
        
            
                
            
        

    “All right, I’ll leave you to it,” I said, and turned away. Lander tried to stop me but I had made up my mind. I took my tea outside in the moonlight.
For the millionth time I thought about love and consciousness and how if God is love how come I just don’t get it? Many are called, few are chosen, but I’m not even called! The spiritual life is as natural as breathing; that’s the usual punch line. All you have to do – ha! – is still the mind, open your heart and step into the flow of universal love. It's very near, nearer than your own heartbeat. Freedom is in the present moment, here and now; nothing could be simpler. Just listen to the still, small voice in the centre of your being, and all your problems will vanish like the dew in the fucking morning. 
So if I can get my head round a preposterous abstraction, or in the Eastern traditions a purer, cleaner abstraction but no less fucking inaccessible, all my problems and uncertainties and gaffes and the whole damned mess will straighten out and I will go round spreading happiness like a ray of fucking sunshine. Verena and Lander go through life like seasoned diplomats, always getting it right, always smiling, and never seeming to humiliate themselves. And they don’t do spiritual at all. I mean, we all went through the motions under Camron, but Verena is now a declared atheist, as am I, and as, I predict, ninety percent of the population will be soon enough.
But still there’s the promise, the idea that we can be free from – not suffering exactly, but a certain family of suffering, like guilt and regret and such sadness at what might have been. I gave up on my own personal Jesus long ago. My vile namesake had completely reversed the Nazarene’s teaching and created the perfect environment for psychopaths like Camron, whose only enjoyment was cruelty. 
I’d tried the Quakers for a while, incognito of course – there was no way I could let them know they had a fully trained seraph in their midst and my West Country accent means I can easily pass as a farm labourer. After a few months I’d gone to a sort of meeting of meetings, designed to help new members and interested people to understand how the Quaker silent meeting works. There were about two hundred of them in the room. Questions were invited and I got up and asked whether it sometimes takes a bit of time to get the hang of communicating in silence. I’d asked one of the elders at my local meeting the same question and without hesitation he’d said, ‘yes, seven years’. So I thought it was a safe enough question, and wanted to know more about the seven years. But the response to my question was so totally unexpected that I didn’t get a chance to tell them that. 
There was a stillness in the vast room, then the main speaker said, “Well, I don’t know which meeting you come from, perhaps I shouldn’t ask...” I stopped listening and started chattering and don’t remember what she said next, I just got the impression that it was all my fault. Then one by one the elderly voices began to speculate about how this poor young man could possibly have this difficulty. Perhaps he’s too young. Perhaps he shouldn’t think so much. One wondered aloud why I bothered with Quakers at all. That of God in everyone – except me. I left in tears at the lunchtime interval and never told them which meeting I attended, or the name I was using. No-one from my local meeting was there, so no-one would have recognised me.
I remembered another incident with the Quakers. I’d spoken up in meeting, which I’d been told anyone could do; I didn’t realise that that wasn’t supposed to be taken literally. As we got up to leave, a burly man, twice my weight, came up to me and asked me what I had meant. I told him that I didn’t understand how the universe can be conscious. His kindly expression turned to a sneer. “Heresy,” he said with a raised voice. 
I was suddenly surrounded by three others as Burly threw me a punch. I stepped aside, grabbed his arm trapping it against my shoulder and pulling his wrist down into a painful lock, turned and threw him into the one behind me. They both fell in a heap and lay still. That was lucky, I thought, but I know how the Hog fight and there’s a lot more brawn than brains. The other two rushed me; I twisted downwards, punched one in the groin and rolled on my back as the other came in fast – too fast for him. I used my feet and his momentum to faceplant him on the floor behind me.
I stood up. The old dears, and younger dears too, were looking shocked. “Fighting in meeting?” one of them said. As if it was all my fault – again! “Hog pod,” I said. “Your problem.” Rigid, judgemental arseholes! Of course they’d have a Hog pod watching them, all congregations did; but to blame me for fighting? That was simply not on. Were they just going to watch the gormless labourer get mashed to a pulp and then go tut tut? Ha! I thought. If they’d seen the tattoo on my dead body those Hog would have vanished in a trice. I left, furious, and never touched the Quakers again. 
So I’d turned to the Dao, and taijiquan; Camron had allowed it for the seraphim because it was so powerful, as long as you kept quiet about the Dao in front of the Hog. But the more I relaxed into the postures the more I felt the tears behind my eyes welling up. And I was so sick of reading books and hearing the loving and giving types telling me not to think, to turn off my busy little fucking brain. Again in the nicest, loving and giving, fucking way. Just like the Quakers. Worse than the Hog. You knew where you were with the Hog.
What if, worst of all, I’m actually spiritually disabled – born blind in the deepest possible way – as those two hundred Quakers had seemed to suggest? 
So I’d given up on the spiritual enlightenment side of taijiquan and concentrated on the martial art, which takes a lifetime to perfect but is the most powerful personal fighting art of all. This end of an Armalite of course. And now I’m proficient enough to drop a Para corporal on his backside.
Then I suddenly remembered that I had seen the universe from the inside, just once, when I was seventeen, the year before the virus hit. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten about it for so long. Perhaps at the time it hadn’t seemed so significant.
I was vacuuming the floor at home. It was more like the Dao than God, and it wasn’t the kind of thing you beg for forgiveness or for good weather or for the property developers to leave our village alone. It was just perfect oneness with the entire universe, everything from stars to atoms; it was fleeting – less than a tenth of a second I reckon – and it was indescribable and it didn’t include Paul Vian or anyone else. There were no values, and no personalities; a million miles away from most of the religious conversion experiences you hear about, which are usually couched as some kind of moral epiphany. And what the L&G types are doing is just repeating other people’s descriptions. I hadn’t realised that before. They don’t know any more about it than I do. Hold that thought, Vian. 
Eventually I felt tired enough to go back to my bedroll in the office and try to sleep. It was only a couple of hours before dawn. Focus on Verena, I thought. She values me. Not as a lover, but that doesn’t matter. She’s a reason to get out of bed in the morning. Still hard to get it out of my head, though. I mean, I’ve noticed how gracefully she moves, and that ... resonance, that sudden need to protect her, to know that she’s somewhere in the world, but I don’t know her at all. Not at all. Just got the impression that she’s desperate. And who wouldn’t be, in her situation? But Lander? He’s my best friend. I trust him with my life. Good-looking, competent, honourable, but still not one for the likes of her. She needs real commitment and understanding. She’ll be really hurt otherwise. How do I know that?  Temet nosce, know thy fucking self. Hang in there Madelin, I thought.
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