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      Chapter One

    


    He didn’t know what to expect and he lay awake all night restless with apprehension. It was a timely reminder, if he needed reminding, of why he was doing this. Eighteen months ago the unknown was a joy to him: no situation was too alien, too alarming then. He’d left for the bloodiest of foreign wars with a spring in his step, his elf-green eyes bright with curiosity.


    Now he lay on sweat-damp sheets, aching with the effort to be still while his wife slept curled peacefully beside him, fretting over an encounter with a psychologist in a London hotel. It was pathetic. He was ashamed of his timidity, didn’t know where it had come from, why he couldn’t shake it off. At first he’d refused even to acknowledge it: everyone at the TV station knew he was in trouble except Richard Speke. But he had to seek help when he couldn’t get out his passport without his hands shaking.


    This was the solution the station medico came up with: a Personal Discovery weekend with a psychologist and a bunch of other misfits. Eighteen months ago it would have amused the hell out of him; now he lay sweating in the dark, anxious about what waited for him at Lazaire’s Hotel


    At six o’clock he gave up the pretence of rest and dressed in the half-light. When he finished Fran was propped up on the pillow, watching. ‘Did you sleep at all?’


    He shook his head, avoiding her gaze as if it were a confession.


    She wasn’t surprised: he hadn’t slept properly for months. ‘I’ll make some breakfast.’ She padded through to the kitchen. She wore a choirboy mop of short brown hair that fell into place with a shake and one of Richard’s T-shirts that came to her knees. She was everything he was not: small, neat, self-contained. Oh yes: and sane.


    Richard picked at the meal as he picked at sleep, without enthusiasm. Now he was up he felt exhausted. ‘Oh God, Fran, this had better work.’


    ‘I hope it does,’ she said evenly. ‘I’m just not convinced. You know my view.’


    Endless rehearsals meant they knew each other’s views intimately. Fran’s was that it was not Richard but what he did that was the problem; that the solution was to do something else. His eyes rolled. ‘It’s my job, Fran. It’s what I do, who I am. I’m not going to give it up without a fight.’


    ‘Fine,’ she said shortly. She didn’t want to argue with him, not again. She knew from bitter experience that it would do no good: not shouting at him, pleading with him nor rational discussion. It wasn’t that he wouldn’t talk about it, more that the debate never resolved anything. His determination to crucify himself was unshakeable. ‘Just remember that fights cause casualties.’


    Richard raked long fingers through his sandy hair. ‘I’ll take my chances.’


    Fran rounded on him for that, angry colour in her cheeks. ‘And you think you’re the only one in the firing-line, do you? That your choices don’t affect anyone else?’


    A famously articulate man, he could be reduced to gibberish by her scorn, most of all when it was justified. He knew he’d let her down. He was trying to make things right again, how they’d always been. He didn’t understand why that wasn’t what she wanted too. He was confused, his voice a plaint. ‘Fran, I don’t know what else to do. There are only two things in the world I care about, and one of them’s falling apart around me. And if I can’t get it back without losing the other I think maybe I will go mad.’


    Compassion and fury warred in her breast. ‘Don’t you dare put this on me!’


    Richard winced; he’d got it wrong again. Words were the one thing he’d always been able to do: now they betrayed him like everything else. Couldn’t she see that? Couldn’t she see how it hurt, losing something that important to him, feeling it crumble to dust in the palm of his hand? ‘Please—’


    One word, cracked and stumbling, reached her where any amount of skilful oratory would not have. She blinked and looked at him, and saw the pain crowding the corners of his eyes. She sighed and reached for him, her arms going round his waist. He dropped his cheek on to the top of her head, resting there.


    After a time she said carefully, ‘I know how much this matters to you. And for the record, you’ll never have to choose between your job and me. I love you, Richard Speke. That’s why I hate what you’re doing. You’re hurting someone I care deeply about, and I don’t believe it’s necessary. You don’t have to change what you do, only where you do it. You don’t have to go to wild and dangerous places. There’s plenty of work closer to home.’


    She felt him shake his head. ‘Oh sure. Political junkets, royal scandals, bishops and actresses. I cut my teeth on that stuff, I’d lose my mind doing it again.’ He sniffed sourly. ‘What’s left of my mind.’


    He’d become inclined to self-pity. When they met Richard Speke was a rising star of television journalism, ambitious, energetic, the least neurotic man she’d ever met. He did his job and lived his life at speed, snatching experiences and fast food, the good and the bad, with a sure instinct for what to keep and what to leave behind.


    But perhaps the instinct was less sure than it had seemed, because that phase of his life ended in breakdown. Fran knew that people weren’t allowed to have nervous breakdowns any more, had to have Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder instead. But she’d seen it happen, and there was no better description of how his personality cracked and fragmented. His last trip to Bosnia, that the station had to bring him home from, was only the climax: for months she’d been watching him grow thin and brittle and known it was only a matter of time before something hit him hard enough for the pieces to fly apart.


    ‘There’s nothing trivial about politics,’ she insisted. ‘You don’t have to risk your neck to be a good reporter. Credibility doesn’t depend on bullets whistling past your ear on prime-time news.’


    He stood back, raking his hair again, automatically, unconsciously. Fran thought he needed another trip to the barber. These days his hair was the only energetic part of him. ‘Mine does. It’s all I know, Fran. I can’t do the clever stuff. There are guys reporting Westminster who know more about politics than both front benches put together and always ask the right questions because they know what the answers are. Well, I can’t do that. I don’t know enough.


    ‘What I can do – could do – is operate in places most people can’t. I know which side of a street to walk to avoid snipers. I know my way around, even places I’ve never been before. I can get into areas that are supposed to be closed, reach people who’re supposed to be inaccessible and get out with a story that makes sense to people whose experience of anarchy is limited to the buffet car on a football special. There aren’t many things I do really well, Fran, but there’s that.’


    They’d been married five years. For four of them he really was among the best. She’d seen a room full of hoary old journos, print and broadcast, burst into spontaneous applause watching one of his dispatches. So she knew how good he’d been.


    And she knew it hurt like an amputation, like flesh ripped from his body, to have that taken away. The pain of it, and the grief, glittered in his voice. ‘Only I can’t do it any more. I remember how I did it, I know what has to be done, but I can‘t do it.’ He turned away, his long body rigid with tension, his angular face flayed. ‘You want me to cover Chelsea Flower Show and Trooping the Colour instead? I’d rather dig up the roads.’


    It wasn’t mere bitter rhetoric; he meant it. In fact he wasn’t bitter. He was too honest to pretend anyone had done this to him, blamed only himself. He wasn’t strong enough and he couldn’t hack it any more: not because the job was too hard but because he wasn’t hard enough. At thirty-four he was still young enough to think that a failing.


    ‘So maybe this group encounter crap is a waste of time,’ he went on, a tremor in his voice. ‘Maybe nothing will come of it. But it’s my last shot at getting back to where I was. I know the station won’t sack me if it doesn’t work – they won’t have to. I’ll leave. I know how this job should be done. If I can’t do it I won’t stand by while people who can make kind remarks and try to find something I’m not too scared to tackle.’


    Fran laid her hand on his. He was so taut the tendons along the top stood up like guitar strings. She murmured, ‘I still don’t see how three days with a bunch of crazies is going to help.’


    Richard let out a gust of laughter. It was part of the problem, that he could do nothing in moderation. His nerves were so close to the surface that he reacted instantly and often inappropriately. ‘The only crazy there’ll be me. It’s a personal discovery course, not the Broadmoor annual outing.’


    Fran went back to the bedroom, began brushing her hair. A couple of strokes would have served; all this extra effort was to keep herself occupied. She’d given up trying to talk him out of it, looked for something neutral to say. ‘So what do people do on a personal discovery course?’


    Long in the doorway, he shrugged. ‘I don’t know. The brochure talks about Expanding Personal Horizons – what does that mean?’


    ‘Staring into one another’s navels?’ hazarded Fran, watching for his reaction in the mirror.


    For a moment, when he grinned, he looked like the man she married. ‘How to make Freud influence people?’


    ‘Keeping Jung at heart?’


    ‘Who cares what the others are looking for? I’m going because I need some help, and just maybe three days of personal discovery with Dr Miriam Graves will start shovelling out some of this, garbage that’s got into my head. Maybe there’s a simple answer – it came from nowhere, there’s no reason for it, maybe someone who knows the right mantras can exorcize it. Anyway, I’ve nothing to lose. And I don’t want it on record that our medico came up with something that might help and I turned it down.’


    ‘Come back talking psychobabble and I’ll kill you,’ promised Fran. He smiled but her eyes were serious. ‘Richard, don’t stake everything on this. I hope it works, I really do. But if it doesn’t I don’t want you thinking it’s you that failed. All right?’


    He kissed the top of her head. It was the only part of her he could reach without stooping. ‘All right.’


    But she knew even as he said it that, in the nature of his illness, it was a promise he couldn’t keep.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    The building was so tall that from street level perspective distorted the shape, compressing the upper storeys so that as the eye climbed the walls seemed to curve in. It was like looking through a fish-eye lens: lines which common sense insisted must be straight bulged and narrowed according to rules that had nothing to do with load-bearing.


    At first Richard thought an optical illusion also explained why one storey of the building seemed to be missing. He blinked and looked again. The first five hundred feet were complete, the blush-coloured stone rising from its plinth in a confection of steps and chunky Tuscan columns like a particularly durable birthday cake. And the penthouse on top was finished, capped with a pyramidal roof that emphasized how distance could compress solid masonry towards a vanishing-point. Apart from the plaza, which still had piles of building material under plastic sheeting where the plans showed lovers drinking wine under umbrellas, it looked ready to occupy.


    Except for one thing. Immediately below the penthouse was a thin slice of nothing, the top floor with its high-pitched roof seeming to float above the building like a cubist helicopter inching in to land. Narrowing his eyes Richard could pick out a filamentary framework of brown girders like denuded ribs, as if the structure were a great animal that some other animal had been disturbed in the process of eating. He knew nothing about civil engineering but he thought it an odd way to build: like writing the headlines and the weather forecast, and trusting to luck for the news to fill the gap.


    The letter confirming his reservation gave the venue as Lazaire’s Hotel and a functioning hotel was what he’d expected. But the foyer at the top of the pink steps was screened by plywood and there seemed no prospect of finding a receptionist inside.


    Richard Speke had regularly found his way to spots so remote they were missing from their own country’s maps. Now, assailed by doubt, he studied the letter – irritatingly personalized with a picture of himself in one corner – wondering if he’d come to the wrong place.


    Someone else had the same idea. ‘Today’s Friday and I think this is the right address. Was it a hoax?’ The young man behind him was puzzling over a letter identical, except for the photograph, to Richard’s.


    ‘Personal Discovery?’ He said it as if it were a joke. Now he was here he couldn’t imagine why he’d ever taken, it seriously. ‘Dear God, where did they get these photos? Yours is worse than mine.’


    At least Richard’s had been taken by a professional, though he couldn’t recall the occasion. He’d been wearing his suit so it must have been something formal. He supposed it came from the station’s PR department, wished they’d sent something a bit less pofaced.


    The photograph on the other man’s letter was never more than a poor snapshot, grainy, out of focus and badly cropped. ‘It’s the sort of snap my mother used to have in her album,’ he said in a quiet, rather colourless voice that went with the light brown hair that wasn’t quite fair and the grey eyes. ‘She’d start off with a family group, then cut off the people she wasn’t talking to. I’m Will Furney, by the way.’


    ‘Richard Speke.’


    ‘I recognized you.’


    ‘You’ve got a good memory,’ grunted Richard.


    A fractional lift of one pale eyebrow was will Furney’s only comment. He was younger than Richard, smaller and neater, and he looked as much at home among the piles of pipes and cladding as a string quartet in a working men’s club. Everything about him said desk job: his weekend clothes, casual only by comparison with a suit, his pale skin and economic movements, as if he worked where a careless gesture could send things flying. Accountant, Richard decided. Wife works in a building society, two point four children, family hatchback, cocker spaniel.


    ‘I won this in a competition,’ offered Will. ‘When it said three days in the penthouse suite of a new luxury hotel, this wasn’t how I pictured it.’


    Richard pointed. ‘There is a penthouse. The problem’s going to be getting there.’


    Construction workers wearing hard hats, nonchalant grins and those special drop-waist jeans designed for the building trade rode the front of the tower in cages. Will pursed his lips. ‘If that’s the way up they’ll have to drug me first.’


    ‘Excuse me, gentlemen?’


    Even without the accent, which was that of a Scottish gentlewoman of a certain age, it may have been the oddest salutation ever heard on a London building site. The men looked round but she wasn’t behind them in the boardwalk leading to the road; she wasn’t on the steps, or where the entrance would be when they took down the plywood; she wasn’t even – Richard checked – riding the façade in a cage.


    ‘The Lazaire’s Hotel banshee,’ he decided. ‘It’s heard whenever someone’s about to make a fool of himself.’


    ‘Better get used to it then, hadn’t we?’ Will was regretting his good fortune already.


    ‘Over here, gentlemen – the side door. Stay on the duckboards and you’ll avoid the mud.’


    There are few reliable photographs but neither man had heard of a banshee that wore a navy-blue suit and sensible shoes, and brushed its hair into permed corrugations like ripples in concrete. So perhaps she was only a woman of about sixty after all.


    She glanced at a list as they picked their way towards her. ‘It’s Mr Speke, isn’t it? And Mr Furney?’


    Will nodded. ‘Dr Graves?’


    The woman laughed as if he’d said something witty. ‘I’m Mrs Venables. I’ll be looking after you while you’re here. Don’t mind this.’ She gestured at the chaos around them. ‘We’ll be comfortable upstairs. Lovely views. Dr Graves is there now. Let me show you to the lift.’


    When he saw it the blood drained from Will’s face. ‘I’m not going in that!’


    But Richard was enchanted. ‘It’s beautiful!’


    The heart of the building was an atrium arising through twenty storeys. Though the soaring space was as yet unfurnished, the structure was advanced enough to imagine how it would look when the ground-floor mall was open for business, the galleries were filled with bars and restaurants, the spidery escalators arching over the void were carrying people to and from the offices in the mid-section, and the great crystal fountain rising like a stalagmite through the vault was playing, adding the music of falling water to the bustle of people and the cheery babble of money being made.


    And the little gilt and glass elevators were rising, and falling in their perspex tubes. That was what worried Will. He could cope, just, with a lift whose doors shut on one level and opened on another. But the idea of sailing through this great space in something as insubstantial as a Victorian birdcage turned him cold.


    A glance told Richard the man was genuinely afraid. To Mrs Venables, who already had the door open, he said quietly, ‘Is there another way up?’


    She frowned, perplexed. ‘I don’t think so. At least, there must be a staircase but, man dear, it’s forty storeys! Why, what—?’ Then she saw Will’s ashy pallor and her tone softened. ‘There’s nothing to worry about, I’ve been up and down a dozen times.’


    Richard had too many hags of his own to ridicule anyone else’s. ‘I’m sure she’s right – lifts have to be pretty foolproof to get approved. On the other hand, this isn’t something you have to do. You could go home.’


    ‘I have a ground-floor flat,’ said Will. The strain was audible as a creak in his voice.


    Richard nodded. ‘I’m sure that’s wise.’


    ‘My office is in a basement. I don’t even travel upstairs on buses.’ He shut his eyes. ‘I knew it was going to be high up. But it’s a big solid building. I thought I could keep my back to the window and ignore all that sky outside. I never guessed they’d want to get us up there in a bucket!’


    Richard was inspecting the little glass gondola. ‘No problem. Just face me and don’t look away. I blot out quite a bit of scenery.’


    There was something engaging about Richard Speke. He looked like an overgrown schoolboy: tall, gangly and freckled with wiry ginger hair. Apart from the one suit which he dug out when absolutely necessary, he wore jeans on all occasions. Early in his career editors tried to do something about his appearance. They gave up in despair when they found that, however good the clothes they forced him into, by the time Richard had worn them half an hour they looked as lived-in as his own. After that it was decided that battered jeans were his trademark; like Kate Adie’s earrings.


    The other thing that made people warm to him was the fact that he was plainly a decent, trustworthy man. Will trusted him now. He might have joined someone else in what all his instincts told him was a death-trap, but he’d have agonized over it a lot longer first.


    But nothing could make him enjoy the ride. His first thought was to fix his eyes on the floor and keep them there until the lift either arrived or crashed in a litter of broken glass and broken bones. But to his horror the floor too was transparent. Looking down was worse than looking out.


    So he fixed his gaze on Richard’s chest, on a broken button on his shirt. He was conscious of the movement as the gondola started up, of the passage of the galleries through his peripheral vision, but he kept his mind on Richard’s button. He wondered where he’d broken it. He wondered how. He wondered if he’d no one to sew him a new one on or if he couldn’t find one that matched. He wondered whether, if he broke another button, Richard would then consider the shirt done; and if not, how many broken buttons he would tolerate.


    Then the gondola left the open space of the atrium and plunged into the mid-section, a bright bullet fired into darkness. That troubled Will less than space around him: Richard heard him breathe out for the first time.


    There was one more bad moment when the black tube through the thorax of the building yielded momentarily to a clear tube through the gap below the penthouse. ‘It must be a viewing deck. It’ll be glazed in when they’ve finished, probably for a restaurant. On a clear day you’ll be able to see halfway to Birmingham.’ Then Richard remembered this wasn’t the sort of information Will wanted.


    Even as the building closed once more around it, the gondola was slowing to a halt, solid external doors sliding into slots to let the clear curved doors of the gondola swing open. From across the corridor came the hum of voices.


    ‘We’re here,’ said Richard. ‘Are you OK?’


    Will said thinly, ‘A lot of laundries will replace shirt buttons, you know.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    ‘I’m Miriam Graves. I’m glad you could come.’


    The psychologist was a substantial woman, both tall and broad, big boned and well covered. Aged about fifty, her large frame was upholstered in tweed suiting and her pepper-and-salt hair styled by reference to a pudding basin. She might have been making the point that she was strong enough to do without props – the diet, the couture, the cosmetics, the expensive hair-do – but Richard suspected that she hadn’t realized she needed them. He found that rather endearing.


    ‘Wouldn’t have missed it for worlds, Doctor,’ murmured Will Furney.


    She shook the pudding-basin crisply. ‘Miriam. The Doctor isn’t an affectation – I was a GP before I got interested in this – but it’s of more use on the stationery than in this context. I’m not here to diagnose or to treat. My role is that of a moderator: I’ll guide, I’ll prompt, I’ll give you the odd nudge in directions you’d probably sooner not go, but this isn’t a patient-doctor thing. Also, first names cut through a lot of mental gymnastics. So call me Miriam, at least for now. Later you’ll call me other things.’ The unfettered grin transformed her plain round face. ‘Come and meet the others. Sheelagh, let me introduce Richard and Will.’


    Sheelagh Cody made little effort to hide her feelings. It wasn’t anxiety barbing her voice so much as exasperation. ‘Welcome to the madhouse.’


    Miriam’s apple-cheeks dimpled. ‘Sheelagh is not one of our more enthusiastic participants.’


    ‘Sheelagh has better things she could be doing this weekend,’ the younger woman retorted acidly.


    Richard had heard of power dressing but didn’t often see it close up. Women reporters prefer a kind of practical chic, as in parka and pearls. The last time he’d seen something this sharp it was in the hands of an Afghan tribesman and he’d run for his life.


    Inside the designer suit – lime-green shoulder-padded jacket, short narrow black skirt – Sheelagh was small but strongly made, well proportioned. Jogger, Richard decided. No, rower: sculls up the Thames from Lime-house every morning to avoid the traffic. Not yet thirty but runs the sort of women’s magazine that would sue if you called it a women’s magazine. Long black gypsy hair with a powerful curl fell down her back and her eyes were a hard dark blue.


    ‘Then why are you here?’ It was the sort of obvious question only a reporter would have been brazen enough to ask. Richard’s freckled face was amiable but he waited for a reply.


    Sheelagh had arrived in a bad mood and nothing that had happened since had improved it. She resented his curiosity. Whether she refused to answer, answered honestly or offered some polite dissimulation instead, he’d win on points. As a businesswoman she hated being outmanoeuvred.


    ‘Well now,’ she said, pursing carmine lips. She wore a lot of make-up for a young woman, used it combatively like warpaint. ‘In the advertising world there are clients, Clients and CLIENTS.’ She made the distinction with vocal and facial modulations that had Miriam making ticks on a mental check-list. ‘When a CLIENT tells you about the wonderful weekend he’s had learning how all his problems stem from being pushed off his rocking-horse by his sister at the age of three, you don’t say what you’re thinking, which is that anyone who’d believe that should get the word PRAT tattooed on his forehead. You smile and nod, and steer the conversation back to how you’re going to shift a million pounds’worth of his useless bloody product.


    ‘And when a week later he gives you an idiot grin and an envelope, and explains that since you were so interested he’s treating you to a Personal Discovery weekend of your very own, you don’t say that the only thing you need less is herpes and can you have the money instead? You thank him, and say it’ll be most revealing, and add the cost of your time to his bill. And you come. But you don’t feel obliged to pretend it’s anything more than an excuse for a bunch of losers to blame someone else for their own inadequacies. That’s why I’m here, Richard. You want to tell us why you are?’


    ‘Sure,’ he said, without missing a beat. ‘I’m a loser looking for someone to blame for my inadequacies.’


    Others had gathered round. A powerfully built Asian sidled up to Sheelagh with a consciously handsome smile. ‘You’re in advertising? We should compare notes. I’m in promotions. Tariq.’ He stuck out a large hand.


    Sheelagh eyed the big man, his pony-tail and his out-thrust hand with blanket disfavour. ‘Aren’t Indians usually rather small?’


    Seeing it wasn’t about to be taken, Tariq Straker took his hand back. It wasn’t the first time he’d had to. ‘My mother’s from Pakistan. My dad’s from a long line of Canning Town dockers.’ His accent was ambivalent; he’d erased all the clues to his origins that weren’t indelibly branded on his skin.


    Richard ambled to the window. ‘You could give them a wave from up here.’


    All London and half the Home Counties stretched below. The Thames was a grey ribbon dropped in loops across a pointillist cityscape. There were other high buildings but none was close: Richard was looking down mostly on roofs. Though he knew the city well it took him time to get his bearings, to recognize the threads that were main thoroughfares and the matchboxes that were important buildings. The boats on the river looked like cracker novelties. A movement caught his eye: a helicopter following the line of the river. He was looking down on the helicopter too.


    Tariq grinned, the slight – if that’s what it was already forgotten. Insults had the same lasting effect on him as allegations of misconduct on a politician or water on a duck. He ran his life as he ran his business: adding up the profits, writing off the losses. ‘Hardly. I bought them a retirement cottage in the Peaks.’


    ‘Excellent choice,’ said the last man heartily, sticking out a hand. He’d been waiting patiently to be introduced, finally decided to do the job himself. He was older than the rest of them, a big bluff man with a Midlands accent. ‘Joe Lockhead. I‘m from Derbyshire. Lovely county. Nothing to beat it in all England, I always say.’


    ‘I bet you do,’ said Sheelagh waspishly.


    ‘For pity’s sake,’ groaned Richard. ‘You’re not going to start on him now, are you? What happened – miss your breakfast?’


    Short of calling her sweetheart he could hardly have put himself at greater risk of physical assault. Sheelagh Cody had carved a place for herself in a competitive field by hacking through the tangle of custom and practice with a determination as sharp-edged as a machete. She was used to fighting – for acceptance, for respect, for success. She always reacted to a slight; quite often she reacted first to pre-empt any slight which might have been coming. She didn’t mind her reputation for aggressiveness. She did sometimes worry, in the privacy of her own head, that aggression had become a way of life, that she was addicted to the stench of battle, that fighting was no longer a means to an end but an end in itself. She would not have admitted this even to close friends and colleagues, but it remained a gall on her psyche that quite casual comments could irritate.


    If she’d sketched a brief apology, explained that the situation had got her a bit twitchy, it would have been readily accepted by people who were themselves on edge and glad she’d made a spectacle of herself before they could. Half of her wanted to do just that. But the other half had the casting vote and she squared up to the long-limbed man like a bantam threatening a heron. ‘So what are you – his minder?’


    ‘If you two will stop squabbling for a moment I’ve a little announcement to make.’ Completing the group was a tall rangy woman in her early forties with fox-red shoulder-length hair and a dusting of freckles across her nose. Light hazel eyes travelled between the protagonists with good-humoured self-confidence, amused at their antics. She was dressed simply but expensively in fawn slacks, a linen jacket and lace-up shoes that could have been handmade.


    When she had their attention she went on. ‘Miriam knows already but I’d better warn the rest of you: I’ll be writing about this. Don’t panic: no real names and it’s not for general release. I’m a doctor – Tessa McNaught. A medical journal I do some work for wants an assessment of this kind of course. It won’t make you famous but don’t be concerned if you see some reference to what went on here. You may recognize yourselves but no one else will.’


    Sheelagh turned her back on Richard with a sniff. Her saving grace was that her mercurial temper passed as quickly as it blossomed: she could shed a quarrel as quickly as get into it. Unless Richard chose to prolong it this one would be forgotten within minutes. ‘As long as you don’t use these bloody photographs. Have you seen mine?’ She showed it round. ‘I must be about fifteen. I look like something out of the Wizard of Oz – a cross between the Wicked Witch and a Munchkin.’


    ‘If you’re using aliases,’ said Tariq with a sly smile, ‘can we pick our own? If Sheelagh’s going to be the Wicked Witch I’ll be the Tin Man – a poor lost soul searching for a heart.’


    Possibly he was searching for something; conceivably it was the organ mentioned; but on mature reflection Richard decided that he’d never met anyone less like a poor lost soul. Whatever neuroses the others entertained, whatever anxieties lurked behind their eyes, Tariq’s outlook was cheerfully uncomplicated. He’d come here as last weekend he might have attended a conference and the weekend before a party at some country house: for whatever he could get out of it in terms of contacts, gossip and entertainment. He would talk a lot, listen attentively, show off shamelessly and flirt with any woman under sixty; and on Sunday evening he would bore whoever he went home to with an enthusiastic appraisal of the encounter even though he had brought to it no problems and left with no insight. Ruefully, even a little jealously, Richard thought the big man needed three days with a psychologist like Abraham Lincoln needed a season ticket to the theatre. He murmured, ‘In that case, I‘ll be the Cowardly Lion.’


    ‘What’s left?’ asked the man from Derbyshire. ‘The Wizard, I suppose. I can’t sing soprano so that rules out Dorothy.’


    It was a good reason but not the only one. If Judy Garland had sprained her ankle during her first dance routine, Joe Lockhead was the last person in the world the director would have called. He’d have tried Mother Teresa of Calcutta first; he’d have made discreet enquiries as to what Winston Churchill and Noel Coward were doing, but Joe’s career as a printer would have been safe.


    He was in his mid-fifties but he hadn’t changed that much since entering Cartwright’s of Derby as a fifteen-year-old apprentice. The curly hair was dark then instead of silvered, the jowls less heavy, the movements less ponderous. But that solid framework was the result of genetics more than time. He’d been a solid child and a substantial young man, and the idea of him tap-dancing his way up the Yellow Brick Road would have been hardly less ludicrous forty years ago.


    ‘Printers served a six-year apprenticeship then,’ he said. ‘By the time a lad was twenty-one he was a journeyman. We hadn’t the education they have today – the degrees, the diplomas. At least, I don’t think we had them in Derby. I never heard of anyone taking a year off to ride a bicycle to Nepal. We were too busy making families and the means to support them. I met my wife when we were fourteen. We were engaged at sixteen, married at eighteen and still best friends when she died last year. How many of today’s youngsters will be able to say the same when they’re my age?’ He raised a bushy, interrogatory eyebrow.


    No one answered; but no one mocked either.


    Miriam was doing mental arithmetic. ‘Is that everyone now?’ Her eyes travelled round the room, coming to rest on Joe.


    Another thing they apparently didn’t have in Derby was rhetoric. He looked concerned. ‘I don’t know.’


    She smiled. ‘Of course you don’t. I’ll check the list again, but I thought—’


    She was interrupted by the sound of the gondola in its tube. It delivered Mrs Venables and a man in a navy-and-white tracksuit.


    ‘You must be Larry.’


    Everything about him said athlete: the muscular body stripped of fat, the lithe purposeful movements, the determined jaw, the piercing light blue eyes. Fair hair flecked with grey was clipped ruthlessly short, as if he’d no use for anything that didn’t lend him speed. He might have been forty. He was not a handsome man but he was impressive. ‘Yes.’


    Richard didn’t have to invent a background for him. He remembered when Larry Ford was the home crowd’s best hope of a Wimbledon men’s singles title. He never fulfilled that promise: there were bad draws, bad luck, injuries. Three years running he was among that small handful of Brits to survive the opening round. A week later he was the only survivor and the debate switched to how much further he could get: if this could be the year the host nation had a semi-finalist – a finalist – a champion? Then he bowed out at the quarter-final stage and told the Press the best man had won but did anyone know a good treatment for hamstring?


    Larry Ford’s tragedy was that he was never quite good enough to be a national hero nor bad enough to be an institution. For one week each year people were rooting for him, but when he suffered the inevitable defeat attention shifted elsewhere. There was never the affection that sustained other players, including poorer ones. For a few years after he dropped out of the singles line-up he was in the doubles; then that too came to an end. Richard hadn’t heard his name in ten years.


    ‘I think that’s everyone,’ said Miriam. ‘Time’s getting on and we’ve a lot of ground to cover. I suggest we make a start.’


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    There were eight chairs in a circle at one end of the room. Miriam Graves watched who sat where as if their choices were significant.


    All Will cared about was that he didn’t find himself eyeballing the pilot of an inbound flight to Heathrow. He set his back to the window. Tessa took a chair beside him, marking her territory with an old-fashioned snap-jawed medical bag she pushed underneath it.


    Richard liked the view and took a chair facing Will’s. But it was low and, ill at ease, he couldn’t think what to do with his legs. When he crossed them he couldn’t see past his knees; stuck out in front they became a hazard to navigation.


    Sheelagh tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Swap?’ Her chair was higher and when she sat back only her toes touched the floor. Changing places solved both problems.


    Larry took the seat next to her simply because it was nearest. Tariq sat beside Tessa, the orientation of his large, supple body suggesting that the ten-year difference in their ages need be no obstacle if the chance arose for some other sort of personal exploration. Joe Lockhead held one of the remaining chairs for the psychologist before settling heavily on the other, palms flat on his knees, feet square on the floor, as if modelling for a toby jug.


    Now they were assembled in all their idiosyncratic glory Richard began to think his wife had been right. Seeking equilibrium in this company was like a glue-sniffer going cold turkey at a model-plane convention. Of course they weren’t actually crazy, but they were people who’d elevated individuality to an art form. A phobic, a paranoid, a gigolo, an android and a man who’d retired too soon. The only one who struck him as normal was Tessa and she was being paid to be here. Even the psychologist would have attracted uneasy glances anywhere else.


    He knew he was being unfair. They had as much right to be here as he had; his motivation only seemed less frivolous to him. Perhaps they too had worries for which they wanted professional advice. Will’s fear of heights, for instance, and Sheelagh‘s temper. Though she claimed to have been shanghaied it could have been an excuse; perhaps she too was seeking enlightenment. Presumably they each had an agenda, were probably as unimpressed with Richard as he was with them.


    That coaxed a little inward grin from him – at least, he hoped it was purely internal; he didn’t want to have to explain it. There was one positive aspect to all this. At work, at home, he felt to be riding an emotional roller coaster. Among these people he felt like a paragon of self-control.


    ‘Everyone comfortable?’ Miriam smiled. ‘Make the most of it. It’ll be the last time for a while.


    ‘We’ve got three days to give you people something worth the money you’ve shelled out’ – her eye caught Sheelagh’s and the smile turned impish – ‘or had shelled out for you. Right now you’re thinking you made a mistake, but by close of play on Sunday I hope you’ll feel it was the most useful weekend you ever spent. But it takes work, not all of it mine, and commitment and even some grief to get there.


    ‘Don’t be anxious about that: nobody’s going to be hurt or humiliated. You may have heard of people being torn apart and put back together differently in encounter sessions but that’s not personal development, it’s brainwashing. Nor am I interested in sibling rivalry over nursery toys.


    ‘Instead we’ll be exploring the reasons you aren’t making the most of yourselves: personally, professionally, in relationships, inside your own skins. We’ll discuss areas where you’d like to be more successful and work out where these elusive increments might come from.’


    Larry stretched in his seat, met her gaze in a deliberate challenge. ‘What makes you think we’re underachieving?’


    ‘You’re here. Why would someone who believed himself fulfilled come on a Personal Development course?’


    ‘Because he was sent?’ Larry spoke in a kind of clipped drawl, his tone sardonic. But it was an artifice: underneath he was tense.


    ‘By whom?’


    ‘You want to hear my life story?’ He was fencing with her but there was a slightly troubled twist to his lips and in the narrowed corners of his eyes as if the tennis-player was afraid of being wrong-footed.


    ‘I’m sure we’d all find it instructive,’ said Miriam. ‘But since we only have three days, give us the potted version. Who you are, what you do, why you’re here.’
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