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Chapter
One: Belief and the Art of Car Maintenance

Enschol
Bralcht had lost so very much; not just his memory but the things
that go with it; friends, family, possessions, his life. He knew
that he was dead and that he had finally bullied his way into some
kind of resurrection, but beyond this the spiritual battle to keep
his ego intact meant that he had discarded almost everything else.
For instance, there was a part of him that kept nagging that his
name was not Enschol Bralcht at all, but something more English and
mundane, but he had forcibly to ignore this because the myth of
Enschol Bralcht, master-magician and resurrectionist, was strong
and simple and necessary to stop him being just another complicated
set of events and emotions that would fall apart with the next gust
of astral confusion.

His body, if
it could be called such, was made from belief. Yes, I think it
could be called a body: it walked like a body, breathed like a
body, touched and tasted like a body and its lack of stability; its
tendency to disappear when not in full view should not lead us to
question its corporeality. There is a trick to changing energy into
matter and nobodies into bodies. It has something to do with an
input of energy and a force of will and Enschol forced all his
energy into his physicality, until it gave him a migraine in a head
that had only just come into existence. Poor Enschol Bralcht: it
would not get any easier until he killed somebody.

Enschol
Bralcht first manifested amongst the trees of Wandlebury: a
spiritual nexus for the Cambridge New-Agers since the old ages. In
the sixteenth century, Cambridge students had been banned from
joining the rituals and festivities at the old Iron Age fort. There
may or may not be burial mounds, carved chalk figures of giant
horses and ghosts amongst the trees. Enschol Bralcht’s own brand of
weirdness was not out of place here. He gazed across to Cambridge
with a ghost-sense that twitched something in his head but could
not really be called sight, or smell or sound or taste or touch. He
was searching for another nexus, but this time with people. He
could not make plans as such, as too much of his conscious brain
was fixed on the task of keeping his consciousness together.
Instead, he had a series of instincts that he trusted to follow to
reach his goal. His mind made up (and kept together) he began to
walk to the town, sometimes with his feet in contact with the
ground. Sometimes friction and gravity did not quite agree with him
and his legs made walking motions in the air with no forward
propulsion at all.

No one in his right
mind would pick up a hitchhiker from Wandlebury at night. You could
pick up bad feelings from Wandlebury at night. You could pick up a
nasty cold, when the mist that had stubbornly refused to accept
that the old marshland had been drained millennia ago, settled in
the dips below the Gog Magog hills. But you did not pick up
hitchhikers. Thomas Hypolite was a philosophic danger-man. If you
said that something could not be done, he believed it was his duty
to test the hypothesis. He was the sort of person who would pick up
a hitchhiker from the depths of hell and go out of his way down the
back streets of purgatory to drop him off at his house… so long as
the hitcher did not mind Tom’s Bob Marley CDs played at full volume
for ‘mechanical reasons’.

‘Thank you, for
stopping’, said Enschol Bralcht as he opened the car door and let
the Reggae and warm air out.

‘PARDON’, said
Tom,

‘I SAID
THANKS’, shouted Enschol Bralcht.

‘NO WORRIES’,
said Tom. ‘DO YOU LIKE BOB MARLEY?’

As has been
previously mentioned, Enschol Bralcht’s personality was a fragile
thing, recently built out of convenient myth and self-belief. He
did not know if he liked Bob Marley, just as he did not know if he
had a favourite colour, or where he came from, or how many were
ten, or if planets were a good idea, or much else besides the
primacy of his being. He was alive. He would stay alive. All else
was simply details of no importance.

‘YES’, he
said.

‘WHERE DO YOU
WANT TO GO?’ (An awkward question to someone with such a limited
knowledge of geography).

‘INTO TOWN? …I
think…’ (Bralcht’s voice tailed off).

There was a
period of silence, or there would have been if Mr. Marley hadn’t
been so keen to confess to ‘SHOOTING THE SHERIFF…’ at the top of
his lungs. Enschol Bralcht idly picked up and examined the CD case.
It said that he was listening to ‘Bob Marley and the Wailers’.
Something in his new being found that amusing and he laughed a
little to himself: trying on a new emotion to see how it
fitted.

‘EXCUSE ME…’
he asked as politely as he could shout, ‘WHY IS THE MUSIC SO
LOUD?’

‘HUH?’

‘I SAID, WHY
IS THE MUSIC SO LOUD?’

‘…OH, I’VE GOT
TO PLAY IT THIS LOUD FOR MECHANICAL REASONS.’

‘WHAT?’

‘…DO YOU HEAR
A SLIGHT RATTLING FROM THE ENGINE AND A CLUNKING SOUND WHEN I
CHANGE GEAR?’

‘NO. I CAN’T
HEAR A THING.’

‘SEE… NO
WORRIES!’

Every time Thomas
Hypolite looked ahead at the road he had a feeling that the man in
the passenger seat wasn’t there and some voice in his head queried
whether he had picked up a hitcher at all. Only when he turned his
head to look at his passenger did it become clear to him that the
hitchhiker did exist and his unease was due to some defective dope
that he had recently brought from his local dealer. Tom had to
smoke dope for ‘cultural reasons’. Two generations ago the
Hypolites had come to England to help the post-war economy and the
Jamaican blood was running thin in Tom. He needed his ganja and his
Marley like an intravenous drip to keep his levels up and prevent
him from becoming just another lazy English post-grad in baggy
t-shirt and faded jeans. At night, when the dope could play with an
imagination unfettered by waking reality, Tom dreamed of turning
Caucasian, putting on a suit and becoming a bank manager. He would
wake up sweating and light up a joint in shaky hands.

‘MY NAME’S
TOM.’ shouted Tom.

‘ENSCHOL
BRALCHT’, shouted his slightly invisible passenger.

‘…ARE YOU
ROMANIAN?’ Tom had never been to Romania; just as he’d never been
to Jamaica, but he thought the name sounded as if it must come from
somewhere further east than Norwich and Romania was as good a guess
as any.

‘YES’ said
Enschol Bralcht with the conviction of a man who would have agreed
to being French, Welsh or Chinese with equal credibility.

Enschol Bralcht
eventually got out of the car somewhere along the Cambridge ring
road. He felt, or smelt, or touched, that the nexus was close by.
It wasn’t a church. The thing he was looking for did not look like
a mosque, sound like a temple or taste like a synagogue. The nexus
was something different and therefore of more use to Enschol
Bralcht: a centre of belief, nebulous enough to be manipulated. He
did not know it yet but he had struck a rich seam of pagans.

Michael was
the owner of a large house of indeterminate age in a suburb of
Cambridge that still thought it was a village. His house, however,
ever since his breakdown and phoenix-like reinvention, was also his
business. He was ‘The Guru of Cherry Hinton’. He had altered his
environment to become a Mecca for the spiritually disenfranchised.
As well as regular meetings of like-minded souls in a local pub, he
also liked to open his house for financially and spiritually
rewarding ‘Retreat Weeks’, where he would share his knowledge of
man and the universe in return for a share of his students’ wealth.
He was neither a greedy man nor a charlatan, but he owned a big
house with big bills and his beliefs were flexible enough for him
to have a realistic view of mammon.

Michael ran
something called ‘The Fellowship of Cambridge Pagans’; a group of a
dozen or so like-minded people who pensioners and the Press would
still refer to as hippies. But now, for want of a better
description, they agreed to be pagans. Michael himself had periodic
crises about the word, since occasionally he would read a book that
pointed out that a lot of his rituals and practices dated only as
far back as the 1960’s: the pagan dawn was but a fine line on the
temporal horizon, and he was just a backlash to his own Christian
upbringing. However, a cup of herbal tea and a new book about the
handing-down of Celtic witchery through some unexplainable dynasty
would cheer him up again and the word that was etched on a brass
plaque on his door would stay. Depending on the situation and the
current state of his library, Michael was ‘a bit of a Buddhist’, ‘a
bit of a Wiccan’, ‘a bit of a spiritualist’, or ‘a bit of a
warlock’. Jesus Christ (a derided and deniable figure amongst the
pagans) once called one of his disciples ‘a rock’ upon which he
could build his church. If one of Michael’s spiritual masters were
to describe him, they would probably have likened him to ‘a bouncy
castle’. To his credit, he seldom forced his ideas down anyone’s
throat and anyone who knew him described him as ‘a bit of a nice
bloke’.

When his wife left
(with a Presbyterian, whatever one of those was), he set about
redesigning his house along similar lines to the redesigning that
was going on inside his head and heart. At the back of the house
was something he called ‘The Entropy Room’. At the front he had
knocked through a number of walls to form one big bare room filled
with hundreds of bowls full of candles and nothing else. The effect
during the evenings was wonderful with a thousand wicks giving a
temple-like aura to the room. During the day-time it was a bit too
obvious that his friends and guests were not as fastidious as he
would have liked, as the light-bearing contents of the bowls were
invariably cluttered with an alarming number of cigarette butts and
bottle tops.

The kitchen
looked like it had once had an owner who had cared for it but now
had to satisfy itself with an existence as a canteen or tofu-burger
bar. It looked dejected. The kitchen had been designed for modern
executive living and the assortment of paper bags full of fruit,
vegetables, plants, rubbish, wood chippings, gravel, muesli,
lightbulbs, bottles, and fir-cones that sat on every flat surface
lent the room an atmosphere somewhere between chaotic charm,
cold-war air-raid shelter and garden shed. (Michael’s garden shed,
on the other hand, was well lit and well stocked with tools and
carpentry equipment and had a second room completely full of balsa
wood.) From a black and white tiled hallway, a dramatic
attention-seeking staircase led to an upstairs landing from which
Michael’s bedroom and its seven simple guest-room clones sat with
only four or five bathrooms for company.

Michael’s
greatest and worst creation was the garden. It was his greatest
because it was so beautiful and thoughtful and humorous. He had
designed something called a pot garden. It was an exercise in
control as a paved area was given life only where Michael wanted
it. The plants were all grown in plant pots of different sizes,
heights and widths arranged meticulously to feel as if man had
learnt something from nature and had created something separate but
in accord with it. What made his garden special, though, was his
choice of plants: no garish hybrids, no exotic garden-show fancies
- he grew weeds. Although this was true it was not the complete
truth. Michael did not just grow weeds as other gardeners did,
(unwelcome between flowers, surreptitiously nestling in the cracks
in the paving, persistently sticking up amongst the gravel,
fighting trowels and chemicals), he grew them with purpose and in
an isolation that allowed you to appreciate them, probably for the
first and only time, as individual and beautiful parts of nature.
Stinging nettles were kept in large round terracotta tubs: raised
up to just below eye height to display the lush green leaves and
the deceptively stroke-able fine fur upon the stems. Dandelions
were grown to incredible sizes, one per pot, with the ‘clock’ of
seeds standing proud in the centre or that big orange solar disk
that any shop-brought plant would be proud of, were they not from
so common a stock. These dandelions, highlighted in their single
pots did not look so common. A wooden arch with its feet sunk into
two large pots of cow parsley was consumed by voracious bindweed,
the epitome of ‘healthy growth’.

Everybody
loved the garden. Even those who accidentally brushed past the
thistles, brambles and nettles, and stung or prickled their skin
into nervous life, confessed to loving its whimsy. The only person
who did not fully enjoy it was Michael. To him, it was the worst
thing he had done. Its existence was a penance to him. One of his
friends once told him that, despite Michael’s claims that it was an
example of his respect for all things, it was in fact, an example
of Michael’s obsession with rejection. If it showed respect for all
things why had he carefully picked his shunned flora; why were
there no flowers? He had found his spirituality during the dark
period when his wife had left him. His friends and students were
all oddities and rejects in the normal world. It all made sense and
it all seemed to belittle his achievements and goals. He was not a
good man intent on being an example of love for the world: he was a
broken man collecting broken things. The garden was a symbol of
this and Michael used it to deflate his ego whenever a success had
filled it with too much gas.

Enschol Bralcht found
all this out in a whirlwind tour of the house, once he had got past
the guard at the door with his clever reasoning of the
password:

‘Are you here
for the Week’s Retreat?’ said Michael.

‘Yes’ said
Enschol Bralcht, and he was let into the house and into Michael’s
confidence.

Some of Michael’s
pagan friends held secrets like currency. They believed in ‘hidden
knowledge’ and ‘buried truth’, and any knowledge or truth that they
happened upon they immediately rehid and reburied close to their
chests, up their sleeves and out of bounds. Michael, however, was a
river way. He could not hold on to anything for long; beliefs,
ideas, knowledge or truth flowed through him and over him and past
him, and when Enschol Bralcht found out everything in his tour, he
found out everything. Even Michael’s fears and faults were
admitted quite freely to a stranger, who looked as though he had
only just learnt to smile that day and didn’t want to
over-practice, and had the unnerving ability to disappear when not
in your full view.

Michael took
Enschol Bralcht into one of the guest rooms. ‘What do I call you?
What’s your name?’ enquired the host, affably.

‘Enschol
Bralcht’

‘…are you
Italian?’ asked Michael. He was quite good at guessing where people
came from, or thought he was.

‘Yes’, said
Enschol Bralcht in a matter-of-fact way, but he did not elaborate
any further. There was a pause whilst Michael waited to be told
something like ‘…I come from a little village named…in the hills
of…have you ever been to…it’s lovely at this time of year.’ Michael
was told no such thing.

‘Um…this is
where you will be staying…’

‘What will we
be doing whilst we stay here?’ said the mock Italian.

‘Um…well a bit
of relaxation, a bit of realisation, a bit of psychic attunement,
some spiritual healing and we’ll end with some life affirmation and
general consolidation rituals.’

Michael turned
his head away momentarily and was left with the feeling that he was
quite alone in the room and talking to himself. He turned his head
back and saw his new European friend had a decidedly blank
expression on his face…

‘Would you
like to see the syllabus?’ he asked.

Downstairs, the other
guests were already starting to introduce themselves to each other.
They carefully tried small talk about the weather and then
attempted pleasant conversation about their beliefs and magical or
spiritual achievements, but these all sounded suspiciously like
boasts and so eventually the conversation returned to the low-brow
basics that all strangers are left with: football and
television.

‘Did you see
Coronation Street, last night?’ asked Lynn with the quick
desperation of someone who felt the awkwardness of talking with
people she hardly knew. Lynn was a neurotic. At various times (and
depending on medicine company trends) she had been on Valium,
Diazepam, Mogadon and Prozac. She had broken down and got back-up
again so many times that God had withdrawn his warranty on her. She
had lived with abusive men. She had seen loved ones die. She had
her excuses. But still no one could say that she had a reliable
temperament and it was a shock to her friends (among whom Michael
was included) when she became a counsellor. In this role, she
looked after people who were having problems. She was undoubtedly a
sensitive soul, and she was qualified to speak about most of the
horrors that life could bring, but this was still a little too
close to the cliché: ‘The blind leading the blind’. In fact it went
beyond that cliché to become ‘The screwed-up guiding the
screwed-up’. Lynn knew Michael and Bog, the ex-biker with the silly
name, who she turned to now in the hope that he would pick up the
subject of ‘Coronation Street’ and begin a fully-fledged mature
conversation with it.

‘No.’ said Bog
‘I can’t stand it.’

Bog had skin
like Stilton cheese with pale blue graffiti in random squiggles
across his body. At one time, these would have been dark and
threatening tattoos of skulls and women and bikes, but age or
weathering had faded them to the colour of varicose veins. He was
short but stout enough to be menacing when he stared you in the
eyes. Even when (as was more common) he could only lift his stocky
neck up enough to stare at you in the nipples, it was a stare of
intensity and broken-bottled promises. Bog had a sullen nature that
belied his true friendliness. His many friends all suspected that
his sullenness began five years ago when he had had to sell his
beloved Norton and buy a more practical four-wheeled vehicle. This
off-hand psychoanalysis was backed up by the fact that Bog still
remembered the model, number plate and chassis number of his old
bike but referred to his car as ‘a four wheeled vehicle’. He
frequently had to walk back home from pagan meetings in the pub:
not because he was too drunk to drive but because he had lost his
only means of transport home. No matter how hard he tried (and to
be honest he never did), he could not remember the car’s number
plate, shape or even colour. In fact, the only reason that he had
begun to improve in his ‘four wheeled vehicle recognition skills’
was because for the last four months he had kept a bale of hay on
the back seat. Why there was a bale of hay in the back of his car,
no one knew and it had now been there so long that no one asked
him. Bog had a good reason, though.

Gavyn and Violet knew
Bog and vaguely knew Michael. Violet wanted to become Buddhist,
although she did not really know what this involved. Gavyn
suspected that Violet’s vision of Buddhism as a peaceful faith of
wise shaven-headed sages did not quite match up with the wars and
ignorance that existed in Buddhist states as much as anywhere else.
He wanted to be Christian. He thought that anything so hated by his
friends and colleagues must have something in it, and if there is
one thing that all the pagans hated, it was Christianity. The
couple had to be careful about how vehemently they expressed their
conflicting beliefs, but whilst talking in spiritual generalities
they usually agreed and formed a hybrid religion that was not a
million miles away from Gnosticism. Whilst not at pagan retreats,
Violet was a teacher at a local school. Gavyn was once a computer
engineer, but was made unemployed a month ago and now had no excuse
but to join Violet amongst true believers of whatever.

Then there was
the stranger: stranger to everyone but Michael, who met him on a
park bench when the stranger started to talk to him about his
magical powers. The stranger’s name was Kelly Martin and the four
others decided that they did not particularly like him within the
first minutes of meeting him. Kelly had a mental condition that
probably would be recognised as a fully-fledged, benefit-claiming,
sympathy-grabbing disease in the future. Perhaps it might even be
called ‘Martin’s Syndrome’. At the present time, however, you would
have to describe it as an inability to interact with other people
along normal social patterns. There was no subtlety or diplomacy in
his interactions. He just butted into conversations with his
strange non-sequiturs. ‘I once conjured a demon into the material
plane,’ he would say to no-one in particular, ‘but I don’t know
where it went. I think it got lost and settled down in the airing
cupboard… it always seemed much hotter in there than it should have
done and my boiler was never the same…’

Upstairs, Enschol
Bralcht was reading a five page description of the five days that
the group would be staying together. He was taking his time to read
it, because like every other skill, the resurrectionist had to
remember how to read before attempting this. Nothing came easy. He
was so afraid of corporally disintegrating, that most of his energy
was used to think about the reality of Enschol Bralcht and only the
little dribble of energy that was spare could be devoted to other
tasks. Poor Enschol Bralcht.

There was a
ring from the doorbell. Michael had managed to change the chime to
sound more like a peel of church bells and so most people in the
house were a little confused by this noise. Michael, however,
indicated to Enschol Bralcht and walked downstairs to answer the
door.

Standing on the
doorstep outside Michael’s pagan palace was an impatient old man,
usually called ‘Old Dan’. In the plum of his youth he had been an
attractive six foot tall university team rower – now he was a
prune. He was small and wrinkled and sour, but he knew more about
the psychic history and ghost stories of Cambridge than anyone
else. Einstein’s Theory of Relativity states that there is no fixed
point in the universe and all measurements are relative to the
observer’s own moving point of reference. There is, however, a more
popular theory of relativity that has no named proponent but is
just as important to our view of the universe. This theory states
that perceived time is relative to the amount of fun you’re having,
the amount of pain you are in or the effect that the moment will
have on the rest of your life. The next few minutes seemed to last
forever for Dan.

In the front room the
stilted conversation slowly lost its stilts and found its feet (and
people learnt to ignore Kelly Martin). By the time Enschol Bralcht
and Michael came downstairs they were talking intelligently and
freely about complete rubbish. It was a dangerous conversation
though because it had turned from football and soap operas to the
difference between men (Y chromosomed football fans) and women
(double X soap addicts). Gavyn, one nervous eye on his partner,
addressed the group: ‘Why is it that men who hate women are called
misogynists, but there is no comparable word for women who hate
men?’

‘What about
misanthropist?’ said Strange Kelly,

‘But that
means hating all mankind. It’s not gender specific!’

‘Hhmmm’, said
the collective male psyche.

‘Hhhmmm’, said
the suspicious female psyche awaiting the next part of the
argument.

‘…Is it…?’
said Gavyn with an apologetic glance at Violet, ‘because there are
no women who hate men… or is it that women’s hatred of men is so
natural and acceptable that there is no word for it?’

There was a
pause where tigers stalked. Then, Violet, her partner’s equal,
pantomimed a look at Bog and Kelly and Gavyn and said, ‘I don’t
hate men… I just hate all of you!’ and everyone laughed.

And then there
were church bells. Most people ignored them thinking that they came
from a church, which as a symbol of the Christian faith was
something that they had programmed themselves to ignore. Bog,
however, had stayed at Michael’s before and headed for the door.
Kelly followed him because Kelly had to do something.

Enschol
Bralcht and Michael came downstairs, Michael leading the way. He
opened the door, saw Old Dan and said, ‘Hi’.

Old Dan looked
behind Michael at the figure on the stairs. He looked at Michael
and at Bog and at Kelly who stood in the hallway and, with an
expression that could have been pity or anguish or the beginning of
a heart attack, fell to the floor, managing only to dribble the
word ‘Bollocksh…’ from a mouth curled down to one side as if he’d
just been to the dentist and his lips had yet to wake up from the
anaesthetic’s magic.

Everyone stood
still for a relative moment before Bog awoke from his paralysis and
rushed to Old Dan’s side shouting, ‘Phone an ambulance. Michael,
you idiot, phone an Ambulance.’

But Michael
had another idea. The non-decisive, non-confrontational Michael
stood upon the stairs as if they were an orator’s platform and in a
voice that was not quite his own said, ‘No. We’ll drive’. An
intelligent idea, whoever it was who said it. Although Addenbrookes
Accident and Emergency ward was but a couple of miles away, for an
ambulance to be dispatched to Cherry Hinton and make it back to the
hospital, it would have taken longer than for Michael and party to
make it there… even though they didn’t have any blue flashing
lights or sirens or even, for a short panicked minute, a car.

‘What do you
mean you don’t know where you parked?’

‘I mean I
don’t know where I left the damned vehicle’, said Bog in an
irritated mumble like thunder on the horizon.

‘OK,’ said
Michael, ‘help me with the garage door and we’ll get my car
out.’

And so they
did, and Michael’s old manager-mobile crept backwards out of the
garage. The cardboard boxes that had been put ‘out-of-the-way’ on
its roof came falling in little avalanches to the sides and
preceding the great twelve cylindered behemoth was the blue cloud
of exhaust: the expected herald for such an under-used memento of
Michael’s previous working life. Bog thought it was lucky the thing
started at all.
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