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Prologue

Just as silver is a supreme conductor of heat, summer woods are the most excellent conductor of darkness. The moon is the shape of a severed ear, thrown down on a blue cloth, yet light does not fetch far inside the broadleaf border. Beneath the canopy, the bright pink petals of campion gutter; the luminous blue towers of bugle are extinguished, too. There are leucistic fallow deer in this wood, almost white, a herd which drew King John to hunt this ground in the thirteenth century. Yet such is the dark, they would be barely visible, even at twenty feet.

What am I doing here? I am a charcoal burner and the wood is my place of work. During the summer I spend most of my time inside its green walls, harvesting the timber I cut over winter, turning it into coal. I have two kilns. One, at the western end of the wood, sits under a broken crab apple. The Malus is disfigured, its leader ripped off by a summer storm. The kiln beneath has been cooling since early morning when I closed it down, killing its fire. Tomorrow I shall open it and shovel out the char, bagging it in brown sacks. My second kiln sits on the edge of a woodman’s ride, which cuts east-west through the wood. I loaded it with batons of hazel this afternoon, and rammed a flaming, diesel-soaked rag down one of its vents, just after four. The fire in its centre quickly took: there has been no rain for several weeks and the material is bone dry.

A charcoal kiln may seem out of keeping in a wood. A large, steel, industrial barrel, it is bold, even rude, the nose­cone of a Steampunk space rocket fallen to earth. Yet despite this incongruity, the kiln is most certainly a thing of the woods. Loaded with coppiced hazel and set alight, it becomes almost alive.

In the settled dark, I put my ear to one of its vents. There is a pitter-patter, like soft rain falling on the earth. Crouching low and peering down the vent, I watch the wood tar smoking on the ground, a satanic, black ooze. As night deepens, the light from these vents project glowing beams across the woodland floor. It is as if the kiln has swallowed a small sun. The sight is both irresistible and terrifying, for inside the steel oven there is no mercy.

During hours of burning the wood inside is transformed, reworked. Water and hydrocarbons are expelled in what seems like slow torture, the process of pyrolysis. With only a small drip of oxygen entering the kiln, the hazel inside does not burn away, but is forced to keep its shape and take the pain. I sometimes think burning it to ash would be kinder. Yet this cruelty has history behind it. Charcoal was the smelting fuel of the Bronze and Iron Age. It propped up the Romans; forged their weapons; put fury in their armies. And although we mainly use it to brown sausages now, that darkness remains.

But beyond blood, charcoal burning has always been magical, a kind of dark trick. A piece of tree miraculously reduced to carbon, atomic number 6 on the periodic table, one of the building blocks of life. Open a cooled kiln and one’s eyes fall on a dusty black ossuary, glittering bones of trees. A nugget flashes silver-grey like a jackdaw’s mantle; another is painted with a cobalt flare, edging to purple, then gold. Pick up a piece and it weighs next to nothing, the wood from which it came released from the dead weight of its water and tars.

There is a bump inside the kiln. It is the wood stack dropping as the material in the bottom burns away. The sound draws me back to the present. For most people, being alone in a wood at night is not normal behaviour. The dark rattles us, dredges up primal fears, even if it is two-and-a-half centuries since anyone in these islands had to worry about wolves. Now all the old poachers are in their graves, who in their right mind lingers in woods after sunset? But, for me, these dim precincts offer a comfort, not a threat. The smell of woodsmoke and the kiln’s gentle song, settle me. On such a night, every tree becomes sacred, a pillar of stillness. Standing under them, the dark bleeds in, then a quietness comes upon you.

I came to the woods over a decade ago. I came to the woods because there was a fire in my head.


1

My eyes rested on the hawk. It was like a feathered flame. Its head and body burned a reddish-brown and set the room’s blue-green plasterwork aglow behind it. The bird bobbed its head, trying to get a sightline on the food I was holding. In a beat, it lifted off the glove of the man standing opposite me and dropped into the air between us. One wingbeat, maybe two, and I felt its weight land heavily on my own glove. The hawk immediately set about dismembering the dead chick I held between my finger and thumb. Its eyes blazed as it tore at the small body.

The distance the buzzard had flown in that brief second was about fifteen feet, the transverse length of my living room. Across from me, in the opposite corner, stood Dave. Looking at his face, it was clear the bird brought him joy. The pair had been together for sixteen years, ever since he had found her injured halfway up a mountainside in Wales. Dave had carried her down and brought her back to Hackney to fix her. Once she had recovered, he had returned to Wales to release her, but the imprint between man and bird had been too strong. Dave described how he had let her go, jumped in the van and bolted. The hawk had immediately turned in the air and followed the red Transit down the mountain track, worrying at the roof with her talons. There was no outgunning her. After two more unsuccessful attempts, he had brought her home to London, resigned she would spend the rest of her life in captivity. With homing, she would need a name, so Dave called her Manod, after the mountain on which he found her.

With the buzzard still gorging on the chick, my eyes slipped down onto the street. A row of pollarded plane trees shrunk to a vanishing point towards Queensbridge Road. The housing stock was early Victorian; handsome, semi-detached villas with tall sashes and doorway fanlights. Their grimy yellow fascias mellowed in the late afternoon sun, the lime mortar and old London brick more acquiescent than modern materials. As Manod continued to pull at the dead chick, I felt the street’s passivity. The heat of the day seemed to have taken the edge off everything.

I had first moved to Hackney in the late nineties. Back then, every ground-floor window and nearly every front door had worn a barred grill. There had been a curious disconnect between the gentility of the architecture and such an overwhelming sense of barricade. Despite the fine housing stock, Hackney was one of the capital’s poorest boroughs and the local estates were among the worst in London. As if proud of the area’s roughneck quality, the local rag advertised itself each week with sandwich-board headlines that seemed a parody of inner-city violence: ‘Schoolboy shot in gangland execution’; ‘Man disfigured in blow-torch revenge’; ‘Body parts found in London Fields suitcase’. Most of the trouble was gang-on-gang but there was always the risk of being caught in the crossfire. After a month or two living there you became inured to the violence and just got on with it. Yet in the half decade I had called it home, things were changing. While the area was still rough, the security grills were on the wane. The early colonisers – the artists and musicians – had made the place fashionable and big money was moving in. The newly arrived bankers and lawyers weren’t going to blow a million pounds on a Victorian villa and then keep an iron grill on the front door.

Dave had seen it all. He had been in London Fields for thirty years, most of them squatting the building opposite. He told me nearly all the houses on the street had once been similarly occupied. It had been a period of great community. But not any more. As the grills and window bars came down, different barriers were being raised, ‘The sort with a watermark running through them’ as Dave put it. These days he kept a low profile, apart from the occasional ride out with his old motorcycle gang, living a quiet life with his birds and partner.

I first met Dave shortly after moving in. I had just got back from the advertising agency where I worked, a white capsule of minimalism off Regents Street. The satisfaction from my job as a writer in the agency’s creative department had long since waned and despite the buzz of riding home too fast through London’s rush hour traffic on a Japanese sports bike, I would nearly always arrive home feeling deflated. It was a warm evening in late May and I was padlocking my motorbike to the streetlamp opposite my flat, when suddenly I felt a presence standing over me. Looking up, I was met by two pale eyes. The stranger was tall and wiry, with a face like a mountain crag and DIY ink needling his arms and hands. He wore leather biker jeans and a white vest emblazoned with the words ‘Outcasts Prison Fund’ – if required, he looked like he could dish it out. I straightened up to meet him. The man had come over to explain that if I left the Kawasaki there it was likely to get stolen, that ‘the kids on the estate rob sports bikes to order.’ I told him it was alarmed and fitted with a tracker. He looked through me and said: ‘On your head be it.’ I let the moment pass. We started talking bikes and slowly the ice melted. The stranger told me he had been into them all his life and had started at eleven, on a Bantam. He explained he did airbrush graphics and was a bit of an artist, had two choppers out the back he was currently working on. I could envisage the style – lurid designs of breasts and skulls, the dark crossover of fantasy and porn beloved of old bikers. Not my cup of tea, but honesty was not what the moment needed.

After that Dave would often come outside and chat. If I was ever cleaning my bike, I could always rely on him to mooch over and chew the fat, keeping an eye on my sponge work.

At other times, I would get a knock at the door only to find him standing there, waiting to be invited in. Mostly I didn’t mind – it was nice to be neighbourly and quite un-­London like – and although he would stay for a couple of hours, I always found some pleasure in his company which blew away the cobwebs of my professional life. Sitting on the edge of the chair, rolling a liquorice paper fag, Dave would elaborate on his life.

From a boyhood in Ireland to a rambling young adulthood around East Anglia, he had mostly done itinerant agricultural work. He was good at fixing tractors, or coming to the rescue when a hay baler went wrong. But it was the working horses that had most enthralled him. On a few of the farms he had worked they had still used Suffolk Punches – willing, hard-working animals with a gentle nature. When he spoke of them you could see the best aspects of the man shine, the same love and tenderness you witnessed when you watched him handle his birds.

But there was a darker side to Dave. Much of his life had been violent. In his twenties and thirties he had got involved in motorcycle gangs and spent a couple of years inside. He had been glassed, stabbed and shot; lost friends in fights with the Hells Angels. The old biker told me he had been given his gang name – Dave Two Hammers – after his reputation of going into battle carrying a pair of lump hammers. I was glad he spared me the details.

On a few occasions Dave would knock extra early, usually on a Sunday. I would drag myself out of bed to be greeted at the front door with a freshly killed duck off Walthamstow Marshes. Dave liked to poach with his Saker falcon and Sunday mornings were the quietest. He would usually bag two or three and always threw one my way – plucked and gutted – which I would cook for my dinner. But it wasn’t all one-way traffic. Occasionally I would cross the road to his place on my own kind of poaching trip.

Dave’s home was a detached four-storey house, the tallest on the street. It would have once been a handsome building, but long neglect by its owners, the borough council, had left it in a sorry state. Grass and weeds grew from the guttering and the slate roof was broken and pitted. Despite Dave’s best efforts to patch it up with fibreglass, it had the structural integrity of a smashed poppadom. From my flat across the road, I would often see feral pigeons entering and exiting through the holes. Dave said he hadn’t used the attic for years; the stench of ammonia from the pigeon shit made it uninhabitable.

The hallway was pure Dickensian, holes in the walls exposing ancient laths and plaster. The bannister spindles were wrecked, smashed by a biker mate of Dave’s who had ridden his Norton Commando up and down the stairs while on speed. Most of the windows, especially at the back of the house, were only partially glazed. Dave explained when the wind found its way off the river, the old house would groan. Off the hallway to the right some old stairs fell away into the black hole that was the cellar. I always had a bad feeling standing there, the air from below smelled rank and evil. Dave confirmed my unease when he told me he used to play his drums ‘down the hole’, but had been so badly spooked on one occasion that he had not set foot below stairs for a decade.

Walking down the hallway and into the kitchen, the novelty of such old-fashioned privation turned to horror. The kitchen reminded me of the degradation in Don McCullin’s photographs of Bradford in the late Seventies; black and white interiors which shamed us as a developed country. A compost heap of food waste grew mould beside the old sink and yellowing chip paper peeled from the walls like ulcerated tongues. I did accept tea when it was offered, but drank it with my fingers crossed.

Despite all this, I liked going there. The squat was the perfect antidote to the polish and zip I encountered every day in the office, a vast expanse of marble and steel which left me cold. Although Dave’s may have been a health hazard, the advertising agency represented a clear and present danger to the soul. Beyond its sliding doors I often felt like a bird trapped inside a bell jar, being slowly deprived of oxygen.

When I had started out in that professional world, everything had seemed so exciting. My teachers were old school creative directors who still believed in the power of ideas and encouraged their young disciples to dream. We were the new generation, tasked not only to match, but to go beyond the brilliant legacy of our forebears, the men and women who had created ads that would get the nation talking. But in the last ten years the drive to produce great work was dying. Partly, it was that we no longer watched television in the way we used to; and partly that clients had become more risk-averse – always the enemy of anything brave and good. The occasional idea would glow and shine, but ninety percent of what I wrote ended up in the bin.

It was fair to say I was out of love with the business and that my days felt devoid of any real creativity. Plus, the office had never been my natural habitat. Most of my peers seemed unaffected but I had always been allergic. I felt only half-alive under strip lighting and uncomfortable with the warm electrical smell of computers en masse. The only time I ever forgot my surroundings was when I was immersed in a good idea, then the world lit up. Why did I stay so long? There were several reasons but the short answer was that like so many people stuck in a job that no longer suits them, I remained because I felt unqualified to do anything else. You kid yourself that the free agency bar and the parties – as well as the money – make up for the creative disappointments, but in the end you realise that such an arrangement is unsustainable and a shoddy trade-off for someone who needs to be more expansively creative. It was life and stories that really interested me – the same material which had once inspired all those great ads – and over the road at Dave’s, it was there in spades.

You could say Dave had a way of talking. And despite the distraction of being perpetually engaged in rolling a fag, the old memories would tumble out with a casual, effervescent brilliance. While Dave perched cross-legged on an old machinist’s stool, I would sit opposite on a worn sofa, and let his reminiscences flood over me. The squat was a natural storyteller’s den. Sitting in firelight with wind in the chimney, Dave would regale me with tales of free festivals in the Welsh hills, or solitary forays on his motorbike around Stonehenge with just a sleeping roll bungeed to his bike. His stories were a lifeline. They took me away from the aridity of my present and back to somewhere greener, more fertile.

It was as if a river ran through Dave’s house, a twisting, silver stream. It was the undercurrent of creativity and freedom which ran through his life. Those old hands that had once gripped a lump hammer in the service of very bad things could also fashion beauty. It was present in his paintings on the living room wall and in the leatherwork scattered across his desk; it was there in the engine block of a vintage Bonne­ville he was restoring which lay in bits on the kitchen table. Out the back, among numerous plants and medicinal herbs, it stood quiet and sober in the primitive wooden carvings he had fashioned with a chainsaw. And beyond that still, it sung in the aviary of broken birds he mended – the hawks, falcons and owls which were brought to him to fix – and would eventually be released back into the wild.

I looked at Dave’s output. It inspired me, but also made me feel guilty. When was the last time I’d allowed myself to be so playful, to be even half as creative? As a child growing up on a small farm I had always been outside making things or, if the weather was bad, drawing in my bedroom. Yet I couldn’t remember the last time I had picked up a pencil for the sheer joy of it. It all felt a bit tragic. A London adman living vicariously through his neighbour, an old biker and ex-con to boot. In my best moments as an advertising script writer, I couldn’t have come up with that.
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I sat in a corner of the ship’s club lounge, loading peanuts into my mouth, watching a procession of geriatric humanity pass in front of me. A fair proportion could only move about with walking frames or with the help of a steward, while several more wheeled oxygen concentrators around with them, helping them breathe on the go. There was something unpalatable about the whole vision: exceedingly old and wealthy white people being serviced by younger foreigners, all with darker skin. I looked away and picked up my glass. The ice cubes jangled as I took a pull on the whisky, working it around my mouth as if trying to rinse away a nasty taste.

The meeting with the company’s Marketing Director had been fixed for five o’clock. I was early. I wouldn’t normally be drinking so soon, but the whole point of the trip was to get a handle on the cruise-ship experience and, before leaving, my boss had urged me to get stuck in, to act as I would on vacation. Behind this seemingly gracious offer was some hard business sense. The thinking was that such behaviour would help give the creative work that came from my experience more clout. We had not yet secured the business and were down to the last two agencies pitching for the account. It was worth a lot of money.

The Marketing Director was a young Italian woman in her late twenties. We had met the previous day on boarding and while she had appeared pleasant enough, she seemed a little square. Sitting in the bar, I could foresee the meeting ahead. The woman would deliver a long and turgid presentation of how she envisaged the company’s new marketing campaign. It would be complicated and weighed down by cliché. My job would be to unpick it and come up with something fresh and elegant which could be translated in several languages. Such a task takes a huge amount of energy, even for the most ardent advertising creative, but after years at the coalface, I was cynical and uninspired before I had even started.

The woman arrived chaperoned by the advertising agency’s Account Manager. Although we were colleagues, I did not entirely trust him. We executed the normal pleasantries and settled down into the lounge’s deep, leather chairs. I made a stab at small talk while the agency suit ordered a round of drinks. When everything was set, the Marketing Director flipped open a laptop and dived into her presentation in faultless English. That, at least, was impressive. As she spoke I played the good creative, feigning an interest in her graphs and research group findings. All the while, the agency Account Manager pinned me with his eyes, making sure I did not shirk my obligations in the sycophancy department. He wanted the business bad.

The briefing finally over, we fell into small talk and the Marketing Director relaxed a little. I tried to prod her and get some connection on a human level – it would help when it came to presenting the creative work. I noticed a large diamond ring and asked her how long she had been engaged. ‘Six months,’ she replied, adding her fiancé was also in marketing. I imagined their domestic life must be a riot. But the Account Manager shot me a couple of dark looks, I was going off-script. I reverted back to business and asked her a few questions on the age and demographic of her customer base. She explained the majority were over seventy and with no irony confided that the ship did, in fact, have a morgue. We had been sailing for less than two days and a couple of the freezer spaces had already been filled. A tag line for the new advertising campaign gifted itself to me – Snuff it at Sea – and the devil in me wanted to share it. I resisted and in the intervening pause the Account Manager suggested reconvening for dinner at eight, where I could present some initial creative thoughts. I could have strangled him. I had less than three hours to make sense of a seventeen-page brief and come up with something coherent. The suit grinned and ordered himself another gin. The Marketing Director excused herself and left us for a conference call with her team. I took this as my cue, gathered my stuff and went back to my cabin. There was work to do.

I sat on the bed with an A3 pad open on my lap, the pages of the marketing brief scattered about me on a sea of Egyptian cotton. I felt low. Like the bar, the cabin had pretensions of glamour but lacked any true style. It was the same feeling I had in every luxury hotel on every business trip, whether I was holed up in New York or Buenos Aries, Dubai or Sydney. In each one, the lack of imagination seemed like a small death to me; dead worlds made more bleak by the fact they seemed so highly valued.

Yet the brewing anxiety I now felt was not just down to my surroundings. I had been struggling with mental health problems for seven years and the stress of the situation – the pressure to crack the brief there and then – as well as the fact that I was cooped up in what felt like a prison cell with gold bars, was enough to bring it on.

If someone had been able to describe to me the very specific agony of a long-term anxiety disorder before I had started suffering from one, I would not have believed them, I would not have understood it. It is the most horrific strain of human torture, a savage condition, a wrecker of life. I would have periods of feeling better, but the illness would always return. I felt like a boxer who had been knocked down a million times yet staggered back to his feet only to be floored again in a bout lasting years. Inside I was pulp.

I had been diagnosed with something called Pure OCD. The root of it lay partly in my childhood, and could be traced back to certain events as well as wider environmental factors. As all the experts in the field of ‘Pure O’ will tell you, it is the fear and anxiety the thoughts engender which is the problem, not the thoughts themselves. What is more, in discussing details, you are actually encouraging a dialogue which is not just unhelpful, but potentially dangerous. So when writing about it, even now, this is a red line.

It is also important to separate Pure O from what most people think OCD to be – that idea of obsessive neatness, something which is thrown about quite freely today, almost as a joke. With Pure O we are not talking about the mental tick which requires all the coke cans in a fridge to face the same way, or cushions to be constantly plumped. No, Pure O is more vicious than that. For sufferers, you are trapped in a cycle of disturbing, intrusive thoughts which you try to neutralise with alternative, ‘better’ thoughts. Unlike obsessive hand washing, for example, the neutralising action is not manifested physically, but remains in the mind – ‘pure’ refers to this difference. The problem is that this internal dialogue only serves to strengthen the anxiety even more, and is a cruel quirk of cognitive wiring which traps people in a never-ending cycle of mental torment.

Sitting on the bed, the anxiety slid in fast and deadly. I could feel my body temperature rise, my breathing becoming shallower as the airways narrowed. At that moment I wished I could be anywhere but on that boat. If the anxiety was not toxic enough, the fact that I could not flee was like a short dagger rammed under my ribs. I was stuck, incarcerated on a coffin-ship somewhere in the Med, miles from land. The demon anxiety licked its lips, I was easy meat. I could feel the pressure of tears, but they would no longer come. After seven years I was barren, denied their sweet release which only made the illness crueller.

I picked up a pencil from the bedside table and tried to re­focus on the brief. That was now impossible. Looking down, I noticed the lead point quivering – the fear had reached my extremities. Acute anxiety feels like this. Everything coalesces very quickly to a place which feels like you are on the edge of a sheer, dark cliff. To withstand the crush of panic and fear is something which takes years of practice. Even then you will suffer, but in a diluted form. The key is not to respond to the intrusive thoughts in any way, to let them come without attempting to neutralise them. This is not impossible, but probably the hardest thing you will ever have to do.

There are two problems. The first is that it is entirely natural to diffuse anxiety with positive neutralising thoughts – it is the mind’s version of fight or flight. So, in not responding, the sufferer is actually trying to cheat nature, a hard-wiring in humans evolved over millennia. The second problem is that the long-term sufferer has already developed neural pathways which are instantly activated before one can consciously act, so that you have performed the unhelpful neutralising thought before you can stop yourself, keeping yourself in the evil loop. Over time you can build new, healthier pathways, but this takes a level of courage and willpower which normal life will never ask of a person.

I tried to stave off the fear, but the physical symptoms pushed on. My vision started to deteriorate, everything shook. Around me the bedsheets swam, silver runnels of cotton snaking down the bed. My mind flipped backwards, the cognitive gearbox was overheating. I was aware that the skin under my left eye had started to twitch. I looked down at the A3 pad. It was a white rectangle with a few hard, grey lines drawn and redrawn in one corner, so much so the paper was scorched through, eviscerated by the sharp point of the 2H pencil. From the marks you could see the hand was not well, the pencil clenched, the lines robotic and unyielding. I could not remember making those marks. It was an imprint of illness.

It had been a day since I’d got back from Monaco where the cruise had ended, when I heard a knock at the front door from my roost in the upstairs kitchen. By the weight and manner of the knock I took it to be Dave. He never signalled his presence with anything other than several hard raps. No dum-de-dum-dum jollity, no hint of musicality. Dave never played the brass knocker, he just beat it.

I opened the door. Dave stood in the porch looking straight ahead, his pale eyes dulled, the man behind them missing. A traffic warden walked past, browsing the dashboard of a dark blue saloon parked opposite. It was the only animation in the scene. At last Dave’s eyes registered mine. He slurred: ‘She’s gone.’

The man stepped over the threshold and drifted past me. It was late afternoon and I had only just risen, still exhausted from the work trip. I closed the front door and turned back to the stairs. ‘Who?’

Dave remained ahead of me, slowly climbing the treads. ‘Manod.’

I stood at the foot of the stairs, stunned.

‘Just went out to see her but the cage door was open. Must’ve flipped the latch.’

It did not make sense. The two of them were imprinted, inseparable. ‘Why?’

‘Been actin’ strange lately, real testy. Reckon she’s after a mate.’

I didn’t know what to say. I had no knowledge of bird behaviour and whether this was a credible explanation. I suggested he sit down and have a cup of tea. Dave stepped into the kitchen and excavated a pouch of rolling tobacco from his denim jacket.

‘Got any whisky?’

I nodded and went to the cupboard. Dave sat down at the table, pushing the chair back against the wall and spreading his feet wide. He started to roll a fag. I put the Jameson’s on the table and fetched a glass. The man shook his head.

‘No – put it in the tea.’

While the kettle boiled we sat in silence. Dave pulled on his rollie, remote again, just staring out of the open window. I had never seen him like this – Two Hammers cowed – his eyes large pools filled with loss.

‘She’s gone home. Back to the mountains.’ He pulled quickly on his fag as if to head off a spike of emotion. ‘Just ‘ope she makes it.’

The afternoon light was luminous and quite unreal. Across east London’s terraced roofs, a seam of darkening clouds was moving closer. I felt my shoulder blades against the cool plasterwork of the kitchen wall and looked outside. The tips of the sycamore in the garden had started to dance. From the open window the May air mingled with the smell of Dave’s tobacco, but beyond that intermingling, there was something stronger. It was the smell of a storm jacking up, of impending violence. All of a sudden the sky had gone very dark.

I poured the tea, then the whisky. And then the rain came down, in a deluge. It shook the chimney pots and rattled the slates. Below, in one of the gardens, a cat sprang for cover. I looked at Dave. His face had gone hard like stone. White trails curled from his rollie, the end of it a growing length of fragile ash. It seemed he had left the kitchen, I guessed in transit too. Clear of this weather front, cleaving the air west, as if pulled along some powerful, shining thread, towards home.
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It was only a few hours after learning of Manod’s escape that I resolved to leave my own life. The hawk had flown, obeying a desire for something she might not have understood but had acted on nonetheless. I pictured her noon-day breakout, saw her lifting the latch with her beak and in a blink, gone. Did the bird not feel the cruelty in the moment, the brutal finality of it all?

I was numb, sitting alone in the room where she had once been so present. The green-blue walls seemed drained of colour, the Georgian elm desk denuded of its shine. Manod had always glowed, set everything around her alight. With her gone, the moment felt stillborn. I closed my eyes and saw her high above the shires now, beating west. In that moment I could not imagine a creature more alone. Where was her comfort – was instinct itself a cushion?

But more than feelings of loss, it was the purity of her action which cut through me. Her flight put into the starkest relief my own sense of internment. For years I had been a prisoner to my illness – if only I could flip the latch and fly, too. I asked myself how the bird had done it. Through the boldness of instinct. There was a lesson there. For years I had been trapped by the never-ending loops in my own head; what some psychotherapists call brain-lock. This is Pure O: our cognitive sophistication as humans working perfectly against us, the apex curse of thinking. When you boil it down, we have literally become too clever for our own good.

Think less. If only it was that easy. The damaging neural pathways were deep ruts in my brain, like holloways scored from years of mental footfall. Analysing the reasons for it all was complicated, but on an immediate level I understood the pressure and stress of my working life certainly contributed. I was suffering from an anxiety disorder based on over-thinking. The kicker was that my professional life was entirely bound up in mental exercise. I had been trained for years to be razor sharp, to make lateral connections other people might not see. The problem was that these abilities mixed with a predisposition for anxiety meant I had the perfect skill set to become horribly ill. In the pay of OCD my brain was the most loyal and obedient servant.

I had considered leaving my job on numerous occasions, but that hot gut feeling to cut loose had been put on ice by fear and contrary professional advice. I had been seeing a therapist for several years. He was a good and intelligent man, a leader in his field. Yet whenever I expressed a desire to leave work, his response had always been the same: walk away and you will get worse. In the vacuum of unemployment, he said, the illness would completely take over. It seemed, to me, obscene. The man knew my pain but insisted I remain in a place where I could see no light. Yet I obeyed him, despite my better instincts to run. I had survived for seven years, I hadn’t completely broken. But I was close. I had lost count of the number of days I had lain motionless on the sofa, the curtains drawn despite the daylight outside; whole weekends remaining as still as possible, any physical movement a precursor to mental agitation. Those were the really bad times.

But the hawk overruled the psychotherapist with shattering force.

Suddenly I felt the urgency in the moment. Manod had been in captivity for sixteen years, exactly the same time I had been in London. But if I was to run, where would I go – and to what? I hadn’t always been a Londoner. My childhood and teenage years had been spent on a small farm in Hampshire. But I had been so long in the capital that the country boy I had once been seemed terminally distant. After sixteen years here, who was I? Was there any wildness left?

My childhood home was a remote spot, the farm set in a landscape of undulating chalk hills and small woods which rose gently to a plateau of downland, almost the highest in the county. Come summer, the farm was pressed in on all sides by fields of barley and wheat. On balmy days these fields were our surrogate seas, the vast acres blown in eddies and waves. As a
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