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Eve hadn’t stopped talking since Adam stumbled downstairs for breakfast. It was a verbal assault—a non-stop barrage of words that felt like a fire hose spraying him with nonsense. Being kind, he had to admire her ability to transition from one topic to another without so much as a comma.

He was pretty sure she was in the middle of a woeful tale about their neighbours’ flatulent dog, who seemed to spend most of its time on their patio licking its balls, when she seamlessly switched gears.

“So, I said, ‘Do I look like someone who gives a damn? We all have our crosses to bear.’ Besides which, she should never have got the job in the first place. I mean, who needs qualifications when you can spread your legs that wide? She got everything she deserved—the skanky, cheap slapper.”

“That really is no way to talk about your mother, dear.”

“She’s no mother of mine. Some sadistic child-hater swapped me at birth; I’m convinced of it. And take that knife out of the butter, and don’t leave crumbs all over the tablecloth. It’s like looking after a bloody child. Did you get the sealant for the bath? We’ve got mould spawning on the living room ceiling.”

Adam really couldn’t have been less interested, but that made little difference to Eve. Truth be told, he couldn’t muster a single ounce of enthusiasm. Their marriage was a wasteland of apathy, punctuated by the occasional flare-up of annoyance.

“I’ll get it at the weekend,” he lied. “Got nothing better to do.”

Eve slammed a fist on the table, her face contorted in frustration. Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked around the cluttered kitchen, a sense of hopelessness washing over her.

“Yeah, of course you will, just like you were going to get it yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that. You should have been christened ‘Gunna’—gunna do this, gunna do that. Waste of bloody space, that’s what you are. I could have been someone, could have made something of myself, but I got lumbered with you and your false promises, making me believe I was in for a life of designer frocks, endless society parties, and exotic holidays abroad. What did I get?”

It was largely a rhetorical question and a blatant attempt to pull him into her drama. His gut instinct was to ignore it, but he had to weigh the consequences of pretending not to hear. Experience told him that when caught between a rock and a hard place, it was best to take the path of least resistance. With all the forced patience he could muster, he went with a pathetic, “What, dear?”

“A cheap, tacky ‘comedy breasts’ apron, bingo nights at the local Darby and Joan, and a fortnight in Cleethorpes with my sodding mother in tow.” The venom in Eve’s voice immediately made him wonder how much damage he could do with the butter knife she’d bought him as a thoughtful gift for their twentieth wedding anniversary.

Ordinarily, he wouldn’t intentionally inflame the situation, but as his golf buddy had cried off this morning with some poor excuse involving his bleeding bum-grapes, and with no appetite to wander around a field with holes on his lonesome, he lit the touchpaper with the tried-and-tested, “It could be worse, dear.”

Adam was placing his bets on a thrown cup or maybe an exasperated scream, followed by the usual, “Why don’t you just fuck off and die and do us all a favour?” But today, his usually predictable other half hit him with a sudden gush of fury and vitriol that, for a fleeting moment, sparked his long-forgotten admiration for the fiery, flame-haired Irish Goddess who had once so enchanted him.

“No, Adam, it couldn’t be fucking worse. My life is a pile of shit. Twenty years. Twenty God damn years of socks left on the floor, of half-finished takeaways littering the coffee table, of the same beige walls and the same beige conversation every damn night. You remember what I got for that milestone, Adam? A participation trophy in the form of a burnt casserole and a voucher for a couples massage that ended in a fight about whose turn it was to use the Jacuzzi.”

She slammed a pan lid down on the worktop, the metal clanging like a misplaced cymbal in the symphony of domestic tedium.

“It’s just the same routine, day in and day out. You leave for work, you come home, you moan about the traffic, you disappear into your man cave, and I’m left here, refereeing the never-ending bickering between the neighbours’ dog and the dishwasher.”

There was a pause; maybe for breath, maybe for effect.

“Am I asking for too much? Is this just what marriage becomes? A comfortable rut where passion goes to die a slow, quiet death? But I don’t want comfort, Adam. I want to be seen, to be heard, to feel a spark of excitement when you walk in the door. I want to remember why I said, ‘I do’ all those years ago.”

He pushed away his plate and sat, transfixed by a solitary ant scurrying towards the remnants of his breakfast. Had it been there all along, patiently waiting for him to finish? Did it do this every morning, a breakfast ritual he’d never acknowledged? Was his toast-and-jam routine so predictable that the ant knew it was in for a treat at exactly the same time each day? A scout, maybe? Setting the scene for its hidden comrades, a silent signal that the coast was clear.

Adam’s gaze turned back to Eve. How was he supposed to respond to a wife he barely recognised anymore—a wife who’d finally cracked open the carefully constructed shell of their marriage? Frankly, he was clueless.

The silence stretched. He knew he had to fill the void, but the words she needed to hear just wouldn’t come.

“Do you want clear or white sealant?”

“Just fuck off and die, Adam, and do us all a favour.”

She got there eventually.

And that’s exactly what he did. On a dank, miserable, windswept autumn morn in Grimsby, he fucked off and died.

* * *

[image: ]


Adam wasn’t a lover of parks, usually full of cheery people who believe it’s acceptable to engage in conversation with complete strangers just because they’re sharing the same expanse of greenery. So he was both surprised and bewildered to find himself sitting on a solitary park bench, gazing out over a perfect landscape of gently rolling hills and picture-book trees with such symmetry they defied nature. It was how he imagined Disney would do parks. Indeed, they may have already done so, but he thought he would have read about it in the local newspaper if Disney had come to Grimsby; a town so deprived and lacking in visitors that it considered a pigeon landing worthy of a civic reception. It was a town where excitement arrived in the form of a rogue gust of wind and a misplaced Tesco delivery.

Which begged the question: how, in the last forty years of living in this godforsaken dump, had he never stumbled across this little oasis of peace and tranquillity? So peaceful, in fact, that he was the only living soul around. No irritating dog walkers with their overly polite “good mornings” and doffing of caps. No hyperactive kids screaming at the sight of a see-saw, only to be left dangling mid-air because their grossly obese father anchored it to the ground until he got bored, sent them crashing down, and sneaked off for a crafty smoke and desperate texts to the ex who had thrown him out five years ago for shagging her sister.

No jumpers for goalposts, where teenagers squabbled over who got to be Ronaldo and who was stuck in goal, the final call made by whoever owned the football. No young couples tangled awkwardly on the grass, tongues wrestling and hands fumbling in the first throes of love.

It felt like the entire town had vanished, leaving him in an unexpected haven. Quiet. Unsettling. Like the calm before a storm.

Things didn’t add up. But most perplexing, how the fuck did he get here? Toast and jam, scavenger ant, Eve having a rant.

A dream seemed the obvious answer and one he was happy to embrace. Adam was prone to trying to wake himself up from dreams, as they were usually exhausting and seldom pleasant, but today he was enveloped in an unfamiliar peace and calm, completely at odds with his usual chaotic existence. The appearance of Halle Berry right now, inviting him back to hers for tea and tiffin, would have been a welcome addition, and a perfectly reasonable expectation in his altered state.

What he got instead was a sketchy-looking guy who appeared from nowhere and was clearly a product of his time. He looked like he had stepped out of a black-and-white movie. Pinstriped suit, white shirt, striped tie, fedora tilted like he was trying to hide a secret. The whole package. Adam was looking at a man shaped by the Great Depression and the onset of World War Two, which begged the question: what was he doing in Adam’s twenty-first-century dream?

Chewing on a fat, unlit cigar, the stranger half-smiled and greeted him. “Morning, nice togs.”

“Excuse me?” Adam said.

“Your outfit. Not the usual attire for a stroll in the park, but whatever floats your boat, I guess.” The words were accompanied by a soft, self-amused laugh.

Truth be told, Adam hadn’t taken much notice of what he was wearing. He was more concerned with figuring out how the hell he’d ended up in this surreal situation with a guy who looked like he had stepped out of a film noir. Assuming the man was referring to the dressing gown Adam had been wearing at the breakfast table, he glanced down and got his first look at the red patent leather stilettos perched on his size-ten feet. His eyes wandered up his silk-stocking-clad legs to red-laced suspenders and garter, and finally, black silk knickers. And to top off the fashion faux pas, there was the basque that looked like it was straight out of a badly made historical drama. Adam had witnessed some strange things in his time, but this was a whole new level of weird that put him in a temporary state of shock.

“Jesus H. Christ,” was the most fitting response he could muster.

“Harold.”

“What?”

“Jesus Harold Christ. As in ‘Our Father who art in Heaven, Harold be thy name’... Ann Summers? La Senza?” The question drifted into the tense atmosphere with surprising nonchalance.

Adam had no intention of answering. He just needed to leave. Dream or not, the park would soon have visitors, including children, and they shouldn’t have to witness his ridiculous appearance. Why he thought covering his man-tackle with his hands would distract anyone from his burlesque dancer persona, he had no idea, but he did it all the same.

He hurried across the damp grass, stilettos sinking into the mud with each step, slowing him down. He walked for what seemed like an eternity, barely getting anywhere. The park entrance just wasn’t getting any closer. Turning around, he realised that despite all his efforts, he was still as close to the park bench as when he started.

Exhausted and exasperated, he stopped and turned to the stranger, who was running a comb through his Brylcreemed hair. “What the hell’s going on?”

“Welcome to Purgatory Park, Mr... Mr?”

“Finemess... Adam Finemess.” He was eager to dispense with the pleasantries and get to the heart of his situation.

“Mr Finemess, I’m Reginald Ponsonby Smythe, but my friends call me Reggie. May I call you Adam, or would you prefer something a little more feminine?”

If he was trying to be funny, Adam wasn’t in the mood. “Whatever... just tell me what’s goin’ on. What the hell is this place?”

“Relax, Adam; it can be a bit of a shock to the system, especially when you’d always presumed you were going straight to Heaven, only to find someone,” Reggie pointed skywards, “had other ideas.”

“Well, I’ll worry about that when I die. For now, I’d just like to know why I’m sitting on a park bench dressed like a character from ‘The Rocky Horror Picture Show’.”

“Oh dear, a non-acceptor. Haven’t had one of those in a while.”

“Listen pal, cut the bloody riddles and tell me what this place is, what am I doing here and why the park entrance seems to get further away the more I walk towards it?”

“Very well, I’ll do my best.” The bench creaked under Reggie’s weight as he loosened his jacket. “This, Mr Finemess, is Purgatory—that dreaded place between Heaven and Hell where its inhabitants wait in limbo for the final judgment. In due course, you will have the opportunity to put your case before God and a jury of twelve good men and women who will ultimately decide your fate.”

“What a crock of shit.”

“How so?”

“Firstly, God doesn’t exist, which means Heaven and Hell don’t exist, which means there is no such place as Purgatory Park. Secondly, and more importantly, even if they did exist, I’m not friggin’ dead.”

He’d had enough of Reggie’s cosmic ramblings and decided to yank himself back to reality and deal with the mouldy ceiling. The park’s peaceful vibe had lost its charm, and while going back to his life with Eve wasn’t exactly a walk in a different park, it was a hell of a lot better than listening to some nutter from an episode of ‘Dad’s Army’ chatting shit about the afterlife.

After his last escape attempt ended in a mud-caked disaster, he decided to stick to the tried and true: the cobblestone path. It turns out even the Devil knows the difference between a shortcut and a sensible route. He’d only taken a few steps when he realised stilettos were just a torture device disguised as footwear. ‘Seriously’, he thought to himself, ‘what possessed women to think this was a good idea?’

Adam reached down and gave the shoes a frustrated tug. Going barefoot on the cobblestones wasn’t particularly enticing, but he was sure it would be infinitely less painful. However, they wouldn’t budge; they were stuck to his feet like a pair of barnacles. As he yanked harder, he lost his balance and started to tumble down the gentle incline towards the park exit. He could hear the distant sound of laughter from Reggie but didn’t care. If this was his only means of escape, being a laughingstock was a minor inconvenience.

He rolled arse-over-tit for what seemed like an eternity and lost all sense of direction. As gentle as the slope had first appeared, Adam was gathering speed at a fair rate of knots with no obvious way to apply the brakes. Blue sky, brown cobblestones, and green grass flashed past his eyes in ever-decreasing intervals before he came to an abrupt but surprisingly painless halt as he clattered into the very same park bench where his slapstick comedy routine had begun.

Reggie stared at him with a bemused smile. “Sit ye down, Adam, and take the weight off your stilettos. An atheist who doesn’t know he’s passed. He’s going to love you. Look, it’s not all bad; you get to wear what you want without anyone judging you.”

“Do you seriously think I got up this morning and dressed like this, ready for a day on the golf course?”

“Purgatory has an uncanny knack for revealing your darkest secrets, Adam.”

“Well, I can assure you, I have never secretly dressed in a basque, suspenders, stockings, and high heels.”

Reggie gave a knowing wink. “It can also reveal your deepest desires. We’ll say no more, eh?”

He was about to reply when Reggie interrupted. “Excuse me a second,” he muttered, his voice apologetic. Adam watched, puzzled, as Reggie rose to his feet and extended a hand. A moment later, he was engaged in a complicated handshake routine with someone Adam couldn’t see.

“Gandhi, my man, how’s it hangin’?” Reggie’s voice oozed casual familiarity. “Diggin’ the sandals.”

A pause. Adam couldn’t hear the other person’s reply, but Reggie nodded, his expression one of deep satisfaction. “Couldn’t agree more... Oh, and good luck with the trial.” He turned to Adam. “That one should attract some media attention.”

Just as Reggie was about to sit, his eyes widened. He leaned forward, voice rising. “Yo... Winston!” He threw a jaunty V for victory sign. “Going for a crafty smoke?”

Again, Adam couldn’t hear the response, but Reggie laughed and waved his cigar in the direction of—he assumed—an unseen Winston Churchill. “Sorry, Winnie, the no-smoking signs apply to cigars too, I’m afraid.”

Reggie sat down, a satisfied smirk on his face. “What’s the world coming to?” he said. “One of the greatest leaders of the twentieth century, and he’ll be remembered as a nodding dog in an insurance advert.”

Adam wasn’t sure where to start. “Gandhi?”

“Uh huh.”

“Mahatma Gandhi?”

“The very same.”

He blinked, trying to process the information. “The Indian, sandal-wearing guy?”

Reggie rolled his eyes. “Ruddy hell, Adam. Do you want me to send you a link to his Wikipedia page?”

“Well, excuse me for coming across as a bit stupid, but what the ruddy hell is Mahatma Gandhi, one of the greatest advocates of peace and harmony in our time, doing in Purgatory?”

“Ah, if only it were that simple.” Reggie patted the seat beside him. “Pull up a barrel, me hearty, and let me spin ye a yarn of deceit, intrigue, and downright skulduggery.” He paused for dramatic effect, then continued. “To understand the whole Heaven-or-Hell gig, you’ve got to understand God’s reason for being. You see, God’s only real interest is God. He comes first, above all others. It’s not a myth that God is omnipotent—all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-seeing. He can do whatever he wants, whenever he wants. He could create a true paradise on Earth—Valhalla, Utopia...”
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