cursing himself for his weakness, oblivious to the creation of a new human being, he made a list.

    
	Rachel’s tears. Expected, obvious, braced against. Yet still he’d felt unprepared for the full stomach sickness of watching so much water spill out of this woman at his simple utterance, a two-word curse he could easily lift.


	His mother. Who had taught him how to quiet a woman’s sobbing through affectionate acquiescence: Give Mummy a hug.


	His biology. That persistently hopeful body part nodding into life, Yes, yes.




    
    
    Stupid of him. Now how could he say it again? He’d have to detach more gently. Give her less of himself, until she was sick of his shadow and shooed him away. Do the right thing, Finlay Logan; extract yourself slowly. But six weeks later the cage came down: the pink window, and her insistence she would go ahead and have the baby, no matter what.

    Oh, he’d wanted to blame her. Had added to his list:

    
	Rachel’s forgetfulness. If that’s what it was. Too busy chanting and meditating on life to prevent its creation by orderly contraception.

	Rachel’s insecurity. The urge to own him, even as she felt him slipping away, unconsciously erasing Take pill from her mental To Dos.




    
    But in his heart he knew it was his fault. How in wanting to make things better, he always managed to make things worse. There she’d stood, crying, and what could he do but hold her, stroke her hair? Not considering she would respond with strokes of her own. And how could he quash that response without being unkind, without shoving her bodily off love’s kerb and back into tears? A chain of affection, like a series of small explosions, detonated desire; the passion stoked by the finding of something lost. Then they are stripping, kissing, fingers fumbling on catches and zips, and she has never been more ferocious, and before he knows it he is inside her again, thinking, One last time, then, one last time. Which she took as resolution. Which she took as retraction. What a mess. You, Finlay Logan, are an idiot.

    But then his daughter arrived. And since he was banned from Rachel’s home until the bloody water of the birthing pool had been sluiced away, the placenta buried beneath a patio rose, he experienced his daughter not as a mess, but as a miracle.

    Flora. Extraordinary, wonderful, Flora. He only has to think her name and he is lost.

    Tickets?

    He finds his phone without thinking. Inside pocket. Waved at the sensor; returned. He can do so much without thinking now. Has ordered and automated his life to float over this endless carpet of grief without putting its feet down. Yet there are moments that knock him against it, when he feels the sting of letting existence rattle on despite this ever-present absence, sharp as a friction burn. Today, across the carriage, a three-year-old, full of her me-ness, clambers into the preoccupied lap of her father, who, irritated, lumps her off again.

    Do you not know how blessed you are? Do you not know—

    The thought is caustic; he switches his gaze to the periscoping countryside. His eyes skip along power lines, blur the palisades of fences, trees, trees, trees – breathe. But he has touched it. The effervescent green of the trees is an assault.

    Train journeys leave the mind rattling loose in its cage. But driving spooks him. Autonomous cars slink into your slipstream and maintain their perfect metre: too close, to his old-fashioned mind. And the way they lock on to you, mirror your every twitch: he finds himself fighting paranoia. On longer routes, great numbers will link up behind him, until he feels like he’s driving a train. He doesn’t want to drive a train. He wants to be alone.

    No one sees the quiet tear from the eye closest to the window.

    What to do, except pull up the file on his tablet? Work entices the mind out of despair: This way, this way. The more he feels the urge to sling a rope over the pulley on the garage ceiling, the harder he works. Back to the realm where it is painless to ask questions; where you may find answers.

    Not yet, though. This case is new. April Smith, nineteen. Named by a mother skittering on the skid-pan of her life: creator of a girl – for she is barely a woman – whose name and face now dominate the news. An unfathomable photograph, courtesy of the police, who care to capture only height, build and distinguishing features. Standard procedures have robbed him of access to anything deeper. Where he would read her – those small dark green eyes – she is walled off, defiant. Violent, even. He wonders whether it’s police policy to goad suspected perpetrators into looking culpable. Or simply the unconscious result of their certainty in the suspect’s guilt: the certainty that is necessary for the arrest to occur in the first place.

    Across the aisle, the father of the three-year-old has caught a glimpse of the photograph and is trying to read upside-down. Bloody idiot. Logan means himself but unwittingly speaks aloud and the man flinches. The file is confidential; he must move to first class and pay the extra should the guard return. Although Logan is thinner these last few months, he feels heavy. Bumping even momentarily into grief, his body grows sodden and sullen: blood thickens and slows, neurones clog with resistance. Effort is required to drag himself to the more comfortable seat where he can read alone.

    April is saying nothing to anyone. Not even her defence team. But he has her diary. Opened at random, it is almost poetry… if poetry were hatred. But such contained hatred. Not the page-tearing, crossed-out scribbles of the enraged, the psychotic; no capitalized words, no vicious underscoring. Just a steady, girlish hand unleashing its controlled, cursive disgust. Another random page, and she is reporting a conversation with the Almighty.

    Dear God, tell me through my left hand, what can I do with my anger?


    Followed by a page of scrawl he cannot read.

    It’s getting rare to see something written by hand. Young people don’t do that any more. They’re on keyboards at six, manually illiterate by twelve. Even teenaged diarists use apps. An echo of something he said to, who was it?

    He can feel Flora breaking through like a radio signal, some disturbance in the airwaves, a distress call, a sudden swell of mental violins. He is being jolted against his will into the soundtrack of a tragedy and he won’t have it. He starts to hum – quietly, wary of being heard – one note after another. The resultant tune feels falsely jolly, deliberately trivial, a distracting melody you might muddle through as you committed some white-collar crime: fiddling the books, shuffling a justified claim to the end of the pile. Flora goes away.

    Back to the page of scrawl. Though he cannot read it, there are words there. One of them looks like explode. It could be a metaphor: I’m so angry, I could just – Handwriting experts will be employed; transcripts produced. In the meantime, he must read April: immured, uncooperative April. He stares again at those frozen eyes. She isn’t there. But in the diary she is vivid. Only the left-hand portions, the portions where she is speaking as God, are unreadable. Fitting, he thinks, for the Great Author of the Mysterious. Speaks in tongues, writes in scribbles. The rest is as neatly inscribed as any bright girl’s homework. Daily, for fifteen and a half months, she has emptied the contents of her mind onto the page to produce this incriminating document. To quell the baying of her demons? To order her thoughts? To empty herself of pain? Or to justify her intentions: this astonishing, mouth-gaping crime? He swipes the notepad app, types a lucid exploration of obsessive misanthropy.

    He imagines April in a student study bedroom, lying on the duvet on her stomach, inscribing her hatred with slow deliberation. The summer has dragged its residue heat into early autumn and a window is open; there is laughter outside. April records it with a sneer. Through the breeze-block walls of the halls of residence, a muffled gasp marks the crescendo of somebody masturbating. April records that too.

    
Foul cynical onanist next door at it again, she says. Name of Rick, but he’s more of a Dick. Ogled my tits while I scrubbed HIS burnt porridge out of my pan in the kitchen. Now wanking. Also fits. Dawkins fanatic. Arrogant atheist wanker asked if I wanted to join their Righteous Non-Believers’ Society.

Me: No.

Dick: You’re not a nutter, are you?

Me: Just don’t think Dawkins knew what he was talking about.

Dick (to three other housemates): Nutter.

General hilarity.



    
    
    
    
    
    For the next half-page, lying on her belly with a halo of sunlight, April catalogues all the lines she failed to deliver in the communal kitchen. She is acidic. She is logical. She is devastatingly clever. But in the kitchen, she was silent.

    Rick is one of the dead.

    Rick has joined his idol, Richard Dawkins, in the Great Nothingness to which he and his friends in the Righteous Non-Believers Society subscribed. One of the most popular societies at April’s university, it seems to have been largely an excuse for the kind of nihilistic drinking which students have a long tradition of enjoying. But there was a serious core to it. In the decade since Dawkins’s death, radical atheism has only grown in popularity, especially among the young.

    Without his noticing, the train has come to a halt. A brief announcement: there will be a delay due to ‘passenger trespass’.

    A troublesome thought scuttles across his mind – briefly visible, then hidden in shadow – and as if in response, his phone vibrates on his nipple. The opening bars of Beethoven’s Fifth: his wife. The choice of tune once amusing, now true: Jules is ever the harbinger of drama.

    Finlay. You’ve had your phone off again. I was that close to calling the police.

    It isn’t actually a crime, he replies. And it wasn’t off. Must have been the signal.

    I was watching the rail network website. There’s a body on the line.

    It isn’t mine.

    Her anxiety is a strategy for keeping him alive. She imagines her worry a thread that connects them and tugs him back to his responsibilities, insurance against his falling off the end of the world.

    Clearly, clever man. Listen, Tom rang the house. He’s had his mobile stolen, he couldn’t remember your number. You’re meeting him, yes? Later?

    That was the plan.

    Logan holds himself still, as one holds a door to stop it swaying in a strong wind. His wife is jittery.

    He told me to tell you seven o’clock in the Battle of Trafalgar. Your kind of place, he said. Just up from the station. You can’t text him because—

    He’s had his mobile stolen. You said. You believe that?

    In his own head, he is clear: the story is a convenient way for his son to avoid meeting him on campus. God knows what Tom has said to his friends in the beer-soaked confessions so common among bonding freshers. My father abandoned me when I was two. My father is an arsehole. Whatever Tom has said, his father’s turning up in person among them is now too embarrassing to contemplate. They’d agreed he would text when this meeting with Dr Salmon was over, and Tom would reply with directions to his halls of residence, but now it was to be a quick half by the station and Dad safely back on the train with none of his new mates any the wiser.

    Jules has paused long enough to let him know she has considered the matter.

    Tom’s flaky, Fin, but he’s not a liar. Are you—?

    I’m fine.

    He reads her disbelief in the silence. She is better equipped than the women of his past. With Rachel, with Johanna, where the dialogue would continue, You don’t sound fine, followed by increased irritation on both sides, Jules knows that I’m fine is a closed portcullis, and that attempting to storm it will only lead to his unleashing the boiling oil. Even when his carriage is empty, he can no more be drawn into personal discussions on public transport than he would run naked through Tesco’s. Jules’s understanding of the portcullis is the reason she’s his wife.

    Call me when you’re close to home, she says. I’ll come and pick you up. Did you get some lunch?

    When he’s done with the pleasantries Jules requires to reassure herself he will not, any time today, become the cause of major transport delays on the Southeast rail network, he opens the diary again.

    More God. A great deal about God. It is not his area of expertise. He was raised in the pretence of Christianity by parents who understood the practical benefits of Sunday School. To be found in church themselves only for christenings, weddings and funerals, they nevertheless appreciated the grounding in morality that a general familiarity with the Bible might distil. He remembers the Reverend Holinshead once giving him a chocolate digestive. He remembers the story of the Good Samaritan, colouring a lot of pictures of bearded people, making stiff leafy crosses for Palm Sunday, little else. Religion was a web of fables decorated with a weekly dose of singing and praying. But God – whatever that is – was not something he experienced. Nothing that might inspire awe occurred, if you exclude (and he had tried) the unholy view of the vicar’s young and miniskirted wife bending over to pick up crayons. He can only have been six, seven, but he felt stirrings. Perhaps his later sexual appetites might be blamed on that far-too-early awakening, so that all his sins might be traced back to the revelation of Abigail Holinshead’s untouchable buttocks. His inability to stay with Rachel – the very seed of Flora’s creation – or Johanna – the source of Tom’s fury. Ask and it shall be given you, Mrs Holinshead had whispered as she returned crayon after crayon to his pudgy hand. So perhaps he had asked for it. Nevertheless the young woman’s misjudged combination of apparel and motion had influenced him more profoundly than any nugget of religious instruction. God was simply a word, and the more copiously it was defined the more thoroughly it slipped his understanding. God the creator. God the Father, Son and Holy Ghost. God is love. What could any of it mean? The concept was nebulous, unknowable.

    April’s God is very real to her. She seeks His guidance and He is free with it. She issues Him instructions and He responds. They are pen pals. Every other page, Tell me through my left hand, and off He goes, spilling His incomprehensible guts as volubly as she spills hers on the pages in between. Logan feels a spike of jealousy. He longs for the comfort of being immersed in such a delusion. Is aware how pain might dissolve in the knowledge of an omniscient, omnipotent being who is both listening and responding, even if you have imagined that being into reality.

    He will have a good chance, he thinks, of proving that this young woman’s religious convictions are a form of psychosis. He told Jules as much at breakfast, in answer to one of the questions she is routinely asking him these days, attempting to break into the Work cell where he is sheltering from his feelings.

    You’ll be their champion, she said, jabbing a finger at the morning headline.

    Surely not. People want the girl banged up for life. Properly punished. If she’s declared insane—

    I think they’ll be rather happy about it. They’re calling for religious fundamentalism to be reclassified as a form of mental illness.

    Who’s They? The media?

    Everyone.

    He sighed. Religious leaders?

    Well, no. It doesn’t say—

    Mental health organizations?

    Don’t be pedantic, Finlay. You know what I mean.

    You mean some people. You don’t mean everyone.

    She buttered her toast as though she were combing out a child’s tangles.

    There’s an editorial about it. The other papers are on it too. And politicians. There were questions in the House yesterday. You can see for yourself.

    One unthinking hand launched the tablet into the channel of naked oak between them. It came to rest against the buoy of the marmalade pot.

    He had been unable to read the news or listen to radio bulletins since Flora. He stayed clear of the television. There was always the danger that some story would leap out and barge him, bodily, against the wall of his emotions, smacking its knuckles into his skull. Yet hovering at a station kiosk for a bitter Americano, or failing to mute the kitchen radio at the top of the hour, he could still be ambushed. Four children have died in a house fire in Huddersfield – A toddler, battered to death by her stepfather – The police have confirmed that the body found in woods near Northampton is that of missing teenager – On public transport, his compulsion to read any text set in front of his eyes makes the free tabloids that commuters shake into his line of sight a menace. The unavoidable front page headline: Calls Grow to Recognize ‘God-Madness’ After Bus Girl Massacre. April’s was the third religiously inspired atrocity since Easter.

    I don’t need to see, he said.

    Jules eyed him with the scrutiny of a woman used to filing emotional stability assessments.

    The Minister for Justice has said there’ll be an inquiry. After the trial.

    That would be the time for it, he said quietly.

    With her only non-buttery finger, she wheeled the tablet back towards her. Reading aloud: We must ask whether, in our rational age, we should any longer tolerate extreme and unsupported belief in some higher force. Especially when such beliefs lead to acts of incomprehensible violence. Prodding him for emotion as a child pokes a worm to confirm it’s alive.

    Not all religious fundamentalists are psychotic, he said. And one can be psychotic without committing murder.

    She nodded, pleased with her result. Yet it happens often enough, she said, that most psychotics are kept on strong pharmaceuticals and under close supervision.

    Again, not all religious fundamentalists are psychotic.

    Example?

    Nanna Logan.

    His father’s mother, who preached Hell’s tortures for non-believers but was only a danger to others when she insisted on cooking after the onset of Alzheimer’s.

    Jules’s smile said, You lose.

    I met your Nanna Logan.

    Hardly psychotic, he insisted.

    His wife chewed and swallowed a mouthful of toast.

    That’s debatable.

    The train trundles and lurches into motion. In due course, he will speak on the matter in court, in his best psychologist’s voice, wearing a suit appropriate to an Expert Witness, knowing his opinion is likely to have material consequences for the growing campaign to have religious fundamentalism contained and treated. His words will spool out from the stenographer’s fingers, into newspaper editorial columns and across the internet. They will send one young woman to a secure mental unit, or alternatively to be endlessly punched, kicked and spat upon in a regular prison. They may be transmuted into words on the statute books; they may become part of the reason why this or that person is prescribed (or not prescribed) this or that treatment. They could be the most powerful words he has ever uttered, more powerful even than It’s over, which contained enough emotional force to forge the most beautiful human being he has ever known.

    Something the size and texture of an unripened plum materializes in his throat.

    The problem is, he’s not sure he’s that far from crazy himself.

    If religious fundamentalism is a form of mental illness, what about grief? For surely, one as much as the other will drive a person to insensible acts. In this last week alone he has entered a toilet cubicle purely for the relief of banging his head repeatedly against the door of it. He abandoned a week’s worth of shopping in its trolley and wandered into the car park in oblivious tears, because a passing shopper happened to laugh when he thought the word ‘glue’.

    Why? He was in the stationery section to get some wrapping paper at his wife’s request and had noticed the glue; had remembered Flora’s Birkenstock sandals abandoned under the sofa from her last visit because a toe-loop had broken free, thought ‘glue’ and was about to reach for it before he remembered that her feet were ash, the Birkenstocks binned, and the house they were left in sold. A shopper beside him burst into scornful laughter. Navigating through tears the perfunctory briskness of the checkouts, and without groceries whose absence he would have to explain, he reasoned to himself that the stationery aisle was also the magazine aisle; that the shopper had most likely been provoked by the unkind cover of a celebrity-scouring weekly zooming in on some former beauty’s cellulite or plastic surgery scars. But the reason was immaterial. The seemingly random collision of thought and laugh had catapulted him into astonished pain. His daughter had died afresh, and he was profoundly, scorchingly alone. Is still alone.

    Because no one can understand what he has lost. Because he cannot tell them. The words would destroy him. He needs some kind of counsel. But because he must remain professional to those in his profession, even the one he pays to listen to him, he must counsel himself. Like now, riding the tenuous curve of a viaduct, the outskirts of the town ruffling with traffic beneath him.

    What was she called, your daughter?

    Flora, he says to himself. She was called Flora.

    What happened, then, to this daughter called Flora?

    She blew away on the wind. She was very light. She was a dandelion seed.

    Where did she go, this Flora-dandelion? Where did she blow to?

    To the four corners. To the peaks and troughs. To the hills and the valleys, the seas and the sounds. Where she can be always here, always gone. Lodged in the crack of your heart. Tucked in the fold of your eye.

    
‌Hole

    Moving to the New Forest had been his wife’s idea. How could she feel useful to a man who cried silently into the butter at the breakfast table? Who, since his daughter’s death, lay flat and unresponsive as a piece of cold toast in their marriage bed? Who considered work, not wife, his sole salvation? She would move him.

    Not emotionally, Lord save us from the pull of the impossible. But physically, out of the anchored location of memories that followed him round like statically charged apparitions. Flora’s favoured kitchen chair which no longer rocked onto its back legs against his irritated exhortation; the two crescent-shaped holes in the lino mirroring her grin as she ignored him. Flora floating down the stairs in a backless dress, turning, Don’t be soppy, Daddy. Flora on the hall phone, twisting its old-fashioned umbilicus around her fingers, swaying to the music of her blood, calling her invisible boyfriend an adorable arsehole.

    Logan was chained to these memories as a human sacrifice is chained, waiting for the dragon to devour him. Time flowed on around him, without him: he remained with the boulder. The lives of others moved on; the sense that his had stopped was palpable. It is a commonplace that time slows for a kettle’s boil, worm-crawls during an anxious wait, creeps snail-like towards an execution. But when a parent loses a child, time simply breaks. Severed the moment he learned of Flora’s death, his thread of time had separated from the world’s. His wife, his friends, his colleagues, continued to be dragged forward into a future he could not envisage. Logan was left where he was, experiencing time only as an eddy created by other people’s wakes. Clocks continued in their business without him. The moon orbited and the earth spun, and Logan stayed exactly in the second he learned of his daughter’s death.

    He told Jules none of this. He had no way of describing it. And as the days passed, with her in them and him outside of them, their separation grew. But Jules was a qualified social worker. She had been awarded a distinction for her dissertation on grief. And she discerned in him a growing morbidity.

    So, though he barely registered the process, she attained his careless assent to a series of questions. As devoid as he was of any appetite for living, the easiest route through any day was to murmur Yes; she left him alone sooner, he discovered, than if he said I don’t know. Legally speaking, he now recognized, he was not of sound mind. The only consequence he had desired was for Jules to stop asking him things. But from his initial assent, the questions just became more numerous and trivial. Was this house better than that house? Was this conservatory too ugly? What about the Brockenhurst house? Was he bothered by the absence of a mains gas supply?

    How could any of this matter when Flora, beautiful, astonishing, Flora—

    An absence, a whooshing of air. Restraining straps loose, flapping in a violent draught. The cargo doors open. Whatever was here has just gone.

    Whatever you think, he said. Don’t ask me any more. 

    Now he found himself on Saturday mornings padding through tracks in the forest with the new dog she had also arranged because, she said, it would get them out. Dog owners, she said, chat to each other. It will help us integrate. Not acknowledging that integration was beyond him; that despite the move, perhaps partially because of the move, he was disintegrating even faster than in London. Flora’s ghosts were smoking angrily on the back step, refusing to come in because it was hers, Jules’s; they were swearing under his breath, It’s a bit fucking green, isn’t it? These were the Floras he was making up to fill her absence. He knew the real Flora was in London, disintegrating herself as the new owners stripped the staircase back to bare wood, replaced the kitchen lino with modern flagstones. Her favoured chair had been eBayed. Even now, Flora’s last skin cells were being damp-clothed from windowsills.

    The Floras he invented to keep him company were fractious, resentful. There’s nothing to do round here. A six-year-old Flora: But I want to go to our playground. The one with the rocking lion. We’re miles away, Daddy, MILES AWAY.

    Work was also, dangerously, miles away. He could write reports at home but the longer journeys to his London office left his head trespassing on the shoulders of strangers, his mind accidentally boarding trains of thought that were hurtling, driverless, into the dark.

    Jules was left to steer them through a pretended normality. She would pick him up from the station on a stream of chatter that gave misery no elbow room and drive him overcautiously back to the place she insisted was home. In his head, it was still The Brockenhurst House. London was home and he’d given his key to a stranger. The Brockenhurst House, wood inside, wood out, pine, ash and oak, smelt like a coffin. It was the place Flora wasn’t, and hadn’t ever been. The name of the village – had Jules not noticed: broken, hearse? – was the only quiet echo of his loss.

    It was a family house without a family. They had a second reception and received no one. They had four bedrooms when they would only sleep in one; two if they argued. There was a bathroom each and one for the cat.

    When he noticed the pulley the previous owner erected for hoisting their canoe out of the way in the garage, his ears began ringing. They rang as loudly as the TV stations of his childhood sang after shutdown; the same note, the note you’d wake to. This house could be the end of him.

    When night fell, you knew it. No protective sodium glow to dim the pitiless shining of stars, the same points of light that had glittered over breathing, digesting, dinosaurs.

    I am completely alone, he said to himself in bed.

    His wife clicked her teeth beside him.

    
I am alone. As a heart is alone. As a knife in a heart is alone.

I am alone. As a tongue is alone. As a tongue on the seabed’s alone.

I am alone. As a stone is alone. As a stone in the air is alone.



    
    
    – APRIL’S JOURNAL, 20 MARCH

    There’s a pinhead of light in her eye. A deliberate nothing. A blank that she dares you to read. What is she thinking? A full stop with no words ahead of it. Or three: an ellipsis, three dots to mark the moment we can only imagine.

    She entered the bus…

    April. You entered the bus…

    He waits, but she doesn’t complete it. Her hair is folded over her right eye like a pirate’s patch with the help of a frog-shaped clip. Though she is nearly twenty, half of her is twelve.

    The other half is God. The Old Testament God, returning sinners to their maker to be remade. A silent God that isn’t in, doesn’t answer to prayer or special pleading. A God whom she operates through her left hand; her own sock-puppet deity.

    April, I’m not the police. I want to help you, not prosecute you. I want to understand. I want to help.

    I, she says. I, I, I.

    Mocking him. This isn’t about you, mister. This is about me.

    But she spoke. Only a vowel. Yet it’s something.

    He starts again.

    When were you born?

    Her eyes assault him with a violent impatience.

    April, he says.

    Her face mimes stupidity; the shape that says, Duh.

    Are you Aries or Taurus? You believe in star signs?

    Her eyes flick to where a window would be, were this anything other than the interview room of a secure psychiatric unit.

    He doesn’t believe in star signs. He knows some young people do. That especially for misfits like April, horoscopes can look like chapters from life’s missing instruction manual.

    You believe in God, I know that. He will continue his side of the conversation for as long as it takes. We all know that. But I know more, April, about your relationship with God. I’ve read your journal.

    A flinch. Then the heart-holding stillness of a creature who has given its position away to a predator.

    God talks to you, yes?

    Her gaze turns in on itself. He suspects she is listening to Him now. And He is saying, in April’s journal voice, Keep shtum, April. Don’t let the bastard psychologist crack your nut open.

    Logan refills his glass with water.

    Your silence might be seen as incriminating. Not by me. By the police. By the Crown Prosecution Service.

    She shrugs.

    What did you mean, as a stone in the air is alone? How is it in the air? You mean it’s falling?

    She floats her eyes to the ceiling, pushes herself back, chair and all, with a violent squeak, and begins to bang her head against the wall, rhythmically, deliberately.

    When he was a baby, he is told, he did this. He doesn’t know why, and doesn’t remember it. His parents didn’t know why either, but they told him the story more than once. How they bought a piece of yellow foam rubber from a market stall and glued it onto the headboard of his cot. How, by the time he was two, he had worn a hole in it.

    You can’t save her, Jules said, stirring the bolognese.

    He tugged his tie from his throat, draped it over a chair like road kill: flattened, finished.

    You can’t save her if she won’t save herself. If she won’t even talk. What do you have to go on? You can’t prove she’s insane, only uncooperative. Maybe she wants to be convicted of murder. Maybe it suits her plans.

    As always, he wished he’d said nothing. He knows this is her way of trying to connect with him: follow him to the place he has retreated to, his work. But he doesn’t want her there.

    I’m not sure she has plans, he said.

    You can’t be sure of anything if she won’t talk.

    It’s early days, he said. I have a few sessions with her yet. And it’s not just assessment, either. I have an idea.

    He had no intention of sharing the idea, so he laid the table. When he’d finished, Jules, who insists on making fresh spaghetti, was turning the handle of the pasta maker. Addressing herself to the unwinding worms: I really hope this isn’t about Flora.

    A surge of emotion, so wild that at first he had trouble naming it. Breathe, Logan, breathe.

    How would it be about Flora? And in his head, Please, God, don’t use her name.

    She pulled the last worms out of the contraption, slid them from the bowl into boiling water.

    You’re the psychologist, she said.

    
‌Salmon

    I’ve an appointment with Dr Salmon.

    He shakes the rain off his coat, folds it over his arm. He is given a visitor’s badge, a smile.

    The receptionist is overfamiliar with faculty. She conspires with the telephone: Gabrielle, Dr Logan is here. As if they have been gossiping about him. He doesn’t like that she is on first-name terms with Dr Salmon.

    The Alterman Centre is new. It has new funding, new logos and letterheads. A new smell, mildly tainted with ammonia, as though it is a film set made freshly for his appearance and some of the fixtures are held in place with craft glue. The designer has plumped for a contemporary blandness of grey and white. The waiting-area chairs, in which Logan is strongly directed to SIT, are black faux leather and low to the ground. Since the angles inherent in arse-lower-than-knee prevent a person rising with any dignity, he ignores the receptionist’s imperative and stands. He pretends he is doing so to read the posters – and then finds himself reading the posters, which have recently migrated from a public exhibition associated with the International Conference of Consciousness Studies.

    For many years the study of consciousness was not considered a respectable scientific discipline. Consciousness was a realm reserved for philosophers and mystics, and deemed outside the remit of scientific investigation. In recent years, however, scientists have begun exploring the phenomenon of human consciousness through a number of different approaches. Scientists at the Alterman Centre have been active in studying Near Death Experiences (NDEs), recollections by patients of events that occurred when they were clinically dead, and have demonstrated the inadequacy of existing psychological, physiological and pharmacological explanations. Though original theories of a ‘God-spot’ have proved oversimplistic, research into Religious, Spiritual and Mystical Experiences (RSMEs) has successfully reproduced them through a complex pattern of electrical stimulation to multiple areas of the brain, driven partially by subjective biofeedback. In other research, creation of holographic—


    Dr Logan?

    Turning round to face a beautiful woman, Logan knows he should have prepared more thoroughly. A simple internet search would have furnished him with an image and given him time to mount appropriate defences. He hadn’t for a moment imagined anyone named Dr Salmon might be so generously lipped, so exquisitely cheekboned, such a confident inhabiter of eyes he is in imminent danger of falling into. Her hair is at least swept back into a bun, naturally brown (he guesses) but tinged with a deliberately exotic red tint, and a rebellious strand has broken free to frame her face. He needs a moment to reorient himself from his dowdy assumptions, a deep breath to flush out the instant fizzing in his groin.

    Dr Salmon. Thank you for meeting me.

    Happy to help, she says, her voice playing the melody of the words away from platitude and into an amused assessment of his surprise. Coffee, yes?

    Coffee, yes. Bed, yes. Anything you ask, yes. He shakes himself as he follows her out of the building via a long corridor and seamlessly into another, he like a dog with a tick in his ear, attempting to dislodge his animal response and return to being Dr Finlay Logan.

    She helps him, once they are ensconced with their cups at a table, with some verbal efficiency.

    You’ve read my paper? ‘Creating God in the Human Brain’?

    Its full title was ‘Creating God in the Human Brain: RSMEs and Pulsed Transcranial Stimulation’.

    That’s why I’m here.

    He had read most of it, though when he crashed into mathematics two-thirds of the way through, he had skipped to the conclusion. The statistics he’d been forced to pick up for his degree had been hard learned and effortlessly forgotten; his brain now ceased to function if it encountered any kind of maths that involved Greek letters. The conclusion of her paper had been enough. He offers her a précis.

    As I understand it you’ve used some kind of electrical stimulation of the brain to produce quasi-spiritual experiences in a number of subjects?

    Her eyes drop; she seems about to have a side-conversation with the froth on her coffee.

    I’m not keen on the term ‘quasi-spiritual’, she says, before re-engaging.

    I’m fairly sure you used that term yourself. In the article.

    She glances over to the door, pushed open by a sizeable student nodding to the beat of his headphones. Then back to Logan.

    The editor added the quasi. Necessary to pass peer review. I find it rather sneery.

    Sneery?

    You don’t perceive it as such? Interesting. Armed with that information, do you realize I can immediately ascertain your position on the human soul? She skewers him with her eye. Tears a packet of brown sugar as though wringing the neck of a tiny paper chicken; dumps the contents into her coffee. Or rather onto, since the grains make a small glittery, taupe-coloured pile on her froth.

    I’m surprised to hear a scientist even using the phrase ‘human soul’, he says. You are a scientist, aren’t you?

    I’m a scientist of RSMEs, she says. It tends to come up in our work. It’s the human soul that’s under the scalpel.

    Well, I’m not sure I have a position on it.

    That’s the position I determined. Agnostic at the minimum.

    Logan has begun to think about the price of his train ticket, the hours of travelling. She is young, this Dr Salmon, and perhaps not quite as serious an academic as he had imagined.

    You think you invoked actual spiritual experiences?

    She laughs.

    Do you know what an actual spiritual experience is, Dr Logan?

    I’ve never had one, if that’s what you’re asking.

    The pile of sugar grains is sinking, beyond saving. She stirs it casually into the brew.

    No, that’s not what I’m asking. Obviously if you’d had one you wouldn’t be agnostic. I mean, from a scientific perspective, how would you tell one from the other? In brain activity terms – at least with the sensitivity levels of our current equipment – I can tell you they are indistinguishable. And as far as my subjects are concerned, in experiential terms also.

    So God is an illusion conjured by a pattern of firing in our brains?

    She appears to be studying him. Under her gaze he feels a little like an intelligent chimpanzee, but continues, If you can show this conclusively, it’s a triumph for atheism.

    That’s only one way of reading it, she says. I’m guessing you’re not up to speed with the work that goes on at the Alterman Centre.

    Fill me in.

    She looks ready to hand him a banana.

    The public perception of neuroscience is that it’s there to back the materialist worldview. By which I mean, the idea that through science, we will prove that consciousness is a function of brain processes and that all the complexities of human thinking, behaviour and emotion can be reduced to the firing patterns of neurones. But some of the neuroscientists who have attempted to do that over the last fifty years have concluded that our model is wrong. If you believe consciousness is an evolutionary by-product, you should know there is a significant body of empirical data that argues against that orthodoxy. The Alterman Centre is not Government funded, Dr Logan. It is funded by private individuals concerned that scientific discovery be allowed to continue free from the constraints of Dawkinsism and dogma.

    You speak of science as if it were a religion.

    It’s the new religion, she says. Scientism. True science is something else. Genuine enquiry. No taboos.

    She is watching him, he perceives, with an air of gentle amusement.

    Your process. Have you tried it on atheists?

    She sips her coffee before she answers.

    The study was – unusually for us – dependent on Research Council funding. The focus was therefore on religious believers. A study of a pathology, from the current political perspective. A study of normal human tendency, from an anthropological one. The tendency to believe in a higher power is fundamental, Dr Logan. Still dominant in most cultures and most parts of the world.

    But we have outgrown it. Evolved beyond it.

    Or have we looked around at our miserable English lives, Dr Logan, and at the wider state of humanity, and simply despaired? She squeezes his arm disconcertingly and seems untroubled by the fact he’s disconcerted. Have we, in fact, discovered a way to directly connect with God through the use of electrical stimuli? Because so far I’ve not been able to ascertain any fundamental difference between what you call an actual experience and one that is induced.

    Your question assumes God is real, he says.

    We can't measure God. But no one’s measured Love either. Or Compassion. Would you argue they’re not real? Of course, there are those who don’t experience love and compassion, and when questioned, will deny their existence…

    You’re saying God is just a feeling? An emotion? Rather than a deity?

    Humans make God ‘a deity’. I’m working on a different theory.

    Logan contemplates this. The hum of background conversation; the sputter of the espresso machine. He anchors himself in the comfort of normality before he continues. So your subjects, despite knowing they are taking part in a scientific experiment (he chews the words delicately, as if they are food that may contain grit)—

    Believe they have experienced God, yes. Have obtained a direct connection with the Divine.

    Matter of fact, as though she could, right now, reach the Divine on the telephone.

    And?

    And what?

    Logan takes a considered breath: tastes on his tongue the molecules of damp that the heat of the place has steamed from coats.

    Dr Salmon, excuse me, you know little of my purpose here and have been generous enough to spare your time. As I said on the phone, my client is a religious young woman currently facing serious charges.

    April Smith. It isn’t a question. I guessed, she adds. And then I googled you.

    Ah, he says. Well, how much the papers are leaking I am not aware, but I must ask that anything that passes between us remains confidential.

    Of course. Her unruly strand of hair suggests otherwise. I might be trustworthy and controllable, it says. And I might not.

    My client, he continues, wary of uttering her name in a public place, is not speaking to anyone else but God. And if I’m to help her, to assess her and therefore help her, I need her to speak to me.

    To assess her and therefore help her? Dr Salmon repeats, her mouth twisting a little as though trying to contain a live worm. Your assessment will help her, will it? You know this in advance?

    It is always my intention—

    He knows he sounds pompous. The woman is making him pompous. Time to reboot.

    Gabrielle – may I call you Gabrielle? She nods. What I want to know is what happens to your religious subjects after they – to their minds, at least – experience God at the push of a button?

    Not quite the push of the button, she says, but I understand your meaning. Under laboratory conditions.

    Invoked by you, he says. After their God experience at your hand, are they – are they changed?

    She gazes out, through condensation, at the main campus concourse.

    Yes, very much so.

    In what way?

    How would you put it? At peace with themselves.

    And suddenly he twigs. What it is about her, Dr Salmon, that has been needling him from the outset.

    You’ve experienced it yourself. Whatever it is that you do to create – what did you call it?

    She smiles.

    A direct connection with the Divine.

    You’ve experienced it yourself, he says, allowing the repetition to harden his suspicion into fact.

    She doesn’t say yes. She doesn’t say no.

    Would you not be curious? she asks. In my position? Seeing my subjects go in as normal, agitated, messed-up humans and come out – I don’t know – like all the bad stuff is erased?

    Logan can’t help thinking he likes normal, agitated, messed-up humans. The idea of any part of him being erased – even what she so unscientifically calls the bad stuff – is less than appealing. Although if she could excise his grief, just his grief; if she could cauterize that without losing one atom of the love that gave birth to it, without dulling a single memory of the moments he will never have again...

    No, not possible. The grief and the love are one. He puts the personal away; returns to a more professional concern.

    But how can you be objective when you have experimented on yourself?

    She shakes her head, but the smile doesn’t come off.

    You’d be surprised how objective one can be after experiencing oneself as an aspect of infinite intelligence.

    She is surely toying with him; the mobility of her lips confirms her amusement. Then they straighten out, as if she told them to behave themselves. But in terms of the paper you read, you must understand that when I wrote it I hadn’t undergone the process. It was only after publication that I – she seeks out an appropriate word – succumbed. I was just too curious not to.

    Embarrassed for her, he stretches for the kind of polite trope that awkward conversationalists adopt when a subject has petered out.

    Have you always been religious?

    She surveys him steadily.

    I’m not religious now. I’m not in the slightest bit interested in religion.

    But you believe you’ve experienced God?

    She laughs the way a kind teacher might laugh when faced with the earnest seriousness of a five-year-old.

    Believe me, Dr Logan, religion may have everything to do with God, but God has nothing to do with religion.

    
‌Reality

    Nursing a half in the Battle of Trafalgar, Logan taps out observations on his meeting with Gabrielle Salmon. Partly to record a conversation still vivid, and partly to stave off impatience and indignation at a busy man’s time squandered by one who breakfasts while others lunch and enjoys three-month holidays. Though enjoys, he notes as the thought takes form, is not a very Tom verb.

    GS reports religious observance neutralized by her process. Some subjects continue attending religious services for social reasons but report previously meaningful rituals (Mass, chanting, prayer) now feel pointless. Six-month follow-up (paper in draft stage) shows 87% drop-off in religious observance. GS happy to send a copy.


    The dregs of the daytime drinkers are nearing their personal closing times. A pink-permed squawker, who might have been someone’s kindly grandmother but for the men who disappointed her beyond fertility, is attempting to bicker with someone she calls Fre-ed at the opposite end of the bar. Perched like an unstable parrot on her bar stool, she throws verbal peanut shells in his direction. Fred, of whom little is visible but a monkish bald patch, has imploded in his tracksuit: caved inwards from the muffled explosion of some ancient booby trap, whose fuse was unwittingly lit by a spark from the squawker’s flinty beak. Your kind of place. No surprise that Tom would choose a pub as his father’s kind of place, having heard his rants against the ubiquitous noodle and sushi bars, the corporate coffee hangouts, the shot cellars and vodkaries. But this place? This slice of late twentieth-century soap opera set? Logan returns to his notes.

    Consider possible effect on AS. Pros and cons of assisting her to disconnect from religion. Pros. Help with assessment as temporarily psychotic? Motivation to communicate? Cons. Danger of her re-engaging with reality, potential traumatic impact. Danger of making her ‘normal’ before trial. Possible difficulty of gaining consent.


    He wonders if Dr Salmon might have better luck in this regard. Not only as a woman – for he senses in April a particular hostility towards men – but as one who has undergone the process herself and might tempt April with an experience he has not a hope of describing with any conviction.

    Consider GS. Too left-field? Can legal team be persuaded? What about the mother?


    A shaven-headed youth is feeding his universal credit to the slot machine. Suited men are supping quiet beers before boarding trains to even quieter lives in Burgess Hill and Haywards Heath. He is none of these people. He is barely the same species. Though there are superficial similarities, he is no more them than chimps – with their binocular gaze, opposable thumbs and hairless palms – are men. For there’s something around Logan, an absence, a hole in the air that contains him, as though he’s an astral traveller, a complex arrangement of atoms only temporarily projected there. And he realizes, not for the first time, that everything has become unreal: not just the fake horse brasses pimping the faux beams but the barman’s moustache, the inscrutable symbols on the beer mats, the depiction of car-crushed limbs on a drink-drive poster, the laugh of the parrot lady, the pinstripes on a man’s tie. Nothing is real. Nausea rears in his stomach, an overwhelming loss and detachment, as if nothing, nothing—

    Daddy.

    Flora.

    Daddy. Are you feeling all right?

    Not really, no.

    He knows she’s not real. She’s not the adult Flora. She’s the pigtailed nine-year-old, the one who watched him vomit pistachio ice-cream before he knew he was allergic.

    She has an angel’s name.

    Who?

    The angel Gabrielle.

    It’s Gabriel, Flo. Angels are men.

    Don’t be silly, Daddy. She giggles, jiggling her knees with excitement. Men aren’t angels. Black patent leather party shoes, sensible white ankle socks.

    No, but angels are men. He has to explain reality, even when neither of them is attached to it.

    You mean Bible angels.

    Yes.

    Gabrielle’s not a man.

    No.

    Flora squints at him.

    You like her a lot, Daddy. Is she married? Mummy says you only like ladies who are married.

    All his women were stolen.

    Flora’s mother, Rachel, he had stolen from a sappy Rogerian therapist called Larch. He and Larch met on a training course; Larch made the mistake of inviting him to dinner, along with another couple, and a lone woman called Sally with whom they were clearly hoping to pair him off. Sally was a friend from Rachel’s yoga class. Like Rachel, she seemed able to tolerate the bitterness of bean sprouts and healthy teas, but unlike Rachel, she gave off no discernible pheromones, having so thoroughly cleansed her system through the regular use of crystals and Chinese herbs that she emanated only a sense of self-righteous balance and clarity. Rachel, however, was so deliciously unbalanced that three glasses of Pinot Grigio and a joke about baby seals as he helped her clear the mains was enough to allow him to brush his fingertips against her breasts in the kitchen, on the lame excuse of retrieving an invisible grain of wild rice.

    He understood the subtle needs of women: to have desire sparked through gentle accident, intrigued through flirtation and stimulated through respectful withdrawal. When your hostess has followed you into an unlit cloakroom to help you find your jacket, perhaps half expecting you to attempt a drunken snog that she can rebuff, you place on her cheek a tender and open-lipped kiss that electrifies with its frisson; stands her hairs to attention. But no more. Your soft-clasped thank you cradles her hand for two seconds longer than the delicious pavlova deserved. But you leave.

    Later, alone in the physical crescendo conducted by your imagination, your wet hands are her willing mouth. In a week or so, knowing her workplace and fathoming her hours, you manufacture a spontaneous meeting and declare it the work of Fate. Over a coffee she needs like heroin you allow her to unfurl her day, spreading it over your longing like a patchwork quilt over a stain, as you meet her eyes and repeat in your head, You are beautiful. Your eyes shine with the words, and on some level she hears them. A practical excuse you have both engineered allows her to take your number. She will call you for support when her current man fails to respond to her subtleties. And soon, soon, she will arrive at the door of your apartment in white knee-high boots and a dress fashioned for a Greek goddess, demanding you melt her with your tongue.

    Stealing women had been both an art and a pleasure. And for Logan, whose face was less Hollywood and more independent art movie requiring subtitles, an enjoyable test of his psychological skills. But the chase and the conquest were all; Logan’s self-loathing was rooted in the knowledge that he was a tiresome cliché in this regard. Desire: as perfumed and sensuous as bathed legs on laundered cotton, but so quickly reduced to varicose shins and greyed sheets flapping on the line beneath the threat of rain. The blame lay, he told himself, in his biological programming, which compelled him to sow his seed widely and seek variety. By the time Flora was four, Logan was urging the local GP’s wife, Johanna, to have an abortion. Unfortunately Johanna had been trying for a baby for years and refused to destroy the hope of one, even if it destroyed her marriage. The results of her husband’s recent fertility test ensured it did.

    Thus Tom was born, red-faced and squalling his indignation at being the locus of so much anguish before he had even drawn a breath. Logan sensed that a foetus is as much bathed in its mother’s brainwaves as in her amniotic fluid, for the son’s fury at his infanticidal parent burned in his tiny black eyes. His fury had not lessened in the two years it took for his father to tiptoe out of the back door with a suitcase, nor in the additional six it took his mother to give up on men, and life, completely. Having no choice on Johanna’s death but to move in with Logan had sealed Tom’s fury into the marrow of his bones. Logan had iced the cake of resentment with plain dereliction of duty when he left his latest conquest to pick the boy up from the station. Yet Jules had somehow formed a bond with the boy, despite his initial resistance. She fielded his complaints with patience while Logan responded by playing more squash. Where Johanna had been drifting into a rudderless alcoholism since Tom was a toddler, Jules placed good food in front of him at regular intervals, ironed and folded his games kit.

    So skilful was Jules at quietly filling the motherly role, one might imagine Logan had stolen her expressly for the purpose. But it was merely a side-effect of the innate goodness that had made her Logan’s severest challenge. For not only was Jules both kind and loyal by temperament but, when they met, she had been devoted to a Truly Good Man. For three years, while Logan gently set free one tethered woman after another, Simon Merriweather was his squash partner. Cunty, as he was known to his male friends, ran a charity for fistula repair in Sierra Leone.

    The difficulty in running a charity of that nature, he explained to Logan in the changing rooms after a match, is that hardly anyone knows what a fistula is, and when they find out, they’re disgusted. Logan was loath to admit that, had he ever known what a fistula was, his brain had erased the information. Cunty, towelling himself dry after the shower, was about to save him the embarrassment of ignorance in any case. Disgust is not the most effective fund-raising emotion. You want to provoke empathy, pity. You can send people pictures of neglected puppies and starving children and they’ll set up a direct debit, fiver a month. Make the cause AIDS or torture and they’ll buy tickets for charity auctions and gala dinners. But talk about girls with a catastrophic tear in the vagina wall, who leak urine and faeces 24/7, and they’ll shun the cause just as the girls’ communities do. To be shunned in Freetown or Kambia is a fast-track to death. These girls are sold into marriage or raped when they are children. There’s no contraception. Forty-one per cent of women in Sierra Leone have their first child between the ages of twelve and fourteen. And of course it’s childbirth complications that lead to fistulas. Almost inevitable in underdeveloped bodies that have been subjected to female genital mutilation.

    It was a jaw-dropping tirade.

    And that’s why they call you Cunty? Logan was struggling with the comedy of his own misapprehension. I assumed you were a gynaecologist. Or a bit of a ladies’ man.

    Good God, no. Cunty tugged a pair of white briefs into position. Happily committed, thank God. My interest in vaginas is purely sociological.

    Purely sociological? Logan couldn’t imagine any man meaning such a thing. It was surely a line concocted for women, which Merriweather had adopted and practised so rigorously that he spewed it out even in all-male environments.

    Yes. It’s interesting, don’t you think? How women in that culture are valued entirely through the commodity of a working vagina. That there are still countries where half the population are utterly disempowered through the accident of their gender.

    Women must find this stuff incredibly attractive, thought Logan. As if Merriweather’s impressively toned body weren’t enough.

    But… purely sociological?

    Cunty laughed. Oh, I see! No, of course, I appreciate a vagina on a personal level. But it’s not about body parts, is it? It’s about the person. You should meet Jules. You’d like her.

    And Logan did. He liked the way she leant over her fiancé’s shoulder to put his dinner in front of him, kissing him on the neck as she did so. He liked the tenderness between them, the girlish laugh she exchanged for Merriweather’s frequent compliments. And he liked the way she piled her long, cream-coloured hair up on her head with a barrette, as if one pull of its pin would undo her, set her off like a grenade.

    Father.

    The formality is mocking.

    To Logan, Tom looks disarmingly like a younger version of himself recently emerged from a tumble dryer: dishevelled, disoriented, carrying a higher-than-average charge of static. There is something odd about his glasses.

    You’re rather late, Logan says mildly.

    Tom shrugs. Bus. Traffic.

    Lack of planning, thinks Logan. Reluctance to come in the first place. If we’d met on campus, you wouldn’t have needed to get the bus, he says. Nearly two decades of barely parenting the boy, and still he can’t escape the urge to tell him off.

    I was across town. Seeing someone.

    A woman? A psychiatrist? Logan decides it is better not to ask.

    I hope he or she was worth it, he says.

    Worth what?

    Being late for your own father. He hopes to sound funny, but his anxiety turns it into a scold.

    Tom hovers there. He stares at beer stains on the carpet as though they are Rorschach blots.

    Are you going to buy me a drink? he mumbles. His hands jiggle in the pockets of his oversized parka. I’m a bit short.

    It’s the beginning of term, says Logan. He notes again the urge to criticize.

    The boy’s face says, And?

    Logan digs out his wallet and peels off a tenner. Get yourself something, he says. Even as he hands it over, he understands that his failure to go to the bar himself will be read as unfatherly.

    The pub has returned to normal. Fred and the squawker have gone. The horse brasses are tacky, the beer mats decipherable, and his dead daughter has returned to ash on the carpet. He’s not sure why there’s ash on the carpet. No one has smoked there for years. Tom returns with a house double that looks like vodka. So he’ll be able to knock it back and get away quickly if necessary, Logan supposes. There is really something not right about those spectacles.

    What’s with the glasses? Been studying too hard?

    They’re not for sight correction, says Tom. Did you want to see me for a reason?

    Only the usual.

    What’s the usual?

    His son seems to be spoiling for a fight. Logan takes another tack.

    Well, I was meeting someone about four hundred yards from your front door. In the circumstances it would be rude not to see your own son, wouldn’t it?

    Wouldn’t bother me, Tom says. His eyes say otherwise. No eye contact, but they have the air of dark, roiling water, broken by the fins of sharks feeding just beneath the surface.

    But it would be crazy not to say hi.

    Hi, Tom says, washing down the greeting with a swig of vodka.

    What do you mean, they’re not for sight correction? Logan is just catching on.

    They’re NetSpex. So what was your meeting about, work?

    Work, yes. NetSpex? So you’re sitting here with me, what, reading e-mail or something? Tweeting?

    Jesus, Finlay, tweeting? Twitter’s so old.

    His forename in his son’s mouth is a slap. The rebuke even more pointed now that Tom’s the only person on earth who might call him Dad. Such a finickety name, the way he says it. A name ruined years ago by his mother’s telling-off. Made stupid by the kids at school: Fin, Fin, swims like a fish. Only Jules could make it tender. He stares into his son’s unfocused eyes.

    Take them off, for God’s sake. It’s hard enough…

    Tom knocks back the vodka.

    And how the hell do you afford those, anyway? Jesus, no wonder you’re broke. Jesus… It’s there, the terrible momentum of a lecture beginning to build, and it takes every ounce of strength he can muster not to be swept away by the surging current of it. Tom’s leg starts vibrating. Through the ghost of a website, he’s eyeing the empty shot glass. Logan knows he has only seconds to save himself from another toxic injection of regret.

    Look, never mind. Can I get you another? They are nowhere, and his son looks like he is about to bolt. Let me get you another. Same again? Tom finds it hard to confront him, he knows that. Even to the simple extent of saying no to a drink.

    Waiting at the bar to be served, Logan glances back. In his absence, his son has finally removed the glasses. He is shredding the beer mat, peeling it layer by layer with bitten nails. Shrunken inside the coat he still hasn’t shed. What is it about being with his son, Logan wonders, that turns him into an arsehole? He knows that’s how Tom sees him. He intends to be otherwise. But whenever he’s in Tom’s company, that’s all he can be. As though, for all Tom’s apparent vulnerability, his reality strong-arms his father’s into a half Nelson, and Arsehole (the role Tom decrees) is the only option available. Fronting the drink won’t help, but it could buy Logan a little more time. The opportunity, maybe, to say something right. Or kind. Or useful.

    You’re looking better, he says, rejoining his son.

    Better than what?

    Than a horse that’s condemned to the knacker’s yard.

    Than you were. Last time we saw each other.

    Probably the Anesthine, Tom says flatly. Started a couple of days ago.

    Your doctor’s put you on Anesthine?

    I put me on Anesthine.

    How does that work?

    Tom focuses his eyes directly on his father’s. A familiar contempt is burning there.

    You go to the doc, you say I’d like to go on Anesthine, and they say Okay.

    Logan is depressed by the psychological skills of his son’s primary health carers.

    That’s it? They just say Okay?

    They say Read this leaflet, you say I have, and they say Okay. Repeat prescription. Problem solved.

    You don’t seem that much better.

    Thank you.

    I mean… what about other routes? Have you considered EFT?

    That ‘tapping’ bollocks?

    Yes, ‘that tapping bollocks’.

    Two-year wait.

    What about the student counselling service?

    Logan is aware his concern has morphed into veiled criticism and unwanted-advice-dispensing.

    You really are an arse. Tom’s nascent anger is mostly contained, magma-like, under a crust, but Logan has managed once more to break through it by stepping where he shouldn’t with his big volcano-scientist’s boot. The magma, now spilling and spitting fire into the oxygen-rich air, is in danger of eating through the asbestos welly and taking his metaphorical leg off. The student counselling service is all trainees. Doing degrees in it. You think I want to be someone’s dissertation? Never mind being meddled with by a beginner.

    Logan considers whether he would want that himself. He doesn’t even want to be meddled with by a professional.

    Has it ever occurred to you, Tom says, that I’m only like this with you?

    You’re on Anesthine.

    Yes, and it’s stabilizing. Except under extreme conditions.

    His facial expression lets Logan know exactly which extreme conditions he means.

    Maybe, Logan tries to say cheerily, this challenging time in your life is going to lead to some real revelations for you. An understanding you might apply to other people. I mean, who knows, you could even specialize at the end of your degree, change tack a little, and become a psychologist, like me.

    Tom’s contempt crests its peak.

    You can be absolutely sure, he says, that I will never do, or be, anything that makes me like you.

    
‌Surface

    April is picking her fingernails apart with forensic precision. The cuticle of her ring finger is bleeding.

    Logan searches for something in his briefcase. It is hiding. He has to shuffle through the same papers three times before it appears. As if it is trying to tell him, This is a bad idea. Ignoring the message, he roots it out.

    I thought, if you liked poetry… I wondered what you’d think of these?

    He pushes the volume towards her. She stops demolishing her fingernails, leans forward and scrutinizes the cover.

    A smile crawls across her face, looking for a stone to hide beneath. Her eyes say, Really? Sylvia Plath?

    I thought your poetry showed some similarities.

    He waits for her comment. She has options.

    
	Smartarse: Suicidal ones?


	Sceptical: Flatterer.


	Academic: Barring the father complex and violent line breaks.




    
    
    But April gives her standard response. None.

    What he doesn’t understand is that if April opens her mouth there is a danger her entire brain will empty itself like a suitcase whose catch has failed, snagged on some protrusion as it journeys through baggage handling, its contents spilt and strewn in a nonsensical confusion of objects and colours, the personal and the improbable, flotsam and wreckage. A black polo neck, twisted on the ground like the outline of a murdered corpse. A chlorine-eaten swimsuit, slung on a piece of machinery. Shower gel, the lid cracked, oozing jellified Ocean Breeze onto practical flooring. A broken-spined romance. It’s the pool party.

    He hasn’t noticed it yet, the reference crouching among her other journal entries like a quiet tumour. Has read it as art, perhaps, rather than biography. He quotes lines from her poems, but never that one. Oblivious, he holds the key to her silence between his palms. Flicking past it, forwards and backwards, running the paper-cut edge of it under his thumbs as he lands on some abstract expression of pain, but not on the cause. How effectively she has disguised its ugliness as beauty, corseted her trauma in metre and rhyme.

    Yet still she is afraid of it. Cannot open her mouth because any word might lead to it. Every word is a scent marker, pulling the brain down a darkened path, and the pool party is a terrifying animal that should never be hunted down, should never be cornered.

    She watches him speaking to her now, as she practises the skill she is perfecting of concocting such a furious buzz in her head that his voice cannot penetrate. She thinks of bees, a whole colony, unhoused, tipped out of its chimney by some exterminator. Perhaps she is the exterminator. Perhaps she is the bees. It doesn’t matter, so long as the buzzing continues. Not an angry buzz. There is no emotion in her now, the detonation exploded it out of her. She is a vast emptiness, filled with the buzzing of bees. Perhaps she is the chimney; the bees are just a memory. He thinks she is silent, but he is mistaken. She is nothing but noise.

    Some of that noise is the pool party. For now, she is keeping it under the buzz. Like holding someone’s head under water.

    She wishes they had held her head under water.

    There it is, breaking the surface for a gasp of life, its face blue and contorted. She pushes it down again: it must not breathe. She will not let it live. Soon, she hopes, soon, it will stop kicking entirely. Will sink in its heaviness to the very bottom of the deep end, and no one will even notice it’s gone. Because only she ever knew it was there.

    She watches Logan’s mouth through the thick glass of a seaquarium. She will not lip-read. She likes the shapes of his words to remain as meaningless as the mouth shapes of suckerfish cleaning their tank.

    April, I have an idea, he says. I have a friend – is he already calling Dr Salmon a friend? Or is the word only to reassure April? I have a friend, a scientist— How does one broach this? Why didn’t he find the form of words before their session? Because he didn’t know he was ready to offer it. He has besieged her, he has failed to scale her mental ramparts, and now he is changing tack, setting up a stall of delicious-smelling fare and stepping away.

    April, I want to offer you something. It’s a way of connecting directly with God. I know (he is trying to read her inscrutable face) you have your own way of connecting, the automatic writing, but I think this process might be even more powerful for you. I think it might help you in all sorts of ways.

    I’m going to leave you a letter from Dr Salmon, about the process.

    I would like your permission.

    I have already asked your mother and your legal team. Everyone else is willing to give it a try.

    But you have to be willing as well.

    April.

    April.

    Later, the forest paths unfold under his dog’s muzzle. The dog travels forward, pulled by its nose on an invisible cord of scent: bunny and roe deer, brock and vixen, pony and vole. Were here, were here, a moment ago, some minutes ago, an hour ago. The spaniel stops briefly to sniff at a dropping. Logan has no idea what kind of animal dropped it, has no countryside expertise, but the dog knows. Innately, the dog unravels from a pile of shit the maker’s species, gender, approximate age, health, fertility, recent meal.

    How to unravel April, Logan wonders. How to close in upon her, fact by fact, as the ropey scent of a distant doe reels his dog along the darkening path. To win her confidence. To unleash her tongue.

    It could hardly be more of a challenge, surely, than stealing his wife from the perfection of Simon Merriweather.

    This was the story he could never share. The public version, the sanitized answer to How did you two meet? was laced with only the merest decorative trappings of the truth: Through a mutual friend, they would say, I resisted his charms for a good long while, she would say, But I won her round, he would say, with a flower. If he judged the company appreciative, he would show them the top of his buttock. A single tattooed rose.

    A test, she’d confirm to the curious.

    I passed, he’d say, buckling his belt.

    A simplistic, fairy-tale retelling, their mutual shame erasing the only obstacle, Simon Merriweather. Or more explicitly, Jules’s love for, her devotion to, Simon Merriweather. The story was repeated and polished until they had themselves almost forgotten the identity of the unnamed mutual friend who was the cause of Jules’s long resistance and the unwitting source of the buttock flower. Logan marvelled at her collusion in their revisionist history, but she needed the rewrite more than he did. He could play the rutting stag, slave to his masculinity, provoking feigned disapproval tinged with admiration. But Jules wore the gown of a good and loyal woman with conviction because it was her essence. The chief person she had betrayed was herself, and betrayal didn’t fit her comfortably enough to be worn out of the house. Only in private would she admit it. In good humour, provoked by his failure to wash up, it was her quiet needle; in high dudgeon it became her shitty goodnight, her stiletto-blade stab in any argument she was losing. I should have stayed with Simon.

    But she hadn’t stayed with Simon.

    What had she let go? A man who could cook a Thai curry from scratch: not spooning the paste from a jar but blending it fresh from garlic, ginger root, galangal, lemon grass. A man unashamed to cry when big-eyed, fly-haunted children appeared on the news, whose phone calls moved trucks across Africa. A man who would drive anyone anywhere; foot rightly balancing accelerator and brake, ear patient, mouth incapable of platitudes; who would answer your call at four in the morning, and happily set off to Nottingham to pick up your freshly widowed aunt. A man who could listen to you unleashing your misery without making a joke of it, changing the subject, or offering a ‘solution’ beyond the tissue he pressed wordlessly into your hand. A man of boundless compassion. And as his reassuring presence returned your breathing to normal, you knew that simultaneously, thanks to this man’s direct interventions, a surgeon in Sierra Leone was repairing the urinary tract of a girl raped by her uncle at twelve.

    No wonder male friends had christened him Cunty. Because beyond the reference to his fistula repair charity there was the tacit acknowledgement among them that he demolished the masculine stereotypes upon which they relied to excuse their shortcomings. Any appeal to genetics or testosterone dropped like a shot pigeon in the wake of his existence. And it was worse than that. The least Cunty’s friends might hope for was that all his feminine traits left him a eunuch in the bedroom. Yet by all accounts he was both well endowed and skilled with his endowment. On the nights when she lay beside Logan’s unresponsive torso, Jules remembered her former lover’s tenderness, his willingness to serve her desire, how the entire canvas of his skin was alert to the brush of her fingers, how full and complete she felt when their flesh was joined. No man could get closer to perfection than the man they called Cunty. On such nights, Jules could only mourn her incomprehensible surrendering of that perfection.

    Perfection was where Logan began his campaign. For Logan understood that perfection is uncomfortable to live with. One assumes that proximity will reveal the seemingly godlike creature as a mess like the rest of us. But the closer to perfection one gets, while finding no visible flaws, the wider one’s own cracks appear. The woman of such a man, he reasoned, must surely be harbouring a slow leak of inadequacy. Beneath their palatial love, their sound foundations, would be an increasingly damp cellar neither of them ever visited. Unlikely she would conduct her own structural survey in front of him and expose her deficiencies. No profit in frightening an enthusiastic buyer into pulling out. Thus, in the secret of her dishonesty, the seed of her future loneliness was sown. She was watering it herself. Logan had only to warm it, unfog the window to admit a little sunshine, encourage it into the light.

    
‌That

    April is hyperventilating. He has taken her paper away. And her pen. The obligatory walk round the garden, and when she returned, they were gone. She mimed her distress to the bosomy guard, who sneered at her. No pen, no paper, Dr Logan’s orders. Now the trouble starts. Now the trouble starts.

    Dr Logan is a bastard, she wants to say, but cannot write it. He is a bastard! The words are rattling the bars of her head, huge strong hairy hands they have, and the bars are rustier than she realized, are winnowed thin where the rain pools at the edge of the imaginary, glassless window. There is a danger, a real danger the bars will snap and the words will free themselves, burst onto the world. And others will follow, bringing mayhem.

    She prays, Give me peace, give me peace. In her head Shhhh shhhh, a mother to herself, peace, peace. She can still talk to God. She can still talk to God. But if God is talking back, she cannot hear him. He is never in her ears. He was only in her hands. And her hands need paper, a pen.

    She tries not to think of Dr Logan, of tensioning her words into a cord of obscenities wrapped round his throat just above the Adam’s apple she watches bobbing on the sea of his silent words.

    Peace, peace. Shhhh.

    Perhaps this is the moment she will make the transition. She knows, through history, there have been those who hear God directly. She envies them, those possessors of a whispering intimacy with the Almighty. But maybe this is how she will join them, necessity stinging the cells of her brain into change: the malleus, incus and stapes of her inner ear at last sensitized and vibrating to His higher, heavenly, frequency. Ask, says the Bible, and it shall be given you. She is asking. Her asking is fuelled by a powerful need and surely, surely He will answer. Speak to me, she whispers, flicking her eyes to the door’s observation slot. Turning her face to the wall, screwing it up to intensify the transmission: Speak to me. But there is nothing. A terrifying silence devoid of anything holy, of any sound at all but the guards’ passing footfalls, an inmate’s cackle.

    The line has been cut. Or God has put down the receiver.

    A day, a night, a day, and now she is hearing one word.

    Forsaken.

    Forsaken.

    It is her voice. It isn’t God. It is the absence of God, and what she has made of it.

    A night, a day, a night, and now she is frightened. Truly frightened. Because something unwanted is surfacing in the silence, something only the words of an omnipotent being could soothe.

    It is the pool party.

    First the music begins. Madonna’s ‘Like a Virgin’. She wants to vomit. Her head seems detached above a stomach tricked and triggered into a violent and involuntary series of spasms, the contractions of birth. Something terrible, something toxic and jagged, is about to be born. The birth canal is her throat. Her mouth is the vagina. The whole night of it, every bilious chunk of undigested experience, is about to empty itself into her sight.

    She falls to her knees, God, no. But God cannot speak. No pen. No paper.

    She crashes her head against the metal bedstead, once, twice, hard enough to smash stars onto her eyelids and spatter blood over the sheet, but her brain remains stubbornly conscious. It is too late. In her head, the bars are broken, bent back, the cell is empty.

    And here it comes.

    She throws up. Fragments of ridge-cut crisps, the stench of vodka. The nicotined hand of a stranger on her forehead, the other muscled palm at the back of her neck, keeping her hair from the puke. Dismembered hands at first, but they grow wrists, arms, a torso, then the rest of the man, the toilet cubicle she is kneeling in, and just beyond the walls, an amplified thudding, hysterical laughter. She is back there. God.

    God, he says, you’re properly ill. How much have you drunk?

    I haven’t – I don’t—

    She can’t say drink. Speaking makes her nauseous.

    The man laughs and his voice cracks into a higher octave. He is hardly a man really. Two years older than her, but like everyone else there, barely legal. It is Joey’s eighteenth.

    You’ve had the bloody punch, he says.

    She didn’t know. Too inexperienced to detect the alcohol under the fruit.

    He laughs. Fancy not knowing. I thought all the Shipley girls were boozers. She wants to address him, but is too sick to speak. Worse, can’t remember his name. Jack? Jake? She transferred into the sixth form only a month ago. A lost sheep, hiding under her fringe, making friends, but slowly. Didn’t belong to the confident, hair-flicking crew. Didn’t presume. Didn’t know why she was invited to this party of people she can barely identify, but was stupidly grateful. Now she knows. Because the hand that was keeping her hair from the puke has slipped to her breast.

    You’re not even with us, are you?

    She wishes she wasn’t.

    Come on, there’s a lounger in the pool house, you look like you need to lie down.

    Joey’s parents are away. Joey’s parents are idiots. Joey’s parents said, Look after the place. Joey’s parents left wine in the cellar, beer in the fridge, and the pool house key on the hook.

    Jack, Jake, manoeuvres her onto the lounger in the pool house. Strewn clothes on the floor: the sloughed-off skins of drunken girls who are now on their way out of bikinis. She nearly slips, he steadies her.

    Gently now, he says. That’s it. Lie down.

    Again, his hand brushes her breast, and the worst of it is – this, she didn’t want to remember – her nipple tingles in response. Tightens. She hopes he hasn’t noticed but he says, Mmm, not completely out of it then.

    Horizontal feels good, she is grateful. The room is spinning, and she closes her eyes. She knows if she were sober, she would let him kiss her. As it is, she just wants to sleep.

    The light, she says.

    Hurting your head? He turns it off and sits there. She focuses on his breathing, counting his breaths, to anchor the sickening lurch in her brain.

    Let me get you some water, he says, and vanishes. She doesn’t open her eyes. She wants everything to go away. She just wants to sleep, she just wants to sleep.

    Water. He sits her up, tips it into her mouth, but he pours too fast, her lips don’t catch it all, and she feels it splash onto her top; a hand-sized patch that clings to her. Sorry, he says. A pause. Better take this off.

    Why does objecting feel babyish? Because he is looking after her? She just wants to lie down, very still. The insides of her head heave about like unlashed cargo in a storm. The top is peeled off like a child’s vest, over her head, and next, next—

    No, no, no – briefly back in her cell, gripping the bedstead before the gravity of next sucks her into its dense misery – next, his mouth over her mouth, her nose stuffed up with the pillow of his cheek, she is struggling to breathe, she breaks free, she gasps—

    And the gasp is a trigger for God, you want it as much as I do and the whole force of him unleashed on her, his whole heavy body suddenly pinning her down, his mouth again clasped on her mouth, his tongue muscular and persistent, miming a penetration she can already feel building in his groin, accurately positioned.

    She twists her head away, says, Stop, please, but so quiet, so muted by terror, she cannot make it louder. Can he even hear her? She begins to cry. Please, please stop, please stop, and he hears the please, and he doesn’t hear stop. He is unbuckling himself. She tries to push him off, the motion so ineffectual it makes him laugh. God, you’re wild, he says, one hand gripping her wrists, the other pulling up her skirt and pushing the gusset of her knickers aside. Fighting him, she feels like a child fighting a giant, a wasp in a jar, a cat being stuffed by its neck into a sack. Every struggle proves her powerlessness.

    His pushes his fingers roughly inside her. The sobs arrive even though it’s hard to breathe with his weight on her chest: huge, involuntary sobs, loud with impotence. Shhh, he says, you don’t want the others to hear, and grabs a damp towel from the floor, stuffing into her mouth the taste of laundered cotton, the anaesthetic odour of chlorine. The towel covers her face. She is not even there to him now, she is just a body, decapitated. Still she fights. But she is losing count of his hands. Though one is hurting her with its insistent fucking motion, when she breaks her wrists free they are recaptured by two more. There is whispering. There are others. Every kick, every twist of her body lurches her stomach. She’s afraid of being sick again, of suffocating on her vomit under the towel. And the more she fights, the more she fuels him. In place of his fingers, now, a more potent weapon. Her struggle doubles his desire.

    So she stops fighting. I am not here, she whispers to herself. She draws a mental line across her neck: Everything above it is mine. I feel nothing below. I feel nothing below. He penetrates her; she is dry, unyielding, yet he makes her yield. I feel nothing. I feel nothing.

    But she does feel. She feels the crashing weight of him, the friction of his violation rasping and burning her, the whole foul flesh of him inside her, and all ten of his fingers and thumbs viciously clamped into the muscles of her buttocks, thrusting her against him as though she is his puppet. Another hand furiously twists and pinches her nipple. And still she cannot free her wrists.
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