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And if I had in speaking as much wealth


As in imagining, I should not dare


To attempt the smallest part of its delight.





Dante Alighieri, Paradiso XXXI





Chapter 1


Mount Purgatory


The road to Hell, we are occasionally reminded, is paved with good intentions. But they all are. All roads are built from honest resolve, even those that lead nowhere and those that converge on the gates of Heaven.


We start out in apprehension, stilling our fears by meaning to do well. Failing either makes us revise the intention or disintegrate. Success can be chalked up to our determination, which didn’t come up short when the going was rocky and the sun beat down. That at least is the myth. We don’t believe it ourselves, but hope that somebody, distracted by his own despair, might believe it for us. Fortune, whom only the fortunate love, commands the wheel, no matter how we try to wrench it, and refuses her favours at least as much from petulance at the lack of love as from having her hands full.


The crucial day may begin like most days, with an awakening to soft light through cream curtains, a good night’s sleep inside you and the untroubling hours ahead. There are voices and music, hot water spraying your skin, runnels of it creeping through your hair, something to eat, something to drink, and then a perfectly tolerable entry to the great world, where a pleasant faint haze is melting into the pleasanter warmth of lemony sunlight. Duty calls, but duty isn’t onerous. You earn your survival by mildness and modesty, are not dishonourably rewarded, and accept what there is of peace and satisfaction when the working day is done.


Isn’t this what we say we want? But the landscape of an undemanding life, in which we seek and find sustenance, can turn arid with habit until the soul calls out of its shelter to the unexpected. Innocent multitudes toil and are heavy-laden, tried in the fire, over-acquainted with grief and then tried again. A ring at the door is what’s needed, something thrown at us from the blue, containing the thrill of a decision to be made. It’s the decision that matters.


We may wonder whether we want it all to change. There is a snugness to a life without surprise, though nobody feels much inclined to admit it. Surprises can go either way. There is no telling. Who could have warned Agamemnon, tranquil in perfumed bathwater amid the rippling silence of his palace, that stealing among the columns with a roll of netting and a double-headed axe, was his wife? Who save Cassandra, and nobody believed her.


What is so exasperating about chance is that it is distributed according to its own principle. There is neither regularity nor inevitability in it. There may be one chance or two, there may be a hundred. There may be thickets of them all at once, choking one another like weeds, or they may only spot the monotonous earth here and there in little tufts, scarcely noticeable as we continue on the way. Or there may be none at all. Should we not grasp the one in case it is only one? One chance to be saved. One chance to be ruined. To become rich beyond the dreams of depravity, or be broken on Fortune’s wheel.


Helped out of the water by his friends, their comradely jeers having died in their throats when he dived after all, a boy of thirteen knew that he was growing into his goose-pimpling skin. His mother came forward along the poolside with a big white towel, his father was suddenly behind him. He shivered into the towel’s embrace, laughing with their laughter, letting his teeth chatter, his knees braced, abdomen quivering, hair dripping. He was light-headed with achievement. They clapped his back and held him.


‘So proud of you, my love,’ said his mother.


‘You’ve shown what you can do,’ his father said. ‘You’ve shown everyone.’


He shook his soaked head. He knew that they knew he nearly hadn’t left the board. It had taken many months for him to overcome his twin fears, of the height and the sudden immersion. There had been a moment when, as the last boy, he knew that he could just edge back and not follow the others. He wouldn’t be interrupting the sequence, only curtailing it. But they were all looking up at him. He knew he had to. So he hadn’t earned the praise, not properly, but his parents wouldn’t be denied the pleasure of bestowing it.


‘Oh yes,’ his mother said. ‘You can do anything. This is only the start.’


‘You’ll make us proud,’ said his father. ‘And we’ll be behind you. Every step of the way.’


‘Yes we will,’ his mother said.


And they would. He knew they would.
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The approach over pristine tiles laid in sweeping scallops, now finished, was good. The access from the first entrance created a sense of entering a forbidden domain, the soaring gilded columns offset with spandrels in turquoise and flame. Daring to follow the eye’s ascent, the beholder was met with recessed tiers that seemed to reach into the celestial, the distant atrium roof opalescent with autumn dawn. Could there be clouds somehow, the creator wondered, made to pass in puffs across the face of the firmament, entirely benign, knowing nothing of rain? He filed the thought for later. All around were the illuminating fascias of storefronts, where the displays were still being assembled, or where assembly had scarcely begun. It was gathering. It was happening. The finished vision danced in his head as surely as sugar-plums.


And yet there was a lack. At the centre of it, like a missing tooth, was an absence that gaped and chafed.


Like everything in the civilised world, though, it would be well. All manner of things would be well.


‘When will those houses fall down?’ said Luke.


Adam came to the end of a sentence in his book, held the spot in the text with his fingertip and looked up. Luke was kneeling on the seat, his forehead pressed against the window. The train was slowing again with a suppressed long squeal of its brakes, and Luke’s attention, sorely famished over the past two-and-a-half hours, was hungering for something to fasten on. The latest halt they were coming to was in a dilapidated neighbourhood on the outskirts of somewhere, where a row of Victorian terraced houses, preternaturally red in the wintry sun, offered a view of broken windows and desertion.


‘I expect they’ll be pulled down before too long, by the looks of it,’ Adam replied.


Luke continue to stare out, evidently trying to imagine the final devastation.


‘If they didn’t fall down soon, we could live there, couldn’t we?’


‘Would you like to live there?’ his sister, Joanne, asked him.


‘I would,’ he said.


It had been a slow tormenting journey with frequent changes of train, some scheduled, others not, and Luke had held out remarkably well. Joanne was too polite to be tiresome, having reached an age, fourteen, at which it was possible to behave like an adult and be taken seriously, instead of provoking smiles of indulgent amusement. She had discovered somehow that a measure of civility was one of the signs of approaching adulthood, a style of keeping your cards close to your developing chest and not loudly stating your preferences, or asking perversely unanswerable questions. For Luke, at six, that last was still a privilege and a birthright, and he was just growing into it as she was bidding it a none-too-fond farewell.


It was announced over the speakers that the latest delay was regretted, and that, as a token of the rail company’s goodwill, a steward would now come through the train with free bottles of water. The trolley, pushed by a woman who came from a little hill-town in the Carpathians, duly trundled into earshot, its approach heralded by advancing mumbles of complaint, as passengers discovered that the bottles of water were not chilled and all fizzy. By the time it reached Adam, he took one of the bottles from her, more from pity than desire, but Luke was happy to try it. Adam encouraged him to think of it as lemonade, only without the taste, as he put the bottle to his lips.


The first cautious gulp produced no reaction whatever, but when he tried to polish off half the bottle at a swig, the bubbles attacked his throat and, with something between a belch and a retch, he brought a quantity of the fizzy water back up again. The man in an Arsenal shirt who was sitting at the fourth place at their table moved, with lightning reflexes, to pull his newspaper out of the path of the gush, but the tabloid supplement got drenched. Adam and he exchanged glances, the man offering a painted-on smile of forbearance.


‘Yurk!’ Luke shouted.


‘Anybody could have seen that coming,’ said Joanne.


At the outset of the journey, which now felt like days ago, they had been seen off by ailing Auntie Mary, bidding a final farewell to Adam and the children. Their four years living under her roof had not been easy. She was still mourning the loss of Uncle George, and the sudden billeting of a family on her, even amid grievous circumstances, couldn’t have been, and wasn’t, the antidote to her own bereavement. George and Mary’s house was large enough to accommodate the four of them, and yet the shrieking of children’s voices upstairs, the sudden fights, the prolonged sulks, even the habitual daily energies of them all, had all crowded in too close. Luke had been too young to remember Uncle George, and Adam had never got on with him, but Joanne at least was able to talk to her aunt about him. What she remembered of him, though, lacked the fondness the recently bereft need to hear, so that instead of recalling touching incidents of George’s generosity, she brought to mind memories that were hurtfully absurd, as when they had all got into the lift in a department-store and George had pressed the alarm-button by mistake, resulting in a hue-and-cry and a stern dressing-down by the security officer.


For the past few months, Mary had been receiving treatment for some respiratory ailment, and the presence of Adam and the children had become a burden. The doctor advised her that stress was an exceptional risk in her condition, and that some other solution for the family must be found. There was only really one, which took the joint form of her sister Mirabelle and brother-in-law Jimmy, and it was to their flat above the shop in Gutford that the three of them had now been packed off.


Joanne had handled the departure from Auntie Mary with sanguine calm, but Luke had been unexpectedly traumatised. On the platform, he had clung fiercely to Mary, his arms around her hips in a gesture of revolt. Once on the train, staring balefully out at his rattled aunt, he had begun to howl, great gobs of wailing wordless misery escaping from him between gasps for woeful breath. Joanne looked on impassively while Adam tried soothing the separation for him, invoking the gorgeous promise of Gutford. When that failed, he resorted to trying to make Luke feel embarrassed at his own behaviour, but if he had been insensible of the lures of Gutford, he nonetheless now sensed the modulation in Adam’s tone from sympathy to something harsher, and only howled all the louder. The man at their table, fixing his expression into one of tenderness, asked Joanne gently how long the family was going away for. Her flat reply — ‘Forever’ — succeeded in raising Luke’s despair to tragic hysteria, so that there was no other sound in the carriage, or the world, than his anguished screaming.


‘I’ll bet he’ll have forgotten all about it in five minutes,’ offered a woman across the aisle from them.


‘I wish,’ Adam replied doubtfully, but indeed, five minutes after Auntie Mary had dwindled to an insignificant white smear, Luke’s tears dripped dry, and he turned his attention to his crayons.


Now, though, they had reached that point where the elastic of everybody’s nerves was being tested. People were beginning to inhale noisily through their nostrils, letting their eyes wander more desolately to the scene beyond the windows, glancing at their watches. The man at their table put both hands over his face as though bathing it in bracing cold water, but left them there, to obliterate the unchanging surroundings. A sudden buzzing in the speakers indicated that another announcement was about to be made. Heads tilted attentively.


‘Apologies once again for this continued delay to your service, ladies and gentlemen. This is being caused by a signal failure up ahead. We hope to be on the move again as soon as we can. As soon as we have more information, we’ll communicate it to you. Thank you for your cooperation.’


A sharp tut from the man at their table added the full stop.


Every now and then, almost surreptitiously, the train crept forward for what felt like about eighteen inches, before just as furtively stopping again. It was reminiscent, to Adam, of family holidays in the car when, after hours of driving, the coastal town in which they were to spend the next week lay just before them, like the shining city of Oz, with only an immobile mass of traffic, a mighty river not rushing but static, barring their entry to it. All there was for it was to wait in exasperated silence, a silence made the more profound by the clicking of Mum’s knitting-needles, while Dad’s bare forearms rested heavily on the steering-wheel. It was as though, in these dead times, the promise of happiness, distantly embodied in the architecture of fairgrounds and the dotting of the sparkling grey sea with the vivid colours of bathing-costumes, began to desiccate. The prize bloom was there for the plucking but, rather than withering when touched, it withered for lack of being grasped. Sometimes a stray horn would sound, more in impotent complaint than hope, and the air around them rippled in a sickly miasma of exhaust-fumes and heat. Everything lay in a state of tremendous suspension. Nothing happened, in the ponderous way nothing does when it happens.


Adam would once more take up the Summer Special bumper edition of his weekly comic. It had pages to colour in, puzzles and quizzes, and a big centrefold picture, in which all the regular characters appeared in a single holiday scene, released from their separate worlds into one great union, like a strip-cartoon version of Heaven. Pranksters lay in ambush to trip up pompous waiters carrying trays of ice-cream sundaes. They squirted water-pistols at the well-behaved, and drew comical faces on the exposed bald heads of their dads as they snored in deckchairs. It was a pranksters’ world, in which only two facial expressions could be discerned — a manic guffaw of triumph and the red-faced indignation of the victims. Adam didn’t want to play these pranks himself, he just wanted to be part of a world in which they went on.


There was a general stirring around them on the train, as people got up and began, with much weary huffing, retrieving bags from overhead racks and from between the seats.


‘What’s happening?’ Adam asked Joanne.


‘We’re being thrown off at the next station. Do keep up.’


It was true. There followed a mass struggle of disembarkation and, the station being only a small village stop, the platform was soon densely packed with hundreds of passengers. Collisions of luggage threatened to trap small children, and those who had scooped up their belongings in a hurry now battled to make sense of the miscellaneous bundles. The train that had disgorged them sat obstinately by the platform for some time, emitting sharp exhalations of wounded dignity. An announcement told them that it had developed a defect, and that alternative arrangements would be put in place as soon as possible.


Luke looked up into Adam’s face for reassurance.


‘We’ll get there eventually,’ Adam told him.


‘Yes, one day we’ll get there,’ Joanne sighed.


Luke’s gaze clouded as it passed from Joanne to a woman standing next to her and, on observing the same haunted hopelessness there, began to crumple altogether.


‘Now, come on, fella,’ Adam coaxed him, scruffling Luke’s head. ‘We have to be brave soldiers, don’t we?’ But he was beyond bravery. His face set solidly into a screwed-up picture of pain, which it likely wouldn’t relinquish in hours, not even when the wind changed back again.


Adam sat down on the biggest rucksack. Their departure from Auntie Mary felt like another era. It was already late afternoon and getting cold, and the time ahead of them only seemed to stretch ominously away out of sight. He took his phone out of his trouser pocket and called Uncle Jimmy to tell him they were going to be late. Jimmy was sorry to hear of their delay, but warned Adam that he hoped they weren’t going to be too late, as he and Mirabelle liked to be in bed by ten.


The feeble cold sun threw a salmon-pink ray over Adam’s shoes. An indistinct murmur of people sympathising with each other went on all around. Joanne studied the timetable on the wall. Luke’s pained face cast about in search of the dimmest glimmer of hope. Despite their great numbers, the stranded passengers took on an air of eerie calm, as though only the most patient resignation would get them through the coming hours. Adam’s thoughts drifted to the sleepless night a thousand years ago, when his father came into his bedroom and tried to distract him from insomnia’s ache by making shadow-shapes on the wall in the sodium street-light.


After what seemed an age, another train arrived to rescue them. It was a smaller train than the previous one, and those who lost out in the race for seats had to stand shoulder to shoulder in the aisles. Luke sat on the floor among the feet, holding his colouring-book to his chest like a talisman against the disintegration going on all around him. A ticket-inspector tried to squeeze among them, eager to punch something, but so few people could find their tickets in the confusion that he gave up. There were isolated outbreaks of shouting, but they could only be answered with shrugs. It wasn’t his fault, the inspector had to remind people.


Once the train picked up speed, it went at a satisfying lick. Through acreages of farmland, with desolate scrubby hills in the distance, it tore along, suddenly possessed of the sense of purpose that its passengers had lost. Sometimes, when it negotiated a long graceful curve in the track, those standing had to grip the handles on the seat-backs to prevent themselves toppling into the laps of the seated.


The train had been cold when they first got on, but the enforced huddling of bodies meant that it was soon uncomfortably warm. They stood and swayed, while some of the seated ones slept. Joanne stood and read. Adam tried to read but couldn’t concentrate. Did the police detective know that the psychiatrist knew that he was now the chief suspect? Or had he only feared as much? Adam turned again for help to the back cover. ‘If there is a better crime novel published this year than Denzil Croft’s, I’ll gratinate my granny and destroy the evidence.’ ‘A compelling work. Hideously addictive and insidious. It will gather you in tentacles of suspense and squeeze you mercilessly till you scream.’


‘Swap?’ asked Adam, holding the novel out to Joanne, who was reading The Making of the English Working Class.


‘Not in this life.’


On the train rattled and ran, the greenish dusky blur beyond the windows gradually suffused by the cheerless dark of countryside after nightfall. Gutford lay a little nearer within their reach with each passing minute. They would soon be arriving in the overlit home of Auntie Mirabelle and Uncle Jimmy, sitting down to pasties, beans and chips, with the telly yapping reassuringly in the corner. There would be an awkward few weeks while they tried to find somewhere of their own, made contact with social services, got the kids settled into their new schools, and Adam went in search of a job. And then what? A blank white blind, flimsy but opaque, was drawn down over the years beyond, the better to enhance their joy, he told himself, when it was suddenly rolled up.


The queue for taxis at the station extended in a right-angle around the side of the building. Intermittent rain-drips leaked from the station roof as they stood and waited. Instead of the hoped-for flotilla of willing vehicles, there was a shortage of taxis, just the odd one creeping in at intervals of minutes. Adam called again, and this time Mirabelle answered, saying that Uncle Jimmy had got tired of waiting for them and had gone to bed. She said the spirit had been willing but the flesh was weak, although it didn’t sound to Adam as though either medium had been especially robust.


As they trudged forward in the queue, their spirits began to rise a little. Joanne pointed out to Luke, who was almost asleep on his feet, that there were now only fifteen people ahead of them. A boy in front rootled in his rucksack and pulled out a half-finished sandwich wrapped in foil, abandoned during the journey, and to which he now returned with some gusto. The sight of him cramming his face reminded them how long it had been since they had eaten.


Finally, they found themselves bundling their belongings into a taxi the size of a minibus. The driver hadn’t heard of Flint Street, and had to radio his control-room to ask for directions. There was the sound over the radio of somebody leafing through a street-map. It was almost as though they had arrived on a clandestine mission in a country whose language they didn’t properly speak. The driver said that it wasn’t a part of town he was at all familiar with. Adam heard himself apologise, and Joanne asked him why he was apologising.


As they drove through the rain-soaked streets, a deep sense of forlornness came over Adam. This was truly what it meant to be orphans — the undergoing of arduous long journeys, ending in the deserted night-time streets of an inhospitable town, streets alive with the neon signs of takeaways and taxi-firms but bereft of human society, as they were borne towards a greeting of halting formalities and the uneasy settling in strange comfortless beds. Luke was already half-oblivious, but Joanne’s taut expression told its own story. The driver drummed his fingertips on the steering-wheel as they waited before a red light at a trafficless junction. Apart from Luke, they all stared at the signal, willing it to change. Adam’s gaze dropped to where it reflected, emergency-room red, in the puddles beneath. It felt already like the dead of winter, calling back from years ago.


Winters came fast and hard in those northern years. You were hardly back at school in brand-new woollens before woollens weren’t enough, and a heavy topcoat, cap and scarf were essential. To trudge through slush on streets glistening with peril in the grudging grey of 8.45 was a penance Adam couldn’t wear lightly. None of them could, snot-streaked kids with poor eyesight and skin, many of them less scrubbed of a morning than Adam was, some not scrubbed at all. You stood in squishy shoes in the high-ceilinged hall singing a dirge of praise to the Lord from raggy red hymnbooks that felt crumbly and soft in the hands, as though they had conceivably seen service to the glorious war dead. The odd book was crisper and redder to the touch, like crinkling crêpe paper at Christmas, but most had this papier-mâché feel, with well-thumbed pages on which the print had blurred over the years so that, in the blear reluctant light of a November morning, you couldn’t make out whether you were praising the Almighty, his arch-rival, or Isambard Kingdom Brunel. The words, nonetheless, were all viscerally familiar. ‘O God, our help in ages past.’ ‘Hills of the north rejoice.’ ‘Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.’ What was it he had trampled? Something better left whole, very likely. Under the wan lights in the school hall, to sing as one of trampling seemed a triumphalism delicately obscene in tiny infants. But there. It set the tone for the day.


Adam bent to his schoolwork, doing tolerably well, but everything scared him. Teachers in a temper. The headmaster who looked kindly enough, but was not above carrying a cane into the classroom to intimidate the unruly. A thunderstorm that one day rattled the high windows throughout their panes and frames. The lightning was pretty, sizzling through the violet sky like the crackle at the top of dodgem poles at the fairground, but the thunder that battered the building was a menace beyond appeasing. It threatened to split and consume the world, pulverise it prior to ingesting it whole, until some other kid told him it was exactly the other way round. It was the flashes that did the damage, whereas the crash was just the drumroll that presaged the circus feat. So then. Things were not as they seemed. Who saw that coming?


Some of the other lads frightened him too. Nor were they the obvious hard cases, the ones who didn’t flinch or bruise or snivel at the impact of fist or foot. They were, by contrast, the ones who already, at the ages of five and six and seven, seemed to have reached an easy accommodation with the world. They were the ones who gave inspired answers to the teachers’ questions, who didn’t evoke gasps of shouty laughter from the throats of those who knew no better themselves. On the physical side, they were fit, but so was Adam. They weren’t as skinny as Adam, though, which made a difference. And while Adam could jump and spell, as well as run like stink, these turned out not to be the most-respected capabilities. Anything that involved a ball lay claim to that status. The bigger the ball, the less interesting it was. In that, they were like voices, or personal fortunes.


‘Hell-oh?’ Joanne was saying. ‘Earth to Adam.’


They were here, Auntie Mirabelle coming along the path to greet them. While Adam paid the driver, she pitched in with Joanne, who had begun to haul all their bags out of the taxi. She crushed a cigarette out on the pavement and, standing on her toes, gave Adam a kiss on the neck.


‘You must all be famished,’ she said. ‘Look at the little ‘un. Hardly awake, aren’t you?’


Luke gazed up at her with an open-mouthed look of puzzlement. He’d no idea who she was.


‘What time did you set off?’


Adam reflected. ‘Er, about midday?’


‘Ten-thirty, in fact,’ Joanne stated.


‘And look at it now,’ Mirabelle tutted. ‘Gone ten.’


‘It’s been a long day, for sure,’ said Adam.


They stood looking at each other blankly, until Joanne suggested that standing about in the rain wasn’t the best idea, and Mirabelle shepherded them towards the front door.


The hallway had the same smell that Adam remembered from childhood visits, a mixture of old brown carpet and cigarettes, with a fugitive note of cooking oil in the background. There were piles of shoes, both hers and Jimmy’s, stacked four and five pairs high against the walls, which their bulky luggage toppled over as they struggled in. Mirabelle cheerily invited them to disregard ‘the usual chaos’, but as they tried to hoist the bags over them, the shoes seemed to be everywhere. In the confined space, Luke stumbled and hurt his hand on a stiletto heel, which brought forth a peal of sympathetic laughter from Mirabelle.


‘Oh my Lord,’ she chuckled and, seizing the offended hand, gave it a vigorous rub. ‘You’ll have to get used to it, my love. We live in a permanent state of chaos here.’


‘Should we leave our shoes here too?’ Joanne asked.


‘If you wouldn’t mind, Jo,’ Mirabelle answered. ‘Otherwise, it plays havoc with the carpets, and it’s cost us an arm and a leg to have the upstairs done.’


Amid the confusion of bags, they took off their shoes and left them amid the existing pile, before following Mirabelle upstairs.


‘Is that them?’ a voice called gruffly from the landing.


‘Oop, Old Faithful’s woken up.’ Mirabelle laughed as they trooped into the living-room, where a dressing-gowned Uncle Jimmy, eyes straining against the light, had blundered in.


‘Adam.’ He nodded, and scowled at the younger ones, whose names had evidently escaped him.


Jimmy looked nothing like the Uncle Jimmy of memory. His face, once set in a continuous cheery beam, now looked extravagantly weathered, even frazzled. Deep black lines criss-crossed it from side to side, there was a pronounced droop to his lower lip, and his ears seemed twice their original length. Most startlingly of all, the colourless dark hair he had once worn oiled and parted at the side was now replaced by a feathery thatch, brushed forward on his forehead and coloured a shrill daffodil-yellow.


‘Give the younguns something to eat, Mish. Their bellies’ll think their throats have been cut.’ He winked at Luke, who stared back unwaveringly. ‘Well,’ he sighed, as though the night had been half worn away with badinage and cheer, ‘I must get to my bed. I’ve not the stamina you youngsters have. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.’ And he disappeared back into the bedroom.


After turning on the oven, Mirabelle showed them where they would be sleeping. An extra single bed had been jammed into one of the back bedrooms, so that Adam and Luke could share, while Joanne had the other all to herself. In her room was an old dressing-table with an inset mirror, a comb, hairbrush and hand-mirror laid out in fan formation on the surface. There were no such amenities in the boys’ bedroom, although one wall was decorated with a poster of a Gutford Athletic team of many years past, while one of the beds sported what looked like a brand-new Spiderman duvet-cover. The window offered a view over the back garden to the back of the house behind, where a security-light shone brightly.


By the time they all sat down to eat, they were so tired, they had almost lost what remained of their appetites. The enormous array of Chinese and Indian ready-meals Mirabelle had warmed up looked far too extravagant anyway, but they did their polite best, Luke sticking mainly to the egg fried rice.


Just as they were coming to a satiated halt, Mirabelle said that she’d meant to offer them some wine, but had clean forgotten it. Did they want some now? Joanne replied that she didn’t drink, but Adam gratefully accepted the offer and Mirabelle made a show of being gracious enough to join him.


‘I’ll get Luke ready for bed then,’ Joanne said. Normally, this would have been a cue for a prolonged whine of protest, but for once he hadn’t the energy.


Mirabelle went into the kitchen, clattered about in the cupboards, and brought back a bottle of red wine and two glasses. She pushed the bottle at Adam, while she went round the room looking for cigarettes.


‘I can’t tell you what a relief it is to be here,’ he said, as convincingly as he could, while he filled their glasses.


‘Don’t mention it, duck,’ said Mirabelle, finding the cigarettes under a cushion and lighting one up. ‘It’s what we’re here for.’ She took a gulp of the wine and pulled a comedy sour face. ‘Takes me back though. It was only yesterday you were tearing round that garden in your little fire-truck. Now look at you.’


She went on to give Adam a full account of her and Jimmy’s medical trials. There had been endoscopies and blood-tests, anal probes and barium meals, all to establish nothing in particular. They didn’t get about much, it was true, but then evidently Gutford had become a rather unpleasant place. Not that she wanted to scare them, but there wasn’t the same community character any more. You could see it in people who came into the shop. Where once they would have stopped and chatted, now they simply put what they wanted on the counter, paid and left, often without so much as the odd word. Then again, you wouldn’t want to get too friendly with some of the types that came in. True, you had to live and let live, but if only other people felt the same. With this, though, she caught herself coming over all philosophical, which could only end in tears before bedtime, and she suggested that Adam might top their glasses up PDQ before she got on to the meaning of life.


Taking another couple of sips of Shiraz brought Mirabelle to the other delicate matter she had to touch on.


‘I would love it,’ she said, with a grimace of regret, ‘if I could offer you something to help us out, but I can’t. These are not good times on the financial front, and there’s no way we can squeeze the takings any further than they’re already going, and still keep me and Jimbo in the style to which we’re accustomed.’


Adam replied, truthfully, that he hadn’t in any way taken it for granted that they would pay him to work in the shop, and that his intention had always been to find work elsewhere, rather than be an extra burden on them. It was quite enough that they had offered to accommodate the three of them for the time being. But he was sorry to hear that things were a struggle.


‘It’s the way everything’s going now,’ sighed Mirabelle. ‘People go into the town centre to shop, mainly. They’ve all got cars now. In this street alone, we used to have a clothes-mender’s, Farrelly’s the butcher, a betting-shop, somewhere that did your nails, and a chippy. And us, of course. Oh, and the little sub-post office. Now it’s just us. We’ve branched out as much as we can, but basically, we’re still just the tatty old corner-shop that people only use if they realise they’ve forgotten something from the big stores. And what things are going to be like when this place opens,’ she said, waving a hand in a vague north-easterly direction, ‘Lord only knows. I think that’s when we’ll admit defeat.’


‘What place?’ Adam wondered.


‘The new shopping centre. Except it’s going to be so much more, as they keep telling us. Looks it too. It’s the size of a sodding airport, at least. What the council were doing when they gave permission to plonk it down round here, I do not know.’ And with each of the final three words, Mirabelle gave an emphatic jerk of her head that made her earrings dance about in indignant sympathy.


‘Who’s that talking?’ Luke asked, interrupting the story Joanne was reading to him.


They held their breaths while they focused on the muffled voices next door.


‘It’ll be Adam and Auntie Mirabelle,’ she told him.


‘Why are they talking like that?’


‘Well, they’ve got a lot of news to tell each other, I expect. Do you want to know what the wizard turned the bad pixie into?’


‘A little dog,’ replied Luke, sliding under the Spider-Man duvet.


‘Oh, you’ve heard this before, have you? You should have said.’ But he was in no fit state to concentrate anyway, with sleep advancing on him like an express train. Within the next minute, he had surrendered to noisy sleep-breathing, and Joanne slipped out of the room.


She paused at the door to the living-room and heard Mirabelle instructing Adam to fetch another bottle of wine from downstairs. As his footsteps came to the door, she quickly dodged into what she thought was her own room, only to realise from the prolonged sputtering fart that came from the bed that she had stumbled in on the slumberous Uncle Jimmy.


Into the darkness of the shop, the strong beam of the street-lamp penetrated, lighting up the shelves with a vivid amber glow. Adam made his way around, past tins of dog-food and packets of instant noodles, rechargeable batteries and stacked egg-boxes, to where the bottles stood, five shelves high. Unfamiliar brands of whisky lorded it at the top over the ranks of wines below. He recognised the Shiraz they had just been drinking, and turned the bottle into the lamplight. On the label was a picture of a mountaintop swathed in mist.


As he walked back into the living-room, Adam found Mirabelle in the act of lighting a fresh cigarette off the butt-end of the previous one.


‘Oops, caught red-handed,’ she chuckled.


They continued to talk for a while about the state of things, the economy, the uselessness of politicians, but the onslaught of the powerful red wine and the asphyxiating impact of the smoke in a closed room had begun to make Adam feel headachey. It had been a long day. He said that he might, if the rain stopped, go for a bit of a walk around the block before turning in. Mirabelle said she was ready for bed herself. She told him to leave the side-door on the catch when he went out, and to put the chain-lock back on when he got in again. Not that they had anything worth stealing, but there was no harm in being careful. And with that she got up, trod carelessly back into her slippers, and slouched off towards the bathroom, holding the wine-bottle.


Adam threw back the half-glass he had left, and crept back down the stairs. He undid the chain-lock and stepped into the drizzle.


Even though it wasn’t yet late, there were surprisingly few lights on in the houses opposite, as though everybody was either out partying, or had already gone to bed. He looked up and down the street. There were one or two former shop premises that were boarded up, as Mirabelle had said, but most appeared to have been converted into homes. He recalled Mirabelle’s contemptuously waved hand. In which direction had she gestured? He decided it was up the street and probably to the right, and started off that way.


Nothing about the area, which he had not seen for many years, seemed familiar. The streets seemed narrower, the houses smaller. Even the street-lamps seemed less bright, as though the whole area were gradually winding down to a final demise, expending less and less energy as it did so. The first side-street on the right was a short cul-de-sac. He walked on. It was cold, and the drizzle appeared to be strengthening towards another downpour. A girl passed him, her face muffled in a fluffy hood, her urgent pace in the rain only making his own T-shirted state of exposure seem the more ridiculous. Peering up ahead, he saw the next side-street in the near distance and decided to walk as far as that.


An illuminated shop on the corner turned out to be an off-licence, in which a couple of people were idly scanning the shelves, watched from behind a plate-glass screen by a man at the till. Adam paused and looked in the window. A feeling of gentle desolation was beginning to settle over him, composed partly of alcohol but largely of a sense of being far from home, wherever that was. It was a feeling only curable by sleep. He was just turning to head back when it occurred to him to look along the side-street.


On the right, a row of terraced houses stretched back a quarter of a mile or so. Facing them was the remains of a row of exactly similar houses, but these terminated abruptly about halfway along, beyond which the rest of the terrace had evidently been pulled down. Protruding just into the gap left by the demolished houses, somewhere distantly behind them, was a very strange sight. Apparently part of some larger construction, there was a vast cylindrical tower of shining silver, soaring seemingly hundreds of feet into the air, and ending in a domed top sprinkled with white lights. It looked like one end of a nuclear power station. Adam started up the street so that he could get a fuller view of the building, which extended itself bit by bit from behind and above the old row of houses. When he crossed over the street at the point where the terrace ended, he found his heart was thumping with some unfathomable sense of cheer.


The whole view, across the wasteland left by partly torn-down housing, through the now-heavy splashes of rain the wind kept driving into his wine-dark eyes, was astonishing. A colossal irregular structure of glinting silver had risen up, looking both immense and immensely fragile in the wet night. It looked like the building inside it had been swathed in silver paper, uncrumpled and spread over its curving contours, with flashes of iridescence where it caught the beam of the blazing floodlights that surrounded it. Had he not guessed it at once to be the hated ‘place’ Mirabelle had mentioned, he might have thought it was a new sports stadium. Its architectural promiscuity extended from the one towered end he had first glimpsed to a pair of what looked like steeples at the other, their asymmetrical points rising high into the black sky, one topped with a flagpole, the other tapering into a graceful pinnacle, wound about with what looked like a length of pink chiffon, apparently fluttering in some celestial breeze. The lower part of the façade was partially obscured by a chain-link fence hung with many large warning notices, but he could just make out what must be the top of the main entrance, where a kind of pediment of white stone was set above tall panels of dark glass. Above this was mounted an as-yet-unilluminated sign, a row of about seven or eight letters in fairground shapes, forming a word that he couldn’t quite make out. Panache? Pastiche? Just in front of the building, absurdly dwarfed by its magnificence, was a yellow crane. It was turning this way and that on the spot, operated by a hard-hatted man sitting in its cab, whose image was the last and smallest detail of the tableau that Adam’s rain-battered eyesight could discern. It was as though, standing alone in the night-time street, he had seen a miraculous vision, which nobody tomorrow would believe.


The next moment, he was running back to the flat in pelting rain.


Inside, all was quiet. Treading gently, Adam slipped into the bedroom where Luke was sleeping, and began rummaging through his rucksack to find his washbag, which had efficiently buried itself among the layers of folded clothes. He pulled things out on the floor, and heard Luke turn over and evidently half-wake up.


‘Wha?’ he began mumbling, and gave a faint burble of the lips.


‘It’s OK, it’s just me,’ Adam whispered, but his brother was already unconscious again.


Eventually the washbag came to light, and more rummaging unearthed his toothbrush. He tiptoed creakily along the landing and found the bathroom. In the dark, reaching for the right-hand tap, he found unexpectedly that it was the hot water, and the boiler juddered to life somewhere with a violent hammering and groaning. Surely that had woken everybody up? He listened but there was no sound.


Standing over the toilet, aiming more in hope than expectation, he found the vision of the almost-finished new shopping centre swimming back into his head, accompanied by a gentle rushing in his ears from the drinking.


No sound at all, not even breathing, came from Luke’s bed as Adam settled himself under his own quilt. He hoped the dank feeling of melancholy that had overtaken him as they arrived at the station would have lifted by morning. He screwed his eyelids shut. Sleep was a skill he had only ever imperfectly learned and, unlike riding a bike, once learned could always be forgotten again. The whole of Gutford was asleep, but not him.


A bomb going off in the middle of the crowded railway station made everybody drop into a crouch of panic. The intake of breath and sudden convulsion of his upper body brought him back to a room in which the door had just banged shut. Luke was evidently up and about already. He looked at the alarm-clock. It was nearly eleven.


‘Ah, the prince has awoken,’ Jimmy said, looking up over the tops of his glasses from the local paper.


‘No, it’s just Adam,’ Joanne interjected. ‘Tea?’ She was stirring a large pot.


Failing to stifle an enormous yawn, Adam settled for a nod in reply. He stood in his shorts at the door, a mess of indecision, before going in search of a shower.


‘Does he always get up this late?’ Jimmy asked.


‘Not usually, but it probably took him about three hours to get to sleep in the first place. Shall I pour one for Auntie Mirabelle?’


‘Oh yes, better had, love. She never misses a trick.’


The bathroom lock was broken and, no sooner had Adam turned on the shower and taken his shorts off, than the door flew open and Luke let out a martial scream and pointed something at him. A thin jet of icy water hit him in the groin. A shriek of victorious laughter followed.


‘Oh great, someone gave you a water pistol,’ Adam said.


‘It’s an atom gun,’ Luke corrected him, before adding, with an emphatic air of triumph, ‘an Adam gun!’


‘Close the door, will you? I’ll deal with you in a minute.’


‘Sounds like someone’s having fun,’ Jimmy said, as the living-room door burst open.


‘I hit Adam!’ Luke screamed, charging behind Jimmy’s chair on a lap of honour around the room.


‘Calm down, Luke,’ said Joanne, but there was no quelling his excitement. He knew he was living somewhere new, he had already guessed this was going to be a less censorious regime than Auntie Mary’s, and — best of all — he had a water pistol.


The first few days were a good-humoured confusion of jumbled clothing, continuous TV and squirting water. Jimmy didn’t venture out much, appearing to do the lion’s share of serving in the shop, but Mirabelle accompanied the family on trips to the park, liberally buying ice-lollies and fizzy drinks as occasion and Luke demanded. Adam found himself regularly apologising for their intrusion, but she assured him that she positively welcomed the change to their normal routine. It wasn’t only that Jimmy had become so set in his ways. It would turn out, she was sure, to be a great benefit to be surrounded by children, to keep in touch with younger minds. They had never had any of their own, which made it all the easier, she said as she and Adam watched Joanne trying to teach the rudiments of see-sawing to Luke, to be indulgent of nephews and nieces. She said it was obvious that Luke was going to be very bright when he grew up — as bright, she quickly added, as his older brother. The only thing was, and she hated having to be mercenary about things, they would be glad of any extra income now the household had more than doubled in size.


On the Monday after their arrival, Adam began hunting for a job. He looked in the columns of the local paper, only to be advised by Jimmy that that was pointless. ‘Someone’s always beaten you to it.’ He arranged an appointment at the job centre, and was asked to bring with him some document he had never been given. At his meeting, he was advised not to narrow his vision too much, and was sent for an interview in the office of a demolition contractor. The office manager there asked him where he saw himself in five years’ time, and when he said he had no idea, replied that they would be in touch.


Back at the job centre, he was asked whether he was interested in football. There was an office-admin job at Gutford Athletic. Pay wasn’t great, but the working environment would be stimulating, and benefits included use of the gym facilities at restricted times and family tickets for three home matches per season. At the interview, Adam was asked whether he was passionate about Gutford Athletic. When he said that he was from out of town, the interviewer replied that Gutford’s fan base wasn’t confined to the town. Did he know the name of the official supporters’ club? He didn’t. It was the Guttersnipes. Adam left with the advice that he needed to ‘do a little homework’.


An interview in a restaurant kitchen foundered on Adam’s inability to hear anything the chef was asking him amid the din. Another at the swimming-baths ran aground on his woolly description of cardio-pulmonary resuscitation. Offices of all designs, but of a strangely homogeneous torpor, embraced him briefly, before gently letting him go, their managers always wearing an air of mild suspicion at the outset, melting to warmhearted courtesy as the door was held open to release him. Would he ever consider enrolling as a police cadet, he was asked at the job centre. The challenges were highly rewarding, the starting salary was competitive, and there was a generous occupational pension. Adam didn’t think it was him, and was once more told he mustn’t keep narrowing his vision. Things weren’t getting any easier out there.


Dawdling back to the shop one afternoon, he bought a can of beer and sat on a bench on a traffic island. He gave a pound to a man who asked him if he had any change, and drank half the can in one long gulp. This couldn’t go on. He didn’t want to find himself doing something he didn’t want to do, but what did he want to do? He had nobody’s expectations to measure up to, other than immediate financial ones. A moment of obligation had come, but nothing suggested itself. How had he come to this time of nothing, a broad sterile plain that stretched away in every direction?


At the time Adam came to light, you could hardly get a knife-edge between the realms of bliss and the vale of tears, so close did they press against each other. When you waded in the one, you could hear the jingle-bells of the other on the scented air. It helped to have a big wide mind of course. A wide mind, capacious lungs and eyesight that could go uncorrected. Who he was would take a lot of explaining in the years to come, but at the instant of his parturition, it didn’t much matter. He was here and he was healthy, despite a short burst of intra-uterine hysterics, and the folk whose joy his arrival appeared to guarantee weren’t complaining. No sir.


His dad rode monumental red fire-engines to tiny blazes caused by deep-frying mostly, rattling and trumpeting through the streets with two-tone sirens intoning sedate cadences. They sounded like the opening motif of the closing movement of some nineteenth-century symphony, as full of non-negotiable life-or-death urgency. Nothing was life-or-death though, not really. The fire station was a broad-fronted municipal glory, like a museum case behind which five red engines the colour of life’s blood snuggled until the days when two of them at least — no emergency was treated to the indignity of one — would come raring out of the traps, Adam’s dad in the high cab of one of them. He never got burned, though he did smell burning flesh once or twice, but one day, descending the brass pole with just too keen a sense of duty, he landed badly, broke his foot and skewed his ankle forever. It left him with a distinctive walk, his feet splayed outwards, a stance that Adam himself, a lifelong stranger to brass poles, found himself taking on as he grew. How did that happen? How did anything happen?


What remained right now, to light the last of dejected consciousness, was the image of a big silver building in the distance, making its presence felt in outline only, evanescently, like something already dreamed.


When he woke again, there was twilight all around and most of the traffic had vanished. He pulled himself upright and rubbed his eyes.


As he made to cross back to the pavement, a cranberry-red Alfa Romeo came around the corner. He stood back to let it go but, as he crossed behind it, the car abruptly slowed and pulled towards the kerb a few yards further up. The passenger window glided down. He could see a figure inside the car leaning across from the driver’s seat to the open window, in anticipation of speaking to somebody. There was nobody else about.


Adam hesitated, then strolled over to the stopped car.


A young man with tanned skin and short-chopped yellow-blond hair sat at the wheel, his hands now resting demurely in his lap, as though driving the car had been nothing to do with him.


‘Hello,’ he said.


‘Can I help you?’ Adam asked, bending to the window, unsure who had approached whom.


‘I was looking for …’ He thought. ‘Latimer Road?’


‘Can’t help,’ Adam replied. ‘I’m a stranger here too.’


The driver laughed. ‘Not for long, I hope.’


‘Pardon?’


He turned, picked up something from the back seat and handed it to Adam. It was a publicity flyer. Against a night sky alight with fireworks was printed, in shivering pink letters, the word ‘PARADISE’, and underneath, ‘You don’t have to be good to get there.’


The car was already pulling away.





Chapter 2



The Sphere of Fire


In something shimmering and red, a torso stepped up on a small ladder and, with the gentlest breeze, blew tinkling music into the hanging icicles of quartz above his head. He wasn’t supposed to move, but Vincent Beresford’s eyes turned up and saw the photographer’s assistant blowing on the dangling shards of chandelier glass through a plastic straw. It had the effect of making them look misty with condensation, to emphasise the staging of the whole tableau amid bleak midwinter. His own body was arranged semi-recumbent against a drift of powdery snow, the impression to cruder eyes perhaps suggestive of a skier who had taken a tumble on the slopes, but intended to evoke a holiday spirit of abandonment of toil. For the purposes of the shoot, it was imminent Yuletide. In a world where no snows fell at such a season, the first snows had indubitably fallen. Christmas was coming, things were getting fat, and there was no time to lose in preparing for the great feast. The dully conventional figure of Santa had been usurped in favour of a more pagan tradition, at least partly since Vincent, it was felt, hadn’t the ‘physical definition’ to be Santa. Instead, he was Jack Frost, a mercurial spirit winging and flitting across the frozen fields, spreading spangles of white, turning trees to bare bone, settling a spellbinding quietness upon the land, before coming to rest on a snowbank of his own making. Here he lolled to watch the farmer huffing past behind his meagre herd, following the line of dismally clanking cowbells back to the byre. They might curse him for a hard heart, but didn’t the world look pretty?


The assistant done with her blowing, Vincent’s head of admin, Javine, appeared in her place, dropping to one knee by the set. Balanced on one of her hands was a large hexagonal box filled with dozens of chocolates wrapped in purple foil. Their eyes met, as though Vincent were guiltily soliciting her connivance in a forbidden act, before he reached out and took one. Javine withdrew somewhere to the right as Vincent unwrapped it. Shaped like a priest’s biretta, it was made of blackest Caribbean chocolate. When crushed in the mouth, it exuded a mauve-coloured fondant flavoured vividly with lavender and vanilla, the bitterness of the shell contrasting with the sweetly perfumed filling. One was enough to linger on the palate for many minutes. To consume two in anything less than half-an-hour was reckless avarice, Vincent had found, but the box contained six dozen of them. He had yet to find anybody else who adored them as intensely as he did.


Now he was being asked to compose himself once more in as near to his original attitude as he could manage. He tilted back his head as before, and let his left arm fall loosely across his upper body again. There was a mumble of consultation between the photographer and his assistant, and the red-clad woman approached again with something in her hand. With a murmured ‘excuse me’, she delicately dabbed away a tiny trace of dark chocolate from the centre of Vincent’s upper lip. He rolled his eyes in deprecating apology towards the unseen photographer and, after a few seconds of silence, the camera began clicking insistently again.


It wasn’t enough that the grand opening of Paradise should take the collective breath away. You had always to be looking ahead. The one thing Paradise could not do was stand still. To the combined impact of the splendour of the building itself and the thrill of its extensive first-week sale, was to be added the giddy rush of anticipating Christmas. The intention was to leave customers in a state of suspended animation while all about them went whirling. They would gasp and chuckle in a world of limitless opportunity, from which they wouldn’t ever want to go home. And the one mistake you wouldn’t be able to make in Paradise was wishing your life away. There was always more life to come.


‘I think we’re there,’ said a voice from the brightly lit void before him. The photographer was satisfied.


Various bodies came forward to help Vincent up from the set. Somebody gently prised the helmet-like silver wig from his head, while another lifted each foot in turn and eased a cushioned flip-flop on to it. A hand began dabbing at his face with a scented tissue, and Javine began to intone in a sing-song voice the rest of the morning schedule. Things were looking tight for the visit of the first press reporter, but she was sure they could condense that interview into ten minutes rather than twenty. Anything they didn’t get on tape in the ten minutes would be contained in the voluminous press pack, and they could always buzz her later if anything needed clarifying. Vincent wondered about the Trade Board visit. She assured him it was mostly taken care of in advance. Their presence was simply a matter of dotting a few Ts, shaking a few hands and drinking a smidgen of champagne. The grand tour was the principal item on the day’s agenda, the chance for Vincent to see in detail what the creative labours of the past year had yielded — his finest accomplishment yet, a retail vision of unbridled richness and scope. They weren’t, as the publicity flyers had it, calling it Paradise for nothing.


Attended on either hand, Vincent pattered up the marble service stairs. The lifts were already working, but lifts were for people with time to dawdle and gawp, and exertion was always to be preferred to calm passivity. Onwards and upwards the flip-flops pattered, through storey upon storey, around landing after landing, until he reached the eleventh floor, his own administrative domain. At the top of the last flight, there was a broad expanse of grass-green carpet to cross, to where a rippling wall of full-length glass bounded his office complex. A member of his admin staff, seeing his approach, came forward to throw open the main door, the sheer burnished glass of which was adorned only with a small white sign, on which could be read the words: ‘Knock, and you are not expecting it to be opened unto you.’


‘Good shoot, VB,’ said Javine.


‘I’ll leave that to the judgment of others,’ said Vincent, sweeping through.


His own office was styled in nautical fashion. Rising from the centre of the floor, and dividing the room in two, was a triangular white sail of translucent damask, emblazoned in black with his initials. Hanging from one end of the enormous desk was a coil of rope, while inlaid in the surface of the desk, a row of instruments and dials, precise in their period engineering detail but purely ornamental, was arrayed. A shipboard telephone with a rotary dial, however, did function, and was labelled with the names and extension numbers of key personnel. An old anchor, retrieved from a breaker’s yard, hung on the wall behind the desk, and along the external wall, arcing above and below the kidney-shaped window, a display of lifebelts from various old liners was hung. At the far end of the office, pride of place on the wall was occupied by a gaudily painted figurehead of a mermaid, her hair the platinum of forties starlets, her nipples scarlet dots, her shimmering silvery tail that of a heavenly mackerel.


Vincent threw down the file he was carrying. ‘I’ll go through these later, after the grand tour, but first, my consultation. Actually no, first — coffee.’ The espresso machine in the outer office was already willingly spurting.


He stopped at the window and stared out for a few seconds. In the distance were the towers of high-rise residential blocks, budget chain hotels, multi-storey car-parks. All those buildings were bursting with people who didn’t know what was about to hit them, people who would become partners in helping to shape his propulsive advance into a new path-breaking era of retail and leisure experiences. His heart thrilled with anticipation on their behalf. The old sterile boundaries were about to be demolished, the citadels stormed, the ramparts breached, by a capacious visionary generosity in which all around him shared. He was, in a real sense, everybody, and they were him.


A T-shirted male body handed him a tiny cup of espresso, and Vincent swept out, across the outer office and through another door into an almost-empty smaller room. This duskily lit space, with hessian blackout blinds at the windows, was the consultation room. It was here each morning that he would seek guidance from one of any number of divinatory practices culled with equal respect from the world’s ancient belief-systems. All had endured over the aeons, and only the incurably arrogant had any right to privilege one of them over the others. They all had something to offer. A polished wood panel set into the floor was surrounded by three sofa-sized bean-bags, on to one of which Vincent serenely sank, espresso in hand. He waited.


It was Chaoyi’s day. Chaoyi was a Hong Kong boy with a mop of unruly hair and a rumour of a goatee. In some other life, he was an IT student, but came on those certain days in the calendar when the style of consultation scheduled was the I Ching. He came in now with a tray of exciting paraphernalia, which he proceeded to lay out on the floor while Vincent sipped his coffee. There was a decanter of water and a tall glass, a black cloth parcel, and a square box decorated with a lacquer-effect design suggestive of old western chinoiserie. Chaoyi knelt in front of the items, his back straight as day, and appeared to be waiting for something, perhaps the most propitious moment to begin.


He was waiting, it turned out, for Vincent to finish his espresso for, as soon as he did, he half-filled the glass with water and handed it over.


‘For purification? Of course,’ said Vincent, and drank down the icy-cold water. ‘Beautiful. Where’s it from?’


Chaoyi glanced up, not having anticipated the question. ‘Oh, it’s a special water,’ he said, ‘very pure.’ He unwrapped the black cloth and put the weathered-looking paperback of the I Ching to one side. With the cloth spread out on the wooden floor, he opened the lid of the box and shook out the fifty stalks of yarrow. The whole procedure was fascinatingly deliberative and slow, allowing you time to collect your thoughts and see penetratingly to the heart of the matter in question.


At a signal from Chaoyi, Vincent pressed his palms together, closed his eyes momentarily, and concentrated on the morning’s question. There could only be one. Was everything primed with positive energy for the launch? In keeping with strict procedure, he didn’t voice this question, but allowed it to strengthen, take on solid structure and weight in his mind.


Over the next fifteen minutes, Chaoyi performed the sorting of the yarrow stalks. One stalk was picked at random and laid on the cloth, then the remaining ones cast. This involved a complex manual ballet in which the stalks were picked up in bundles, which were then diminished in bunches of four until only a few were left from each bundle, these being then balanced carefully between the fingers. They were laid across the initial stalk, and Chaoyi drew a line on one of the much-marked inside back pages of the book. The process was repeated five more times until a hexagram of broken and unbroken lines had been formed.


Chaoyi consulted the book. After some flicking backwards and forwards of the pages, he stopped and read quietly to himself. Vincent understood that it was necessary for the diviner to read the oracle himself before relaying its wisdom. Chaoyi’s eyes closed, and there was a prolonged hush, in which only the faint hum of traffic from hundreds of feet below could be heard.


‘Heng,’ he said at last, opening his eyes and smiling kindly at Vincent.


‘Heng? That’s good, isn’t it?’


‘Heng is Duration,’ said Chaoyi. ‘It means achievement. Nothing to be guilty for. Perseverence produces result. It advances the man when he has somewhere to be.’


A sensation of great warmth spread through Vincent like hot syrup.


‘Thunder is accompanied by wind,’ Chaoyi continued, referring to the book again. ‘The great man stands his ground, and does not change his direction. We are reminded of the saying of Laozi: “If we wish to squeeze something, we need to let it expand fully beforehand”.’


That made sense, Vincent thought.


‘The woman must follow the man at all times, and he must choose the right path. The male and female principles are united, their powers are balanced. All is well,’ Chaoyi concluded, as indeed he always did.


He bowed his head until his nose came to rest between his knees. For a few seconds, there was a serene silence, which Vincent broke by scrambling off the bean-bag and clapping his hands.


‘You are a life-line, Yingchu, you know that?’


‘Chaoyi,’ said Chaoyi, as he straightened up again. While he collected his belongings, Vincent swept out of the room and made a fluttery gesture with his fingers towards one of the office staff. The man took a sealed envelope out of a desk drawer, and handed it to Chaoyi as he emerged. They conferred over the date of the next consultation. The Tarot master had called in to say he couldn’t make the 25th as he had just booked a last-minute holiday that week so, as long as it wasn’t a problem for him, Chaoyi’s next appointment could be brought forward? There wasn’t, Chaoyi assured him, any problem.


On the way down in the lift, he tore open the envelope, a little self-consciously since the lift was made entirely of glass and he wondered who might see him. The amount on the cheque was correct as always, and would pay another month’s rent.


As Vincent swept back into his office, Javine followed him. The reporter from the Clarion, Gutford’s local paper, was in reception, a little early. Was this a good time?


‘Why not?’ Vincent replied, with an air of expansive generosity. ‘Let’s do it.’


The phone jangled out.


‘VB!’ Vincent exclaimed into it. It was reception to tell him that the reporter from the Clarion was here. ‘Send him up!’ Vincent sang.


He asked Javine for a fresh round of espressos, and some of those heavenly Sicilian lemon cookies. Just the thought of those brought a feeling of happy munchiness over you, and they went beautifully with the coffee, the high-octane hit of which provided the adult counterpoint to the childlike indulgence of the cookies. Their other great selling-point was that, although they looked like Italian biscotti, they had none of the tooth-grinding impenetrability of true biscotti. They were cookies, basically, but like much else that found favour with Vincent, they combined the best of various elements into a rich new synthesis, and that — as he was about to tell the Clarion journalist — was what Paradise was all about.


Javine put her head round the door again to announce that there were no cookies left. Would Kit-Kats do? Then, just behind her in the doorway, loomed the enormous hulk of the reporter. Vincent waved Javine aside in the same gesture with which he waved the Clarion reporter in.


He was a very large man in his sixties, at a guess, with a huge sweating red face, across which was plastered a quantity of greying dark hair, some of which was stuffed at each side under the arms of a pair of rectangular black-rimmed glasses, the whole framed by bushy side-whiskers and a luxuriant Rasputin-like beard. He looked like a more elderly version of Bluebeard the pirate. A pair of gigantic red trousers was held up by vibrantly patterned braces, the waistband being bigger still than the man’s tremendous girth, so that the strange impression was given that he was standing in something resembling a great flowerpot. He extended a meaty clammy hand.


‘Hinton Richards, Clarion,’ he puffed.


‘Lovely,’ said Vincent, very quickly brushing the outstretched hand with his fingers. ‘I’m assuming you had no trouble finding us?’


‘No end of trouble,’ Hinton panted. ‘For one thing, the one-way system coming off the Blackstone Road is going to be your main logistical headache. Your car-park obviously isn’t open yet, but it’s not easy to see how incoming traffic is going to be able to negotiate that awkward-looking right turn on to the slipway. Then, for another, my taxi-driver was grumbling about the fact that you’ve got to get through three — or is it four? — sets of lights as you come round the perimeter. I can’t believe the car is going to be the easiest way of doing it for most people. I know you’ve got the park-and-ride thing, but you’re hoping, I presume, that most of your customers are going to be too loaded down with goodies from here to contemplate getting them home on public transport. Anyway,’ he wheezed, ‘we can get on to all that as we warm to our theme. Is that coffee?’ he asked Javine. ‘You couldn’t do me a latte, m’dear, could you? That black stuff brings me out in fierce-awful sweats, as the Irish people would say.’


With a nod towards Javine, Vincent gestured towards the seating options.


‘I think if I try to recline on that,’ Hinton said, casting a look of genteel fury at the bean-bag, ‘I’ll need a crane to get me out of it again.’ He eased himself into an office-chair, settling for a demure side-saddle position between the rather narrow arms, and flailed out in the direction of his case.


Vincent retrieved the case and handed it to him. ‘I’m afraid I’ve only got about ten.’


‘Ten what?’


‘Minutes. I know we said we’d make twenty available, but things have rather caught up with us this morning. I’ve had a shoot.’


‘Turkey or pheasant?’ Hinton quipped, as he fumbled about in the case for his notebook. ‘Oh, well, that rather kiboshes the intention of doing the feature spread we had in mind. I doubt we’ll get much done in a mere ten minutes.’


‘We do have a press pack we can let you have, of course,’ Vincent offered.


‘Problem there being,’ Hinton told him, ‘that I’ve made a lifetime’s professional habit of never reading press packs. I prefer the ad hominem approach. Look, let’s not pootle about now. Let’s get what we can down, and then the rest of it we can perhaps do over the phone. How’s that latte coming along, do we think?’


Anticipating the next ten minutes were likely to be an ugly torment, Vincent ensured that the interview would consist of the first question only. Asked to outline the thinking behind Paradise, he took ten philosophical minutes to answer, revisiting his childhood delight in fairgrounds and fun palaces, and the baby wisdom he had unwittingly brought forth at six when he had asked his mother, as they waited in some long dull checkout queue, why shopping couldn’t be more like going to the fairground. What mattered in life were vision and persistence and tenacity, holding on to the dream within and never letting the voice of so-called realism tear it from you. This was boilerplate stuff, the kind of talk that usually sufficed for slow-witted journalists as shorthand biog. The truth was much more intricate and nuanced, involving a complex inner dialogue of success and failure, the latter notion continuously redefined through the prism of the former, out of which might emerge something of lasting value. Try explaining that to Bluto here, and something about pearls and swine, or seed and stony ground, suggested itself.


Throughout his speech, in any case, he noticed the man from the Clarion wrote nothing in his notebook, his broad perspiring face resolving itself into a misty gaze of distraction, focused somewhere a little to the left of Vincent’s head.


‘And the rest, as somebody nearly said,’ he concluded, rising from his chair, ‘will be history. With that, if you don’t altogether mind, I’m going to leave you in the more than capable hands of my PA, Javine Benson.’


Hinton neither nodded nor blinked as Vincent swept out, but kept staring contemplatively ahead. Perhaps he had had a stroke.


Javine met Vincent’s glance with a complicit rolling of the eyes. The tray she was about to carry in held a mug of frothy caffê latte, and a plate of two-fingered Kit-Kats.


‘I think you’ll find,’ Vincent said in a stage whisper, ‘Kit-Kat is too small a word.’


Vincent swept through the main office door and across the green expanse of carpet, shaking his arms outwards vigorously as though to cast off any lingering trace of the sudorously prosaic Mr Richards. At the opposite end to where the service stairs came up was another set of sturdy double-doors. Somebody followed him to these doors, and waited behind while Vincent paused pregnantly. He seemed to be pondering something perplexing.


‘Will you do the grand tour now, VB?’ asked the man behind him.


‘Do you know,’ Vincent replied, gathering himself, inhaling deeply, ‘I believe I shall.’


He pressed his hands together over his nose as though breathing through an oxygen mask, and let the assistant unlock the doors in front of him. The last grand tour was a week ago. This one, with the whole vision so tantalisingly near completion, would be the one.


‘Is this glittery stuff supposed to go all the way to the edges of the walls, or is it just running down the centre of the floor?’


The design installation team conferred over the plans.


‘I’d say, down the centre, like a kind of runner.’


‘There’s an awful lot of it.’


‘There’s an awful lot of everything.’


Suddenly, without any warning, the doors at the end of the landing opened. They turned as one in time to see a man step quickly through as he flung them wide, and then just as quickly melt against the wall to make way for another to pass.
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