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  Eight years later, Monday 2 April 2012


  

  Detention deck 9 of the Imperial Battle Station colloquially known as the Death Star


  

  The Rebel – the kid – resisted, so they locked her in a dark metal holding cell that smelled of machine oil. It was too much for her and she grinned and wriggled with excitement. She clung to her father. He held the kid’s skinny neck in the crook of one arm and squeezed with just enough pressure to restrain her, or to convey silent affection, the way fathers will apply forces. The child squirmed to escape, giving the hug an aspect of violence: parenting didn’t seem to change much, wherever you went in the universe.


  Two Imperial Stormtroopers stood guard over the pair. They exchanged a look, decided that the detainees were secure for now, and nodded. Leaving the detention block of the Death Star, they slipped discreetly out of a side door and emerged into the bright April light of the car park. They took off their helmets, shook out their hair, and bought two takeaway teas from a catering van. They were both thirty-two. They were athletes in real life. They had sponsorship deals, and privacy issues with the press, and body fat below four per cent. In the world rankings for sprint cycling on the track, they were numbers one and two.


  ‘The things I do for you,’ Zoe said. ‘It’s far too hot in these.’ Strands of black hair were stuck to her forehead with sweat.


  ‘I could do with a wee,’ said Kate. ‘How are you meant to go in these costumes?’


  ‘They weren’t designed by a woman.’


  ‘The Death Star wasn’t designed by a woman. There’d be curtains. There’d be a crèche.’


  Zoe shook her fists at imaginary higher-ups. ‘Yeah! Can’t you brass hats figure out some way of balancing motherhood with suppressing this damned Rebel Alliance?’


  Kate shook her head sadly. ‘With insubordination like that, you’ll always be a Stormtrooper.’


  ‘You’re wrong,’ Zoe said. ‘They’ll recognise my zeal and my passion. They’ll promote me to the command of their battle station.’


  ‘Don’t flatter yourself. They’ll take one look at your personality profile and make you a droid. Highly specialised, but basically single.’


  ‘Oh, get fucked,’ said Zoe, smiling. ‘I wouldn’t swap for your life.’


  A cold squall rippled the yellow-brown puddles of the film studio car park. On the far side, in a blue people carrier splashed with mud, the next group of ticket-holders for the Star Wars Experience was already looking for a parking space. Kate checked her watch. The Death Star was theirs for another twenty minutes.


  ‘We’d better get back in to Sophie,’ she said.


  The two women rushed their teas. Zoe looked at Kate over the rim of her cup.


  ‘Be honest with me,’ she said. ‘Is Sophie dying?’


  ‘No,’ Kate said, without hesitation. ‘The chemo’s going to work. I’m one hundred per cent sure she’s going to get better.’


  ‘Honestly?’


  ‘We’ve proved it before. When she first got sick, the chemo worked and she went into remission. This is just a little relapse, and now the chemo will work again.’


  There must have been doubt in Zoe’s face because Kate began pursing her lips and nodding her head determinedly. Zoe watched the certainty building; going up the dial and into the red. One hundred and five per cent. One hundred and ten.


  ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Okay. But do you really think these day trips help? They don’t just exhaust her?’


  Kate smiled. ‘Let me worry about that.’


  ‘Let me ask, at least. As your friend.’


  Kate’s smile stiffened. ‘Would I put her through all this if it wasn’t helping?’


  Zoe touched her arm. ‘Of course not. But are you sure you don’t organise these trips slightly for your own peace of mind? Just so you can be doing everything in your power as a mother, I mean.’


  ‘What, and you’re an expert on motherhood now?’


  Zoe recoiled as though she’d been slapped. Slowly, she collected herself and looked down, twisting her hands together.


  Kate faltered, then stepped forward and took her hand. ‘Shit, Zo, I’m sorry.’


  Zoe turned her head aside. ‘No, no, you’re right. I was out of order. I know what you go through.’


  Kate moved to put herself back in Zoe’s eyeline, then held her gaze. ‘I know what you go through, too. This must make you think about Adam.’


  ‘It’s fine,’ said Zoe. ‘And you know what else? Your hair’s all fucked up.’


  Kate laughed. ‘Oh, have I got helmet hair?’


  ‘You think that’s bad? I’ve got Stormtrooper’s tits. I swear to God, these costumes are so tight . . .’


  Under the relief, Zoe’s heart was still snagged on the wire of the fence her friend had put up between them. She wished she hadn’t brought up the subject. She needed to learn when to keep her mouth shut, which was nearly always.


  She looked down into her Styrofoam cup, where an inch of tea – the same yellow-brown as the puddles – was reaching the temperature at which the warmth no longer disguised the bitterness. You could get tired of being unattached, of having no partner to undertake patiently the task of winnowing your days from your demons and showing you which was which. You could get to hoping for a companion of your own – and yes, even a child – despite the overwhelming evidence that children too were bottomless, echoing wells of need into which exhausted women like this one, her best friend Kate, endlessly dropped brave little pebbles of certainty and anxiously listened for a splash that never came.


  ‘We really should get back to the Death Star,’ Kate said, pulling Zoe back from miles away.


  ‘Hmm?’


  Kate pulled her Stormtrooper helmet back on, and her voice was changed to a metallic rasp by the modulator built into the face guard. ‘The Death Star? Big round naughty spaceship? Promising acting debut, got a bit typecast, never appeared in another film after the Star Wars series?’


  Zoe rolled her eyes.


  ‘Oooh,’ said Kate. ‘Touchy.’


  Zoe flicked her hair back, suddenly irritated.


  ‘Listen,’ Kate said, ‘it’s that time of the month and I’ve got a blaster, so don’t start.’


  Zoe looked carefully at her, gauging the extent to which things might now be back to normal between them. It was hard to tell. Kate might be smiling, or she might not. This was the thing with Stormtroopers: they only showed the multi-purpose expression moulded into the face plates of their helmets – a hard-wearing, wipe-clean, semi-mournful expression equally appropriate for learning that one’s soufflé, or one’s empire, had fallen.


  

  Command module of the Death Star


  

  The battle station hung in the cold black vacuum of space. Sophie Argall could feel the vast metal mass of it under her feet. It was huge. It had its own gravity, though it didn’t seem as strong as Earth gravity. Sophie realised there was extra bounce in her legs. Standing on the bridge of the Death Star was like standing at home would be, if Dr Hewitt had just told you that your leukaemia had gone into remission.


  Sophie reviewed the data. She was eight. The Death Star was younger. Sophie didn’t know by how much. The Death Star was defended by 10,000 turbo-laser batteries and 768 tractor-beam projectors. A crew of 265,675 kept it running, kept it clean, and did the cooking and laundry for 52,276 gunners, 607,360 troops, 25,984 Stormtroopers, 42,782 ship support staff, and 167,216 pilots and technicians. Despite these precautions, both the Death Stars built before this one had been destroyed. Statistically, the chances of a Death Star surviving combat were zero. The chances of Sophie surviving acute lymphoblastic leukaemia were better than ninety per cent. When you considered the odds, it was presumptuous of the battle station to be exerting a gravitational pull on her.


  Sophie knew the stats by heart. She had drawn pictures of the Death Star a thousand times, in felt tip and in crayon, but nothing had prepared her for standing here, on the bridge, looking out through the portholes at the stars. She listened to the low electronic hum of control circuits and the soft cool hiss of the air conditioning.


  They had taken the Argall family car – a silver-grey Renault Scénic – to the space port at the film studios: Sophie, her parents, and Zoe. The car ride had taken three hours and thirty-six minutes, which Sophie had timed using the stopwatch feature on her iPod. She’d listened to the original Star Wars soundtrack by John Williams and the London Symphony Orchestra. She’d made crosshairs with her fingers and aimed them out of the windows on the motorway. The Nissans and the Fords were friendly Rebel craft. The Mercedes and the BMWs were hostile TIE fighters.


  They’d used a transporter to get from the film studio car park to the Death Star. It had taken forty-nine seconds. The transporter had looked like an ordinary lift, but it hadn’t been. Dad had been captured with her, as soon as they stepped out of the transporter. As far as Sophie knew, Mum and Zoe remained at liberty somewhere within the Death Star.


  Sophie was still amazed to be here. She had to keep looking down at herself, to check that all the atoms in her arms and legs had made it okay through the transporter beam.


  Two Stormtroopers patrolled the bridge in their pristine white armour. They checked the settings of every switch on every control panel. They spoke to each other in terse, metallic voices. Their helmets had full visors so you couldn’t see their faces, but you could tell they were nervous. There was a rumour that Darth Vader was arriving in his personal shuttle. Sophie’s mouth was dry and her heart pounded. She held her dad’s hand and squeezed tightly.


  She knew none of this was actually real, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t happening. On the rare days she was well enough to go into school now, school never felt real either. The other girls had moved on. They were into YouTube, and they thought she was weird for still being into kids’ stuff. She tried to get into the things they were into, but the truth was that she didn’t want to learn the dance moves from pop videos – she wanted to be a Jedi knight.


  Leukaemia didn’t feel real either. They put tubes into you and pumped you full of chemicals that made your ears ring and your skin go so transparent that you could see right inside yourself. You could touch the tubes with your fingers, and look at your tendons with your own eyes. It was possible that you weren’t dreaming – it just didn’t seem very likely.


  After a while you stopped worrying about what was real. The rare school days lasted six and a half hours, and then they were gone. Life lasted till you were very old – with odds of ninety per cent – or for another few months, with odds of ten per cent. Being here on the Death Star would last as long as it lasted. That was how you had to look at it.


  Her dad knelt and put an arm around her. ‘You’re not scared are you, big girl?’


  Sophie shook her head. ‘No.’


  She made her voice sound as though the question had been stupid, but Vader was coming and the truth was that she was more scared than she had ever been in her life – more scared than she’d been in January when Dr Hewitt had told her the leukaemia was back. It was important not to worry Dad, though. It was harder for him.


  ‘You prisoners, stop talking!’ said one of the Stormtroopers. Then, in a softer voice: ‘Are you guys all right for drinks and so on? Can I get you a juice or a biscuit?’


  Sophie asked: ‘Is there Ribena?’


  ‘Magic word?’ said the Stormtrooper.


  ‘Is there Ribena, please?’


  ‘Of course,’ said the Stormtrooper, and produced a carton from a blue isotherm bag.


  ‘We’ve got one of those bags at home,’ said Sophie.


  ‘Wow,’ said the second Stormtrooper. ‘Small universe.’


  The first Stormtrooper spun around to look at the second, then quickly turned back to Sophie.


  ‘Prisoner!’ said the Stormtrooper. ‘Our master is expected at any moment. When he arrives, you must stand at attention. If you are invited to speak to him, you must address him as “Lord Vader”. What must you address him as?’


  ‘Lord Vader,’ said Sophie in a small voice.


  ‘What’s that? I can’t hear you,’ said the Stormtrooper, cupping a gloved hand to the place on the helmet where an ear would be.


  ‘Lord Vader!’ said Sophie, as loud as she could. She was tired from the long car journey. Her voice had a slow puncture and it was letting out air.


  ‘That’ll do,’ said the Stormtrooper, and went off to whisper to the other.


  A hush fell on the bridge. The Stormtroopers stiffened to attention. Sophie’s legs trembled. The music of “The Imperial March” sounded from hidden speakers. An involuntary whimper came from Sophie’s throat. A blast door opened. Clouds of dry ice billowed. Darth Vader emerged from his vapours, stood mightily in silhouette, and stepped onto the bridge. His respirator hissed and clicked.


  He stared at Sophie and Dad, and nodded slowly.


  ‘So,’ he said. ‘The captured Rebel fighters.’


  Sophie felt urine running down her legs, shockingly hot. It splashed on the brushed steel floor. The noise was undeniable.


  She looked at the pooled urine on the floor, and felt tears coming. This was going to really freak Dad out.


  She looked up at him. ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘I’m fine.’


  There was a moment of surprised silence on the bridge. Vader’s respirator wheezed.


  ‘Uh . . . are you all right?’ he said.


  ‘I think she’s let a bit of wee go,’ Dad whispered.


  ‘What?’ said Vader.


  ‘Oh, where are my manners? I mean, I think she’s let a bit of wee go, Lord Vader.’


  Vader held up his hands, black-gloved palms outwards.


  ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Don’t make me the bad guy here.’


  The nice Stormtrooper came over, knelt beside Sophie and put an arm around her.


  ‘It’s okay,’ the Stormtrooper whispered. ‘It happens.’


  Sophie looked up at Dad’s face, which was lined with concern. She couldn’t bear that she’d done this to him. She began to cry.


  Darth Vader bent down and patted Sophie on the shoulder.


  ‘What’s that tube going into you?’ he asked.


  ‘It’s . . . it’s a . . . Hi . . . Hi . . . Hickman line,’ Sophie sobbed.


  Dad folded her into his arms. ‘It’s to get the chemo into her.’


  ‘Ha!’ Vader said. ‘You call that a line? You should see me when I take this helmet off. I have so many wiggly lines going into me, I look like a plate of spaghetti.’


  Sophie giggled between her sobs. A perfect green bubble of snot swelled from her nose, stretched to molecular thinness and shrank back again, like the membrane of a calling frog.


  ‘You’re a very brave young lady,’ said Vader.


  After her tears, Sophie had a hammering headache and a rending in her guts and a pain in her side that made her want to curl up.


  ‘I’m fine,’ she said, looking up at Dad. ‘I actually feel great.’


  He smiled. She smiled back. This was good.


  Afterwards, when they’d got Sophie cleaned up, Darth Vader lifted her to sit on his shoulders. They watched the huge monitor screens on the bridge, which showed the galaxy lying before them and shimmering.


  ‘Would you like to choose a world to destroy?’ Vader said.


  ‘Why?’ said Sophie.


  Vader shrugged. ‘It’s just something I offer my guests.’


  ‘Does it have to be a world? Could you blow up my bad blood cells?’


  Air sighed from the grille of Vader’s face plate. He waved a gloved hand at the star field.


  ‘I can do you anything on that map,’ he said.


  Sophie pointed at a bright star in Orion. ‘Let’s say those stars are my white blood cells and that one’s a bad one.’


  ‘Fine,’ said Vader. ‘Commence death ray initiation sequence.’


  Sophie held up her hand. ‘Sorry, but it’s not actually a death ray if it’s saving my life.’


  Vader pointed at the big red button labelled DEATH RAY. He said: ‘It’s the only ray we’ve got.’


  ‘Oh. Okay.’


  Vader crouched down to let Sophie press the button. A low drone built slowly to a crescendo. The lights flickered. They all watched the monitor screens as the eight green beams of the death ray converged into one, shot out across space and heated the core of Sophie’s bad blood cell until it exploded in a shower of bright sparks across the blackness of space.


  They watched the sparks crackle and fade back into perpetual darkness.


  

  Car park, Pinewood Studios, Iver Heath, Buckinghamshire


  

  Jack carried Sophie out to the car while Kate and Zoe were still changing out of the Stormtrooper costumes. She was shattered. She clung on around his neck and buried her face in his chest.


  Jack shifted her weight onto one arm. Her head lolled. He extracted the car key from the back pocket of his jeans, popped open the car door and eased Sophie into her child safety seat. He handled her like a patient cop with a drunken perp, laying one hand on the crown of her head to stop her banging it on the door frame. One of the last remaining clumps of her hair came detached. Lifted on the wind it rose briefly into the ragged sky, then floated down into the mud. Jack followed its progress with his eyes, then turned back to his daughter. He didn’t say anything.


  Sophie sat with her eyes half closed, uncooperative, while Jack worked to install her. She was sluggish, like a reptile waiting for the sun to warm her. On the other side of the car park, mammalian children in red Wellington boots and striped bobble-hats giggled and splashed each other with the tawny water from the puddles.


  Sophie’s Hickman line was in exactly the wrong place for the seatbelt where it rode across her collarbone, so they always needed to tuck a folded tea towel under the belt. He checked that it protected the Hickman line, and that the seatbelt still ran smoothly.


  He squeezed Sophie’s knee. ‘How about that Vader?’ he said.


  Her eyes came open. ‘He was so cool,’ she said. ‘You remember how he’s actually Luke Skywalker’s father?’


  Jack grinned. ‘He is?’


  Sophie nodded. ‘He actually tells him? In Empire Strikes Back? Right at the end?’


  Jack made a face as if he was weighing up the information. ‘You don’t want to believe everything a guy in black leather knee-boots tells you.’


  The animation left Sophie’s face and a worried, provisional expression took its place. ‘What?’


  Jack’s stomach fell. He was an idiot for breaking the bubble.


  ‘Sorry, big girl. Forget it.’


  He went to stroke her cheek, but she turned her head away and folded her arms. Now Jack felt terrible for teasing her. This was what she dreamed about – what she believed in – while the other girls on their street rode their bikes and had Hannah Montana sleepovers.


  The guy who played Darth Vader had handled the Sophie situation pretty well. Better than Jack would have done, probably. People were actually okay. The man probably made – what? – ten quid an hour; eighty a day? In that stifling black costume, patiently helping under-tens select worlds to destroy.


  Jack wondered if he should have tipped Vader.


  He got into the driver’s seat and made sure that the Hickman line emergency kit was still in the glove box of the car beside the sterilising gel, in case Sophie began haemorrhaging through the line and it needed to be clamped.


  ‘Can you stop kicking the back of my seat, please?’


  ‘Sorry, Dad.’


  He plugged his phone into the cigarette lighter to charge, in case something happened en route and they needed to call in an emergency. He pulled the road atlas from beneath the passenger seat and memorised the route home to Manchester. Then he checked which hospitals were close to the route, and tried to recall which ones had accident and emergency departments. This was in case Sophie began fitting, or lost consciousness, or was stung by a wasp or bee and needed a precautionary injection of adrenaline to stop her small body going into shock.


  ‘Can you stop kicking my seat?’


  ‘Sorry.’


  He winked at her in the rearview mirror. He didn’t mind, really. If anything he liked it – found it reassuring that she wound him up in the ways a normal kid might.


  A movement in the mirror caught his eye, and Jack turned in his seat to see Kate and Zoe starting out across the car park. Zoe’s head was down. Kate was walking slowly, making it easy for Zoe to come alongside her if she wanted to, but Zoe walked a few paces behind. He wondered if she regretted having come along.


  He leaned across to make sure that the small cylinder of emergency oxygen for Sophie was accessible in the side pocket of the passenger door. He checked its airline for kinks or obstructions. He gave the spigot on the head of the cylinder a quarter turn and put the oxygen mask to his ear to check it was delivering. Then he closed the oxygen tap and replaced the cylinder in the door pocket.


  He looked up again and adjusted the rearview mirror to watch Zoe and Kate approach the car. They paused while something was said, then they briefly hugged. He knew he wasn’t the most sensitive observer but the signs were hard to miss today: these rushes the two women made to the brink of disintegration, followed by the check, and the careful backing down. They’d been like this all the way down here in the car. It was always an intricate friendship to navigate, this bittersweet affection of rivals, and yet it seemed more urgent today.


  Kate got in the back seat next to Sophie, took her cheeks in her hands, and went to kiss her on the forehead. Sophie squirmed and took evasive action, the way any healthy eight-year-old tomboy would. Jack smiled. You collected these signs of normality. You took them to the bank, knowing that if you saved up enough of them then the compound interest would eventually grow your deposit into a child in remission.


  Zoe got into the passenger seat next to Jack.


  He glanced across at her. ‘Everything okay?’


  She tilted her head. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’


  Jack said nothing.


  ‘What?’ she said.


  ‘Let’s go, for God’s sake,’ said Kate from the back.


  He shrugged, released the handbrake and reversed five yards. Sophie announced that she needed a wee. Jack smiled. It was all the Ribena – the Stormtroopers had been very free with it. He eased the car five yards forward again, re-applied the handbrake and sat looking straight ahead.


  Kate undid Sophie’s seatbelt and helped her to go at the edge of the car park, tucked away behind a van. Jack and Zoe watched the pair of them.


  ‘You’re more dad than human now,’ she said.


  He ignored the jibe. ‘You’re frazzled today.’


  Zoe snorted. ‘You know how to make a girl feel special.’


  ‘Overtraining?’


  ‘Overthinking, maybe.’


  ‘It was good of you to come. It means a lot to Kate.’


  He let himself look across at her.


  She said: ‘Sometimes it all gets a bit heavy, you know?’


  Jack gripped the wheel a little tighter. ‘Are you okay with it?’


  Zoe thumped her chest lightly above her heart. ‘It just gets me more than it used to. I mean, Sophie’s so ill . . .’


  ‘But you’re fine?’


  Zoe hesitated. ‘Fine . . .’ she said, seeming to test the feel of the word in her mouth as if it hadn’t been used for some time, like housewife, or Rhodesia. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Yeah. I mean . . . fuck, how could I not be?’


  Jack turned to look back through the windscreen, and they sat in silence as Kate pulled Sophie’s jeans back up and brought her back to the car.


  ‘What are you two talking about?’ Kate said as she swung open the car door.


  ‘The Tour de France,’ said Zoe.


  ‘Oh, I’ve heard of that,’ said Kate.


  She re-seated Sophie and re-attached her seatbelt. Jack watched in the mirror and knew what his wife was thinking: how skinny their child was becoming. In three months of relapse she’d lost half the weight she’d put on in three years of remission. He reached out a hand behind the headrest of his seat and Kate took it, and they squeezed. The pressure created a fixed point in time, to which so many accelerating events could be anchored.


  With Sophie safely strapped in, Jack drove away.


  ‘Sophie?’


  ‘Yeah?’


  ‘Next time you kick the back of my seat, I’m taking you back to the Death Star to be brought up by the Sith.’


  ‘Sorry, Dad.’


  He slowed almost to nothing on the speed bumps of the film studio’s exit road, and he checked in the rearview mirror to make sure that Sophie wasn’t jolted too much. When he pulled out onto the main road, he drove defensively. He’d been on a course to learn how, since it was unlikely that any kind of road traffic accident would improve Sophie’s prognosis. Jack planned in which direction it would be safe to swerve in case the green Mercedes waiting at the upcoming junction pulled out early. When it didn’t, his eyes moved on to the next car ahead, and then to the mini-roundabout after that.


  ‘Sophie . . .’


  ‘Yeah?’


  ‘Kicking.’


  ‘Sorry, Dad.’


  Jack was thirty-two years old, he was an Olympic gold medallist, and he was one of the top five quickest male cyclists in the world.


  He said: ‘Sophie? If I’m going too fast you just tell me, okay?’


  On the motorway they drove in the slow lane, wedged between lorries. Sophie knew it was to keep her safe. This was the effect she had on people: they drove twenty per cent slower, they gripped the handles of boiling saucepans twenty per cent harder, they chose their words one fifth more carefully. No one was going to blow a tyre and crash her, or spill a pan and scald her, or say the words worry or die.


  She wanted to tell them that it all just made you twenty per cent more scared, but she couldn’t do that. They did it to cope with how they felt. She felt bad for making them feel that way.


  Out of the side window, she saw normal families cruising past. They were mostly families who weren’t on the good side like the Argalls or on the dark side like the Vaders. They were families who weren’t anything except on their way to the zoo or the shops. Quite often you could see them squabbling as they drove past. Their mouths moved crossly behind the glass. It was like a museum of human families, where the display cases moved past you without labels. Sophie wrote the labels in her head: Mum Bought the Wrong Crisps or Dad Won’t Let Me and Chloe Listen to the Chart Show.


  When Sophie got bored of watching the other families, she watched Star Wars in her head. She’d seen the films so many times now, she didn’t need the DVDs. She watched the AT-AT Walkers attacking the Rebel base on the ice planet Hoth, to take her mind off how sick she was feeling. She felt so bad today, it was scaring her. Everything hurt. Her head pounded, her vision was blurry and her bones ached the way they did when it was freezing and you were out on a long walk and the rain just kept getting harder. Waves of nausea rolled over her and gave her the icy chills.


  It was incredible how Skywalker flew his fighter ship. It was because he was a Jedi. There were special cells in your blood, called midi-chlorians, that made you a Jedi. Sophie knew the changes in her blood that Dr Hewitt thought were leukaemia were actually just the start of midi-chlorians forming. You couldn’t expect Earth doctors to diagnose it right – they would be lucky to see a single case in a lifetime of medical practice.


  Even so, when she felt as sick as she did today, there were times when she thought she would never become a Jedi. Even at sixty miles per hour, she was uncomfortable. The rumble of the road surface was shaking her up and making her insides hurt. How would she ever be able to fly a ship at hundreds of miles per hour between the feet of an attacking Imperial Walker?


  She swallowed. ‘It’s okay if you want to go faster,’ she said.


  Dad shook his head. ‘We’re good like this.’


  Sophie looked at Dad’s wiry forearms on the steering wheel, and then she looked at her own. She squeezed her fists to make her muscles bulge.


  ‘You okay?’ said Mum. ‘What are you doing?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  The veins in her arms were dark blue and thin and led nowhere, as if someone had taken a biro and drawn the wiring diagram of a useless droid on her body before stretching human skin over it. Her dad’s veins bulged like cables under the skin and made purposeful lines, powering the blood back to his heart. Dad was the strongest man in the world, probably. She didn’t understand how Dad could look at her – at the fragile, sickly sight of her – and not be scared. She had to try to seem strong and brave.


  ‘It’s okay if you swerve a bit,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind.’


  Dad looked at her in the rearview mirror. ‘And why would I do that?’


  ‘There’s actually a TIE fighter chasing us.’


  In the front passenger seat, Zoe looked serious. ‘Right. Divert maximum power to the aft deflector shields please, Sophie.’


  Sophie grinned and pressed the button on the side of the child seat that executed Zoe’s order.


  ‘Fire the turbo-lasers!’ said Zoe, and Sophie did.


  ‘Make sure you lock on to their coordinates!’


  Sophie was amazed that Zoe was so good at this. When the TIE fighter was destroyed and they were all safe again, she relaxed in her seat. ‘Thanks, Han!’


  Zoe turned and there were tears in her eyes, which was something that Sophie didn’t get. She hadn’t complained and she’d tried really hard not to look ill, and it made her a bit angry and sad if people felt sorry for her.


  She made sure to keep smiling.


  ‘It’s okay,’ she told Zoe. ‘I actually feel great!’


  

  Beetham Tower, 301 Deansgate, Manchester


  

  Zoe got out of the car. As it drove off, she waved the Argalls away and watched Sophie’s new-moon face watching her back, through the rear window. The child’s eyes fastened unselfconsciously on her own, the way her brother Adam’s used to, and the fact that there was no reproach in them only made her feel worse.


  She realised she was actually trembling. She’d hardly slept, and then the Death Star had upset her, and the car journey back had been worse. Sophie really looked as if she was on her way out, and Kate was in denial, and Jack . . . well, she couldn’t decide what Jack thought.


  A single day with that family had felt like the whole of her life. She didn’t know how they could bear it. There was an insane amount of emotion, but nothing sufficiently concentrated to cry about at any particular second. It was impossible.


  She decided she would go up to her apartment and drink coffee. That seemed a reasonable thing to do. She could easily imagine a woman with more manageable emotions than she had at this moment saying to herself, You know what? I think I’ll grab an espresso. This was the best she could hope for today: to do the things that ordinary people did, and to hope that by some kind of sympathetic magic their ordinary sense of wellbeing would accrue to her.


  The early April rain was falling. The pavement in front of the Beetham Tower’s lobby was cordoned off with tall orange cones and red and white safety barriers. A yellow crane was hoisting olive trees up into the sky, one by one. Zoe stopped to watch. There were a dozen trees waiting to go up. They were eight feet high, with their trunks swathed in bubble wrap and their roots balled into orange sacks. In the vortices of wind that spun around the foot of the high tower, the undersides of the olive leaves flashed as they turned, all at once, as if at an unseen signal, like shoals of silver fish.


  Zoe wrinkled her eyes against the rain and watched a tree spinning on its halter, mirrored in the windows of the tower as it rose up into the slate-grey sky. The lift had been going on for two days now. The trees were going up to the penthouse, one floor above her own apartment. Management was making a ‘green space’, with birds and plants and a water feature. It would be nice up there – a souvenir of Earth.


  Zoe wanted to watch the trees going up but she couldn’t stay too long out on the street before people would begin to recognise her. Over the road from the tower there was a ninety-six-sheet backlit billboard. It showed an image of her own face, twenty feet high, her big green eyes framed with green hair and green lipstick. Her hand, the nails painted green, was holding a bottle of Perrier dripping with condensate. Best served cold, said the text on the advertisement. Across the right-hand third of the billboard, as tall as her face, were the Olympic rings glazed with a frosting of ice.


  She looked up, to where the looming orange shape of a wrapped tree was disappearing into the cloud base. The smudge of colour hung for a moment at the limit of vision, then surrendered to grey. Zoe felt a panic that she couldn’t pin down.


  She slipped away before any passers-by spotted her, and entered the lobby of the tower head-down. She hurried across the marble and took the lift to her apartment on the forty-sixth floor.


  Inside, with the roar of the city five hundred feet below, she dropped her single Yale key into a wide pewter dish that served only that purpose. The chime the key made in striking the dish was the only sound. Beside the dish, a very old dented aluminium water bottle was the only other item on the black high-gloss hall stand. She removed her trainers, balled newspaper into the toes, racked them, and put on the grey felt slippers that were exactly where she had left them.


  She tried to remember the name of the man she’d left sleeping in her bed. He’d been sweet. Tall, Italian-looking, a few years younger than her. Carlo, she was pretty sure, or Marco. A something-o with a grin that said this was in no way serious. Still, sometimes you hoped.


  She called: ‘Hello?’


  No answer.


  There was no note on the fridge, no message on the kitchen counter. She checked the living area – nothing.


  In her bedroom the bed was trashed – she remembered them doing that – and his boxer shorts were in the corner where she’d thrown them. The rest of his clothes were gone. Her four gold medals weren’t on the shelf where she’d put them, and for a second her heart stopped. Then she saw them glinting under the edge of a pillow, and picked them up. She held the cold metal to her chest, and sighed. He was an arsehole for not leaving his number, but he wasn’t a thief. She supposed she’d been lucky again – if you could call it luck.


  There was a stillness in the apartment, and maybe the ghost of the smell of him.


  She made an espresso with the built-in coffee machine and went to sit on an armless, low-backed charcoal-grey sofa in the living area. Clouds obscured the view from the floor-to-ceiling windows.


  She’d only been living here a week. On the two days of clear weather she’d been able to see the National Cycling Centre, where she trained and competed, three miles away to the east. It had looked like the domed grey back of a beetle; as if it might crawl away from her through the understory of industrial estates and logistics hubs that fringed the city. Looking to the horizon through the binoculars the estate agent had left, she’d also seen the mountains of Snowdonia, the Anglican cathedral in Liverpool, and Blackpool Tower and beach. Her third night she’d watched lightning storms, and seen the wind boiling over the Cheshire plains.


  Now there was nothing to see, only grey. It was hard not to feel like a ghost. Zoe held up her hand in front of her face and was amazed she couldn’t see through it. She stood, moved to the kitchen area and ate a dry slice of multi-grain bread. The texture of it was reassuring. She drank a glass of water and went back to sit in the living area.


  She wondered if this was supposed to be her life now, moving alone between these designated spaces, inhabiting them according to patterns of usage envisioned by the architect.


  Paolo – that had been his name. She flipped open her laptop and found him on Facebook. He was even better-looking than she’d remembered. It had been a nice night. The sex had been good, but it was more than that. There had been a tenderness – something that had moved her. She was slightly surprised he hadn’t left a note.


  She closed her eyes and let herself believe that he was on his way up in the lift, right now, with flowers. She smiled. It was silly, but you had to believe these things were possible. Just beyond your sight, life might be moving in ways that were moments away from being revealed to you. It was a mistake to take disappointments at face value. You were only ever a tap at the door and a dozen fresh-cut blooms away from happy.


  She opened her eyes and clicked on the man’s profile. Her smile disappeared. She read what he had written about her, and saw the photos he had posted from her apartment, half naked, with her Olympic golds around his neck. Then she read again what he’d written. She was insane in the sack. She was aggressive. She had to be on top.


  She phoned her agent. ‘I think I might have a slight issue,’ she said carefully.


  Afterwards she put the phone down beside her on the sofa, leaned back, and looked around her at this place she’d bought with a thirty per cent deposit that the Perrier sponsorship had afforded her, plus a million-pound mortgage that she had no prospect of continuing to pay unless she won gold in London in four months’ time and landed another sponsorship deal.


  The extra pressure helped her push through the pain threshold in training. You had to keep yourself desperate – as wild as you’d been when you’d had nothing. You had to double up your stake each time, or watch as someone more frightened than you were rode you off their wheel.


  It amused her that this place she’d bought to scare herself was trying so hard to be soothing. The walls were painted in Farrow & Ball. They had the quality of neither reflecting nor absorbing. The shade was called Archive. The tall plate-glass windows responded to the external light level, sparing one’s pupils the stress of it all.


  On a low ironwood coffee table beside the sofa there was the new copy of Marie Claire with Zoe’s face on the cover, smiling. She flipped through it. She was fiercely determined. She was ruthless and unstoppable. She was driven by her demons. This is what they wrote.


  None of it felt like her. She closed her eyes and tried with her breathing to calm the panic that was spreading from her stomach. There was no traffic noise; no sound of the neighbours’ TV; nothing. This high above the world’s surface, the thing the estate agent had marketed as privacy felt quite a lot like solitude. This high above the city she’d climbed out of, the silence seemed irrevocable.


  She didn’t know what she’d been thinking. Maybe that she could leave her problems forty-six floors below, on Earth.


  She tried to focus on her breathing. She wished Tom were here. He would know what to say to help her work through how she was feeling. Since she’d met him, at nineteen, she’d trusted him to get her through the difficult days. The trouble was that


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  author’s note


  


  Cycling is hard. The training is brutal and relentless, the racing desperate and dangerous. Researching this novel I spent some time on a bike, seeing how far I could push myself and trying to record how it felt. I am a willing but poor cyclist, and with every turn of the pedals I am more in awe of the champions. There are barriers of physical and emotional pain which they can push through and I cannot. They are extremely brave people, and I feel it is important to record some of their real achievements here.


  


  At the Athens Olympics in this novel, Zoe Castle won gold in the women’s sprint and individual pursuit, while Jack Argall won gold in the men’s sprint. In reality, gold in the women’s sprint was won by Lori-Ann Muenzer of Canada, gold in the women’s individual pursuit by Sarah Ulmer of New Zealand, and gold in the men’s sprint by Ryan Bayley of Australia.


  


  At the Beijing Olympics in this novel, Zoe Castle won gold in the women’s sprint and individual pursuit. In reality, Rebecca Romero of Great Britain won gold in the women’s individual pursuit while Victoria Pendleton of Great Britain won gold in the women’s sprint.


  


  May their victories be remembered, and their characters celebrated, forever.


  


  At the time of writing, the London Olympics of 2012 are still a year away. Good luck to all the athletes.


  


  Caring for sick children is the Olympics of parenting. While researching this story I was allowed to shadow Dr Philip Ancliff, a consultant haematologist at Great Ormond Street Hospital, where seriously ill children are brought from all over the world. I was present in the room while Dr Ancliff, a brilliant and compassionate man, broke the news of some very serious diagnoses to the parents of some very sick children.


  


  Nothing prepared me for the emotional impact of witnessing parents’ reactions at times like these. And nothing has ever filled me with more hope and anticipation than to see how those parents, together with the amazing team at Great Ormond Street, subsequently cared for their unwell children. Parents and staff alike seemed to step up into a state of focused grace in which all worldly concerns were cast off until all that remained was love. As a researcher, it was like being embedded with angels.


  


  I am sometimes depressed or discouraged by the behaviour of institutions and individuals in this world, including myself, and I have frequently struggled to find something I can look up to without fear of being let down or disillusioned. For me, Great Ormond Street Hospital is that thing. It embodies not only a pure spirit of mission and selflessness on the part of the staff, but also the astonishing progress made by doctors and scientists. Only four decades ago, a diagnosis of childhood leukaemia was a death sentence in nine cases out of ten. Today, through advances in medical research, the odds have been reversed and nine out of ten children will enter remission.


  There is, of course, far more work to be done. If you have a spare moment then I would urge you please to visit the website of the Great Ormond Street Hospital charity, where you can find out about children with conditions like Sophie’s, and learn about the extraordinary things that can now be done for them. If you are moved to donate, then I believe you will be effecting one of the most efficient conversions of money into love available anywhere on our planet.


  


  www.gosh.org


  


  Thank you.


  


  Chris Cleave


  London


  2011


  


  a conversation with chris cleave


  


  What inspired you to write a novel about Olympic track cycling?


  


  I love athletes. There is a purity about what they do that inspires the rest of us to be better: to hone and to fully use the gifts we have been given. Theirs is a life of dedication – an ascetic life. And mine has always been a fiction of extremity – I seek out the extremes of human experience, and ask whether the eternal questions that we find there have some application to our own personal choices and dilemmas. So the life of an athlete is a good place to go if you want to ask questions about sacrifice. How much domesticity and comfort would you sacrifice in order to achieve your ultimate ambition? And conversely, how much of your ultimate ambition would you sacrifice if – on the threshold of attaining it – you realised that there was another human being who needed you?


  


  Specifically, I chose to make the athletes be track cycling stars because I love the place where those people go to work: the velodrome, with its high banked curves and beautiful polished wood boards. In the novel, the character Tom describes velodromes as ‘these gladiators’ arenas, encircled by the roaring crowd, where human speed and human loneliness were contained so that they might be witnessed.’ The sight of two elite athletes, trained to a point of furious perfection and battling each other in this floodlit arena, is one of the most powerful pieces of theatre that the human race has produced. I felt compelled to write about it.


  


  Finally, I wanted my characters to be Olympians because, at the time of writing, my home city of London was preparing for the Games of the 30th Olympiad. I felt like a local news reporter when a great world event takes place on his patch. And like that local news reporter I know some of the people involved and I can get to the human story behind the headlines. I became fascinated by the perfection of the Olympic motto: Citius, Altius, Fortius – Swifter, Higher, Stronger. I knew it would be intriguing to explore a complicated, messy, fallible human story behind that beautiful motto. And it was.


  


  What kind of research did you do for GOLD?


  


  I was interested in life and death, so I went to interview them much as a reporter would. You can’t interrogate death directly but you can get pretty close to death’s proxy here on earth, which is illness. I was allowed to spend some time at Great Ormond Street Hospital for sick children, in London. I shadowed a remarkable man, the paediatrician I talk about in the ‘Author’s Note’ at the end of the

  novel. I met kids of about Sophie’s age who were suffering with leukaemia.


  


  As I’ve mentioned, nine out of ten children in that situation will go into remission, so what I was witnessing was a very positive scenario in most cases. But a child with leukaemia – even one who is likely to recover – is still desperately, heartbreakingly sick. You want to hug them but you can’t because their immune systems are shot to bits and the last thing they need is your germs.


  


  The treatment protocol in many cases involves chemotherapy so awfully toxic that it creates almost unbearable symptoms in its own right. Indeed, the children who do not make it could be said to have been killed by the chemotherapy as much as by the leukaemia. This is an incredibly extreme situation for the parents: to see their child physically tormented to the brink of annihilation in order to make them better. You learn a lot about death, and families’ responses to living in its shadow, by spending time in a situation like that.    


  


  As for life, it’s like that friend you were sure was right next to you in the crowd but when you turn to look, they’re nowhere to be seen. The best I could do as a researcher was to find out more about health, which is rather like life’s P.A. – it knows how life can be contacted, and so it’s worth keeping on friendly terms with it. I was interested in health as manifest in the bodies of athletes. Sport at the elite level is the epitome of health and the opposite of sickness, and I was determined as a researcher to get as fit as the elite cyclists, to see what it felt like so that I could write about it convincingly.

  


  I failed, of course. I got pretty fit, but that was all. I rode thousands of miles on the road, I raced around velodromes, and I pushed myself as far as I could go beyond the threshold of pain. After a few months I hit a limit beyond which I could get no quicker. All I learned was that I am physically very ordinary, and that the athletes I wanted to write about are extraordinary. They are like angels, in that they walk among us but are not of our flesh. That’s what I learned, and then I stopped training and cleverly ate doughnuts.


  


  GOLD has five very distinct major characters. Which of them materialised for you first? Do you have a favourite?


  


  All five characters materialised together. The inside of my head was like that scene in the original Star Trek series where the whole team beams up at once from the surface of an alien world. First there is nothing in the transporter room, then those five shimmering columns of 1960s FX glitter as the inchoate forms fade in, and then there they all are at once: fully-formed, caught in mid-sentence, and wearing futuristic space pyjamas.


  


  My characters wear civilian clothes, but there is a reason they all appeared together. In my previous work I’ve always had a single hero or a heroine, which makes the rest of the cast – even some of the major characters – subordinate. I think that works well when the story is driven by a desire to expose an injustice or to give an unorthodox point of view. INCENDIARY (2005) was about the horror of being a victim of terrorism and THE OTHER HAND (2008) was about the evil done to refugees. In a story like that you can enshrine what is good in your primary narrator and embody the particular evil in the lives of the minor characters.


  

  But GOLD is a different kind of story. The injustice in GOLD is the ultimate injustice of dissolution and death, and all five of the characters are equally important as they battle against that destruction in their own way.


  


  Sophie, stricken with illness at the very start of life, confronts the real possibility of her death: mostly obliquely via the cipher of the Star Wars mythology, and finally directly. Zoe, Jack and Kate, in the middle part of their lives, are realizing that age is about to call time on their careers and reveal their great animating rivalries as ephemeral and superannuated. And Tom, in his declining years, is confronted with his own physical degeneration. In passing on to the next generation whatever love and knowledge has accrued to him, he reaches for a kind of immortality.


  


  I wanted to create a story where the five characters depended absolutely on one another as they faced up to this tyranny of time – where their lives were inextricably bound up with each other, like the five interlocking rings in the Olympic logo which appears as a motif throughout the narrative.


  


  I don’t have a favourite or a least favourite character. It’s important to me that there is no hero and no villain. As I get older myself I am more aware that the oppositions we create for ourselves – like the epic sporting rivalry between Zoe and Kate – are fleeting and insignificant beside that great opposition we experience as humans: we, on the one side, the living – and on the other side, darkness and death.


  


  As a writer I am interested in whether the love we learn to show to each other in life, as we surrender our personal ambitions, creates sufficient light – on balance – to illuminate our path.


  


  GOLD has a complex structure, moving back and forth in time between the characters’ preparation for the Olympics, and their thirteen-year history as friends and rivals. How did you keep track of what happens when for each of your characters?


  


  The simple answer is that I don’t keep perfect track. I make a lot of mistakes in my handling of time, and I’m perpetually going back and redrafting to fix them. It is essential not just that the story should be told in the right order with no mistakes, but that it should read easily and not give any inkling of the difficulty involved in achieving that order. The finished product you see is the end result of years of experimentation in my workshop. Time, it turns out, is linear for a reason. However, I’m convinced that as a novelist you have to smash it into fragments and make it subordinate to the psychodynamics of your story. As Sophie observes in the novel, ‘Time and space were training wheels on a bike – you were pretty limited until you could ride without them.’

  


  Sophie’s perspective, as a very brave and very sick child, is one of the most poignant parts of the novel. How did you write from the mind of an eight-year-old girl? Readers may be reminded of Charlie – Sarah O’Rourke’s four-year-old son who will only answer to ‘Batman’ – from your previous novel, THE OTHER HAND. Why is it important to you to include child characters, like Sophie and Charlie, and their perspectives in your writing?


  


  I have three young children, so my home is a 24/7 laboratory for the observation of small humans. I’m curious about how they see the world, and fortunately they are all very charming and chatty so I get plenty of insights. I include children in my novels because I am presenting the adult characters with hard choices and I see the presence of children as a reason to care about whether those adults make the right decisions. On one level it raises the stakes. On another level, I use children as my proxy for a presence of God, or a higher power, in my work. This is something I have always done, without necessarily understanding why until recently. I am convinced by the way Cormac McCarthy makes this relationship explicit in The Road when he writes: ‘He knew only that the child was his warrant. He said: if he is not the word of God God never spoke.’


  


  Were you obsessed with Star Wars when you were a child, like Sophie?


  


  Star Wars is threaded through my childhood and I can’t imagine growing up without it. It has all the archetypes and storylines one could wish for in a mythology. Of course it is just a glorious mash-up of every classical myth and hucksterish religion ever concocted on Earth, but the fact that it is transposed to a galaxy far, far away and has Carrie Fisher in it made it my blueprint for growing up. Some days it worries me that I learned about sarcasm from R2-D2, nutrition from Jabba the Hutt, wardrobe selection from Vader and dislike for convention from the young Harrison Ford. Other days I’m too busy practising my Jedi mind tricks to suffer from that kind of angst.


  


  I am very interested as a writer in how children relate to the world through the mythologies we bequeath to them. The world in its naked form is absolutely incomprehensible to us as kids. We first learn about the eternal truths of the human experience by seeing them acted out in a stylised form in stories. It gives us some categories into which we can file the insane things we see grown-ups doing. In the case of Sophie, grappling with the spectre of her death, I find it poignant that the ersatz mythology she relies on to make sense of her experience is so insufficient.


  


  Scottish and English rock bands, from The Proclaimers to The The, could be the soundtrack to GOLD. How many times did you listen to The Proclaimers’ song ‘(I’m Gonna Be) 500 Miles’ while you were writing GOLD? Does rock music inspire you as much as it inspires Jack?


  


  Jack’s taste in music is pretty much what I grew up with, so I’m very affectionate towards it and towards his character because of that. My musical world has widened a bit since I was a kid, but I don’t think the soundtrack to your teenage years ever loses its force or its power to inspire. I do think music is important in animating a life, or a character. You’ll have noticed that each of the characters in GOLD is associated with a song – Jack has ‘500 Miles’; Kate has ‘Uncertain Smile’ for its superb line: ‘Uncertain emotions force an uncertain smile’; Sophie has the Star Wars themes; Zoe has the Blade Runner outro music because of my lingering suspicion that she might fail a ‘Voight-Kampff test’; and poor old Tom has ‘In the Air Tonight’.


  


  You say in your Author’s Note that GOLD went through six drafts. What was the first draft of the novel like? What did you learn from the process of rewriting and revising?


  


  The first draft was unremittingly bleak. It wasn’t obvious to me how to write about sick children in a way that had some hope and some humour in it. It took me a while to find my way, and I was conscious of the fact that many of the people who helped me research the book as parents of sick children would be reading it. I also knew that a great many people I would never meet would be reading the book, and that many of them would have sick relatives or children.


  


  Therefore, I wanted to strike the right balance between acknowledging the seriousness of the situation and outlining the very real grounds for hope and high spirits. It took me a few tries to get the tone of the book right, and then a few tries more to make the novel read smoothly while getting its manipulation of time to work in concert with the psychological dynamics of the developing characters. If that all sounds a bit technical, it was. I think what I learned was that you can’t ever do too much work on a novel. There is always an extra mile you can go, and I am very fortunate to have publishers who respect my readers enough to allow me to do that work. I don’t think my next novel will take anything like as long as three years to write, but I have no regrets that GOLD did.


  


  Like Jack and Kate, you juggle family and career. How do you negotiate the demands of writing and parenting at the same time?


  


  Actually I have no complaints and I find it possible to give my full attention to both projects. I think I have it easier than most in that respect because I get to choose the hours I keep, so I’m lucky enough to spend time with my kids when they’re awake and do my writing while they’re asleep or at school. I think I juggle it the same as anyone in their thirties: sleep less, live more.


  


  After the success of THE OTHER HAND and INCENDIARY, did you feel pressure to write another political novel? Do you think you will go back to that realm any time soon?


  


  Well, I don’t think of THE OTHER HAND and INCENDIARY as political novels. Really they’re novels inspired by anger. I like most of the people I meet – I think ninety percent of humans are basically good – and therefore like any sane person I get furious to the point of weeping about politicians and money men and thugs and mercenaries and the whole apparatus of mean-spirited fools that makes life hell for so many people. It just happens to be my job to write about those things in a way that hopefully generates more light than heat. I’m defusing the bomb of my anger in my novels. I’m using tools like humour and pathos and story and character to disassemble that rage into its constituent parts and then build those components back into something less ugly and more useful. That’s what a true novel is: a sword turned into a ploughshare. Anything less is just a rant: a blast pattern made by shrapnel.


  


  In evolving through those first two novels to GOLD, I haven’t changed what I do as a writer at all. It’s just that I’m directing my anger at some harder and (to me) more frightening targets. I’m over being angry at policy and polity – it’s the novelistic equivalent of shooting trout in a barrel. I always need a bigger enemy and so this time around I’m raising my game, with whatever success the reader will judge. I’m angry at death itself, in this novel. I’m interested to see whether as a writer I can apply my same trusted tools – humour and pathos and story and character – to disassemble that anger I feel against our own inevitable dissolution, and to build it back up into something beautiful.


  


  I made a promise when I started out as a writer that I would never repeat myself and that I would try harder and harder every time to express something I’m still certain is true: that people are good, and that life can be beautiful. In my attempts to show this, I think my characters will be up against a stronger adversary with each novel.


  


  I was having this conversation with a friend who asked me whether there was anywhere left to go, once you’ve made death itself the villain of a piece. My answer is that there is a lot I still want to write, because there are things I fear more than death. I haven’t written a novel about insanity yet, for example. I haven’t written a novel about evil.


  


  What do you most want to be known for, as a writer?


  


  Someone who asks respectfully for the reader’s time and never wastes it.


  


  What do you hope readers will take away from GOLD?


  


  I hope they will be happy. I hope it’s a happy story.


  


  What can your fans look forward to next? What projects are

  you working on now?


  


  Right now I’m ensorcelled by a new novel, which is going very well. It’s about war. I’m about halfway through the first draft. I’ve joined a very old library in London where I have a little desk to work at, right at the top of the building in the dusty stacks. It’s a place of intense concentration, and I hope I’m using it to write the most emotionally engaged and psychologically nuanced novel I’ve attempted to date.


  


  I’d like to thank my readers for their faith in my work. Your kindness and support mean everything to me, and when I get messages on my website saying that you have enjoyed one of my books, I am always very moved. Thank you. I am determined to always work harder to produce books that mean something to you.


  [image: ]


  


  


  The Other Hand and Incendiary are both available


  from Sceptre in paperback, and as eBooks.
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