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Junk Doyle sat on a bridge over the railway lines, watching as the train from Ballinasloe came screaming towards him. As he let himself drop into its path, he wondered if this wasn’t a rather daft thing to do.


*


Three days earlier.


A Tuesday.


Junk was sitting in Dr Oak’s dreary, stifling, oppressive office. It was a small but high-ceilinged room. The sun was shining intensely just outside but its rays struggled to penetrate the narrow windows, or maybe it was the frayed net curtains that were the real barrier. They were grey from being washed too many times. They seemed to absorb the golden light and spit out something milky and bland in its place.


‘So how have weeeeee been feeeeeeeling?’ said Dr Oak, sounding like a purring cat, elongating the occasional word as was his habit.


Junk wanted to say that he didn’t know how the doctor was feeling – sorry, feeeeeeeling – but he was feeling terrible. Sad, depressed, his stomach was churning, his head was throbbing. He felt like crying all the time. But instead he said, ‘Fine.’


‘Gooooooood, good, good, goooooooooooooood,’ said the doctor, letting his voice trail away to nothing as he scribbled notes in an A4-sized leather-bound notepad. ‘I think that new medication we’re trying is showing some bully results.’


He used odd words like that. Bully? Junk had never heard anyone use it in that context. Doctor James Oak. ‘Call me Jamie, like the cooking man. Bish-bosh-wibble-wobble.’ Junk had no idea what that meant. Oak seemed fairly young for the position he held: medical director of St Jude’s Psychiatric Hospital on the outskirts of Athenry, County Galway, about fifteen miles east of the city of Galway. He was a tall man, pole-thin with a pointed nose and a pointed chin. His hair was wispy and brittle-looking and what there was of it was a very pale blond colour. His scalp was prawn-pink and, thought Junk, always looked a little sore. Aggravated. He wore black jeans that were ironed in exactly the way jeans should never be ironed, and a series of polo necks. Junk knew it was Tuesday because today he was wearing a purple one. Tuesdays were always purple. Mondays brown, Wednesdays white, Thursdays blue, Fridays teal. Junk had called it green once and Dr Oak had corrected him, looking rather insulted by the aspersion that he would ever wear a colour as basic as green. Brown presumably wasn’t brown but russet, and purple was probably lavender or amethyst. Junk wondered what he wore on the weekend. Did Saturday and Sunday have their own colour too or did he wear something completely different on those days?


‘Sooooooo, Colin,’ said Dr Oak. He refused to call him Junk. No one had ever called him Colin. Not his parents, not his teachers. But Dr Oak said the nickname was an ‘unhealthy remnant of his former life’. They had to ‘reboot his motherboard’ and ‘give him a serious alt-control-delete sesh’. Junk didn’t know what that meant either. ‘Gok Wan your id’ sounded painful. Dr Oak went on: ‘Weeeeee’ve got you back, haven’t we? You’rrrrrrre back in the room. Back in the room, out of your head, half the battle. Yes?’


‘Yeah,’ said Junk, his voice quiet. Oak didn’t really need or want him to answer. Junk always had the impression that he was mostly superfluous to these one-on-one therapy sessions.


‘But half the battle isn’t aaaaaaall the battle, is it?’


‘No, it’s half,’ said Junk.


‘Exxxxxactly,’ said Oak, nodding for slightly too long as he stared at Junk. ‘What we want— what we need,’ he corrected himself, ‘is to focus on what is alllllllll the battle and that is how we win the war.’


‘Sure,’ said Junk.


‘So today I want to talk some more about your fantasy world.’ Junk sighed. That was all Oak ever wanted to talk about. ‘Nnnnnnnnnnnnow, in your own words, in your own time, tell me everything.’


Junk didn’t need to clarify what it was that Oak meant. ‘Everything’ meant everything that had happened since the night that twelve-year-old Junk killed his sister. Junk didn’t have any memory of what really happened that night. However, he accepted now that Jacid Mestrowe, the three-metre-tall, hairless, silver-skinned, scarred assassin, evolved over millions of years from a shark, had never existed. He was a figment of Junk’s warped mind. The same warped mind that had made him carry, probably drag, Ambeline, then just six-years-old, screaming and kicking and terrified, to the edge of the cliffs by their house and hurl her to her death in the roiling sea below. Junk was evil. He understood that. Dr Oak had explained it to him. He was an abhorrent human being. Except he didn’t feel abhorrent. He didn’t feel evil. But he guessed bad people didn’t go around thinking about how bad they were.


So Junk accepted that Jacid Mestrowe had never existed. He, Junk, had done this terrible thing and created an actual ‘monster’ as a scapegoat. But he could not remember, however hard he tried, what he really did that night. He couldn’t picture himself dragging little Ambeline from the bed and pulling her to the cliff-edge. Dr Oak assured him that he would remember in time. Thing is, Junk wasn’t sure he wanted to remember. Ever. But he had to. He knew that. Remembering would be the cruellest penance. Being locked up in this place, maybe for the rest of his life, didn’t come close to punishing him enough for what he had done. He was supposed to have looked after Ambeline. Supposed to have been her knight. He had failed spectacularly.


Junk took a deep breath and recounted his ‘story’ again. They had been over this so many times now that Junk had lost count, but he assumed Dr Oak knew what he was doing. After all, they didn’t let just anyone run a psychiatric hospital. Did they? So Junk dutifully recounted everything that had happened, or rather that he had imagined had happened, ever since the time he ran away from home nearly three-and-a-half years ago.


He talked about working his way around the world on different boats, searching for some clue to what had taken his sister. What he had found was the League of Sharks and a doorway to a room full of doors, a room of endless possibilities, a room connecting every point in time and space. Each time Oak got him to repeat it, it sounded ever more fantastical to him. He had stepped through a doorway that took him to the far future. Three million years into the future. Why he had chosen that time he had no idea. He talked about meeting Garvan and Lasel, Otravinicus and Cascér. He described finding the creature who killed his sister, only to discover that Ambeline was still alive in this future world.


Dr Oak made a clucking noise in the back of his throat and Junk paused to look at him.


‘Is something wrong?’ asked Junk.


‘No!’ said Oak shaking his head. ‘No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, nooooooo. Not at all.’ Junk was about to continue when Oak spoke over him. ‘It’s just classic, that’s all.’


‘What is?’


‘In your fantasy, your sister’s not dead so you can undo the terrible thing that you did. Do you see? Textbook stuff. You see it in lots of psychopaths. Anyway, carry on.’


Psychopath. Oak dropped the word so casually. Is that what Junk was? He supposed he must be. His stomach cramped.


‘Carry on,’ said Oak more insistently.


So Junk forced himself to continue. He recounted his search for the Nine Emperors. He talked about the Antricle, a device that was both key and map to the Room of Doors, and how he had discovered its hidden properties and how it took him and Lasel to a space station manned by four-faced universe-building cyborgs.


‘Why . . .’ Dr Oak interrupted again, ‘I wonder . . . why-why-why-why-why-why-whhhhhhhhhhhhhy did your mind conjure up this incredible contraption?’ He had asked the same question dozens of times and Junk didn’t have a better answer now any more than the first time he had asked. ‘Don’t stop,’ said Oak. ‘You’ve stopped. Don’t stop.’


But that was pretty much all of the story. He had taken on an army belonging to the Nine Emperors and decimated it with the help of fighter planes from the Second World War and a herd of startled brachiosauruses from the Jurassic era. He’d discovered that one of the Nine Emperors, Foster Peck, had been his mother’s boyfriend, long before she had married his dad, and he’d had Ambeline kidnapped to punish Junk’s mother for breaking his heart. However, Ambeline had run away almost as soon as he got her, and Peck had no idea what had become of her.


The trail had gone cold, and then the new medication Dr Oak had prescribed had succeeded in bringing Junk back to the real world, where he had woken up in St Jude’s and had started his never-ending therapy sessions.


When Junk had finished, Oak sat nodding his head for an extensive period of time while Junk listened to the ticking of the grandfather clock that stood in the corridor outside Dr Oak’s office.


‘Let’s talk in some more detail about . . .’ said Oak finally, and Junk knew what was coming – ‘. . . the Antricle.’


‘Why do you always want to talk about that?’ Junk said, failing to hide the irritation in his voice.


Dr Oak looked up sharply. He was not a man who liked to be questioned.


‘Because,’ he said, ‘I think it is the key to unlocking the barriers that are damming your memory. In your fantasy world, it is after all a key. It unlocks your ability to go anywhere. It is staaaaaaaaaggeringly clear to me that the Room of Doors is you.’


‘It is?’ asked Junk.


‘Oh yes. Your consciousness. Your mind.’


‘A great empty space,’ muttered Junk. ‘Thanks a lot.’


‘Except it isn’t empty, is it? It’s full of portals, and one of those portals is the pathway home. It’ll bring you back. And in your mind you have created this Antricle, which is a key, a map, a guardian. Something you can manipulate with thought processes alone. If we can work out how you achieve that manipulation in your imagined world, what makes the connection between you and this device, then I think we can fix you.’


‘I’m not sure I wanna be fixed,’ said Junk, the words coming out before he could stop them.


Oak frowned. ‘Of course you do, Colin. Don’t be ridiculous. Why wouldn’t you want to be fixed?’ He looked genuinely confused.


‘Because being fixed means remembering what I did,’ said Junk staring at the green Crocs on his feet. He looked up at Oak. ‘Would you want to remember that?’


‘Yes. Yes, I would. Very much.’


‘Why?’ asked Junk.


Oak looked blankly at him and it was clear he didn’t have a good answer.


‘Time’s up for today,’ said the doctor. ‘We’ll pick this up tomorrow.’


Junk sighed and got to his feet. Oak had already turned to face his laptop and resolutely ignored Junk as he left.
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The clock outside Dr Oak’s office told Junk that it was almost six o’clock and therefore time for dinner. The hospital ran to a strict timetable, so Junk navigated the labyrinth of corridors to the dining hall. His Crocs squeaked on the cracked linoleum.


Oak cutting the session off so abruptly wasn’t unusual. That was his default move whenever he was stumped for an answer. He was a man who didn’t like to not have an answer, so he would simply change the rules whenever the situation called for it. Once he cut a session short after just three minutes, suddenly remembering he had to go to Galway or something.


When Junk had first found himself resident in St Jude’s he did everything he could to deny the reality of his surroundings. After all, when he had been with his friends on board the Casabia or fighting the Nine Emperors, it had all felt just as real. He had tried to avoid taking his pills. A blue-and-yellow one in the morning and a green one in the evening. His hope was that without them he would just slip back into his imagined world and be reunited with Lasel and Garvan. However, it proved impossible to ditch his meds. His very first attempt was spotted straight away, and they were given by injection while two burly orderlies held him down. He didn’t like that, so he had no choice but to take the pills.


Little by little, his defences had crumbled. The Room of Doors, Pirestus Octonary . . . all of it was unbelievable when he stopped to think about it. St Jude’s with its stained floors, pockmarked Formica tables in the dining hall, the rickety beds with their painfully thin mattresses, none of that was unbelievable. That was all so depressingly normal that it had to be real.


As Junk reached the top of the staircase leading down to the dining room, he heard his name being called.


‘Better get a wiggle on there, Junky.’


He turned to see one of the hospital’s orderlies. He was a giant of a man. Somewhere around two metres tall and broad as a tree. He always had a smile on his lopsided face and the top of his head was crowned by a fiery explosion of tight, bright orange curls. ‘Shepherd’s pie tonight. Lotsy’ll be on his thirds already.’


It was Dr Oak’s assertion that Junk’s fantasy world had been built using bricks that his subconscious had found in the real world around him, and when Junk looked at the big orderly he couldn’t help but see Garvan. Even the orderly’s name was undeniably similar.


‘On my way there now, Gavin,’ said Junk. The pair walked along together, Junk having to almost run to keep up with the big man’s gait. Just like he’d had to with Garvan.


‘Been up with Dr Oak, have ya?’ asked Gavin. ‘How was that?’


‘Same as always,’ said Junk with a shrug.


‘Ah, he means well and he’s a clever fella, that man. There’s no denying that.’


Junk wasn’t so sure, but there was no point disagreeing with Gavin so he moved his head in a way that could possibly be interpreted as a nod and said, ‘I guess.’


‘And listen,’ said Gavin, ‘I’ve been here long enough to see that he’s right more than he’s wrong. I mean, I wouldn’t go ‘round telling him that to his face. We don’t want him going off and getting himself a big head now, do we?’ Too late, Junk thought. ‘But it’s a dumb ass who ignores good advice for no good reason. My father told me that. Which, ironically, was the only good piece of advice he ever gave me.’


‘So I should only ignore it if I have good reason is what you’re saying?’ said Junk.


Gavin slowed to a stop as they approached the door to the dining room and frowned. ‘Now what good reason could you have?’


‘How does remembering the terrible thing I did help anyone? Does it bring my sister back? No. I think some things are probably best forgotten.’ Gavin opened his mouth to speak but Junk cut him off. ‘No matter what Dr Oak might think.’ Gavin closed his mouth again.


Junk could see the disappointment on Gavin’s face. That hadn’t been Junk’s intention and he wanted to say something else, to make it better, but he couldn’t think what. Then Gavin said, ‘You better get in there before there’s nothing left.’ He gave Junk a reassuring tap on his shoulder and Junk watched as the big orderly plodded away. His girth almost filled the corridor. Junk sighed before opening the door to the dining room.


He was met with a wall of chatter that he hadn’t heard outside. The soundproofing in the doors here was second to none. There were about forty resident patients in the hospital and they were all ages, from teenagers like him up to the Captain, an old merchant-navy man in his seventies maybe. Junk wasn’t sure. The Captain was short but stout, a roly-poly barrel of a man, possessed of an utterly infectious laugh that started way down in the depths of his cavernous belly and ping-ponged all the way up until it burst from his throat like a foghorn. As if on cue, he heard it from across the room and turned to look.


On a round table in front of the window, the Captain was holding court as usual. Probably telling one of his many stories. He had a seemingly endless catalogue of them, but no one minded as they were never anything less than entertaining. Sitting around him were the friends Junk had made since coming out of his catatonia, and if Dr Oak’s theory, that Junk had built his fantasy from the world around him here in the hospital, was correct, some of the parallels were all too obvious.


To the left of the Captain was an ex-boxer. At the age of fifty-two, Julius ‘The Juggernaut’ Campbell decided that he no longer wanted to live a lie, so he became Judith Campbell. Judith’s wife and adult children couldn’t accept the change and insisted she seek help. And although Judith made it clear that she didn’t want help, she did like the peace and quiet at St Jude’s. Unfortunately Judith was not the most feminine of women. In fact, Julius ‘The Juggernaut’ Campbell (who fought in the super-heavyweight class) had been about as masculine a man as a man can be. Now Judith wore a long blonde wig, which had a tendency to slip off her hairless head at the least provocation, and chunky pendulous earrings. It seemed clear to Junk that Judith had been his psyche’s inspiration for Cascér.


To the right of the Captain was Roger. Though he shared very little in common physically with Brother Antor, the zealous monk who had sworn to protect the Antricle, Roger was also a devoutly religious man, who had been admitted to St Jude’s when he became convinced that God was speaking to him through the medium of his kettle every time it boiled. The kettle (or God) had told him to go to the Body Shop on Shop Street in Galway and liberate all the bodies they kept there. Junk had never understood if these bodies were supposed to be alive or dead. Roger had become a little upset when he had been unable to find anything resembling a body on the premises, which had led to a small siege. Because Roger’s only weapons during the incident had been a detangling comb and a tube of peppermint foot lotion, he had been swiftly sent to St Jude’s for assessment rather than being sent to prison.


Next to Roger was Rory, a sweet, painfully shy young man who, from the age of fourteen, had been able to communicate to the outside world only through Dennis and Jean, a couple who ran a B & B targeted specifically at cats in the County Limerick area, but who were in reality Rory’s hands. He had painted lips around his thumbs and curled forefingers and eyes around the knuckles. Whenever he had anything to say it was either through ‘Dennis’ (his left hand) or ‘Jean’ (his right). And almost everything they said would have some reference to cats even when not remotely appropriate: Would you pass the salt, please? We had a Japanese bobtail stay with us in June who loved salt on everything he ate. Terribly bad for their digestion, you know, salt. Would you pass the salt, please? It was next to impossible to have an actual conversation with Rory (or with ‘Dennis’ and ‘Jean’). Junk thought back to a kitchen in his fantasy world. It had belonged to a couple called Yartik and Huppa. There he had drunk some tea, brewed for him by Garvan from the leaves of the nolic plant. It had caused him to hallucinate wildly and in his hallucination both of his hands had disconnected themselves from his wrists. One had turned into a seat for the other one, who spoke like Sean Connery and guided Junk through a vision of what was to come. It was obvious now that Rory had been Junk’s influence there.


Next to Rory was a young woman with long coppery hair that snaked down her back, almost to her waist. She looked to be the same age as Junk but in truth she was three years his senior. Junk looked older than he was. He was tall and broad-shouldered. He shared his father’s masculine build and people tended to assume he was an adult, when in reality he was still only sixteen. His last birthday had been just before he had come out of his catatonic state. The young woman with the long coppery hair was called Lisa. She was here because she was a kleptomaniac. She could not stop stealing. She was slim and graceful and moved with a dancer’s step. She had dimples in her cheeks and incandescent blue eyes; she was so obviously his inspiration for Lasel. Junk was rather smitten, though he didn’t know if he was smitten with Lisa or Lasel. Except Lisa was Lasel, and what’s more there was no Lasel. Thoughts like that could send a person crazy, thought Junk. Lucky he was in here then.


Junk saw Lisa look over to him and smile. She nodded her head towards the empty chair next to her, and he knew she had saved it for him. He was pretty sure whatever feelings he had for her were reciprocated.


Junk crossed to the serving hatch, picking up a tray as he went. As Gavin had said, shepherd’s pie was on the menu, along with hot rice pudding with a dollop of strawberry jam in the middle. He knew this was Lisa’s favourite. He lay his tray down in front of the opening and gave Mrs Flood, the sour-faced cook, a bright smile. She was puffing on an e-cigarette and glowering at him. He didn’t take it personally; she glowered at everyone.


‘I’m out of beans,’ she said. ‘If you wanted beans you should have got here sooner.’


‘That’s fine,’ said Junk. ‘I’m not mad keen on beans anyway.’


‘What’s wrong with me beans?’ asked Mrs Flood, turning her glower to a scowl.


‘Nothing,’ said Junk. ‘Just not a big bean fan. More of a carrot man.’ He directed his gaze to a stainless-steel serving tray full of sliced carrots drowning in a lake of melted butter being kept hot under heat lamps. Mrs Flood seemed to go out of her way to keep the dairy industry afloat with the amount of butter she used. ‘Those are some good-looking carrots, Mrs Flood.’


Mrs Flood sniffed and her scowl lessened, returning to a glower, and just a small one to one side of her face at that. ‘Yeah, well, they are, as it happens. What I don’t know about cooking carrots isn’t worth knowing.’


‘The same can be said for all your food, Mrs Flood.’ Junk was laying it on thick, but he was hoping for an extra helping of the rice pudding. And it was working. Mrs Flood’s glower faded even more and the hint of a smile considered appearing at the corner of her lips. ‘It’s never anything less than delicious. You could open your own restaurant.’


That did it and a smile exploded across her whole face. ‘Do you really think so?’


‘Are you kidding me?’ said Junk. ‘People would come all the way from Dublin for that rice pudding of yours alone.’


‘Oh, go on!’ said Mrs Flood, her cheeks reddening. ‘Dublin’s over a hundred miles away.’


‘It’d be worth the trip for that rice pudding.’


Mrs Flood let out a little coquettish titter then and, glancing about, gave Junk an extra portion. ‘It shouldn’t sit there too long anyway,’ she said, whispering conspiratorially. ‘Starts to congeal if it does.’


Junk smiled and picked up his tray. ‘You’re the best, Mrs Flood,’ he said as he turned away.


As he crossed to the round table in front of the window, he had to pass Neil Quigley and his gang of buffoons. He’d never used the word ‘buffoons’ before, least not that he could remember, but buffoons just seemed to be right for this bunch. Maybe it was because ‘buffoons’ sounded a little like ‘baboons’, and Neil and his friends resembled a pack of snarling, flea-bitten apes.


Neil was a former lollipop man who in full display of parents and pupils on their way to school had had a breakdown and decided he was a samurai battling attacking hordes. The attacking hordes were mostly cars and pram-wheeling mothers. Fortunately he was a rubbish samurai and didn’t manage to hurt anyone, before the headmistress of the primary school, having heard the commotion he was causing, came out and tackled him to the ground. She had taken self-defence classes. She sat on him till the police and an ambulance turned up.


When Neil arrived at St Jude’s he still thought he was a samurai and went about assembling a group of like-minded individuals. The best he could manage was a group of simple-minded individuals who literally had nothing better to do. He insisted that there had to be seven in total because of some old black-and-white Japanese film, which as far as anyone could tell he had never actually seen. He got his seven, but then one of them insisted his room-mate be allowed to join them even though that made eight. Neil gave in and then someone else wanted their room-mate to join too, and because he had set the precedent with the first room-mate, Neil felt he couldn’t say no. After that, however, he said absolutely no one else was allowed unless someone else left first. People didn’t tend to leave St Jude’s, and no one wanted to leave the group, so it stopped with nine members. It wasn’t lost on Junk that in his fantasy world the Nine Emperors had kidnapped his sister and the only people he didn’t like here were Neil and his band of pretend samurai. The parallels were all around him if he chose to see them.


As Junk passed their table, Neil pushed a chair out with his foot so it blocked Junk’s path. Junk had no idea why Neil disliked him so much. The two had never actually spoken, at least not as far as Junk could remember. Since Junk tried to ignore Neil as much as he could, he simply stepped up and over the chair, blanking Neil as he went. Junk wasn’t intimidated by Neil, who was a rather diminutive man, a good foot shorter than Junk. Neil muttered something in Japanese as Junk passed, except it wasn’t actually Japanese because Neil couldn’t speak Japanese. It was a nonsensical made-up language that was merely Neil’s idea of what Japanese sounded like. All nine of his gang spoke this made-up language, which was nothing but random noises, accentuated with short, sharp jerks of the head several times during every sentence. Watching them from a distance, one would think they were a table of nine people plagued with uncontrollable twitches. The group spoke like this all the time unless they actually wanted something, in which case they would revert to English so they could be understood.


When Junk reached the round table, the Captain was telling a story Junk hadn’t heard before. Junk was sorry he’d missed the start but knew it wouldn’t be long before he’d be able to catch the repeat. He sat down next to Lisa, who had already finished her meal and was leaning back listening to the Captain speak. Junk slid the extra rice pudding in front of her without a word. Lisa smiled but didn’t look at him. She grabbed her spoon from the empty bowl of her first dessert and stabbed it into the jammy red heart in the centre of the translucent white rice. As she moved to take a bite, she brushed against Junk and a jolt of excitement shuddered through him. His mind whirled as many thoughts vied for supremacy all at once. The winner was one that said he had started this infatuation with someone else, someone who didn’t exist, admittedly, but it still made him feel like he was being disloyal to Lasel. But how could he be disloyal to a figment of his imagination?


Just then, the Captain’s woody baritone found its way into his consciousness and he heard something that was familiar.


‘. . . swore blind . . .’ the Captain was saying, ‘. . . he was descended from a chap called Bernard O’Higgins Requelme.’


‘Bernardo,’ said Junk as a discarded memory resurfaced. All eyes turned to look at him. ‘Sorry, Captain, didn’t mean to interrupt. I missed the beginning of the story.’


‘I was telling everyone about the time I was in Valparaíso in—’


Junk finished his sentence: ‘Chile.’


The Captain frowned. ‘That’s right. Have I told this story before? I don’t want to go repeating myself.’


‘No, no,’ said Junk. ‘Finish the story. Please.’


It took little encouragement. ‘So I found this scruffy little dive bar on the waterfront. Met this crusty old timer. Salvador de Valdivia his name was.’


Junk mouthed the name along with him. He could see the wrinkled-prune of a man now. Junk had met him in that same bar. Salvador had been the first person to tell Junk about La Liga de los Tiburones, the League of Sharks. Except of course he hadn’t, because Junk had never been to Chile. Despite knowing that to be true, he could see Salvador’s face as clearly as he could see the Captain and the others sat around the table. He could remember vividly the pungent smell of the old man’s tobacco, the stink of cheap alcohol on his breath, the rough skin on his gnarled hands, his expressive leathery face, the button missing from his faded maroon waistcoat, his crooked brown teeth, his ragged yellow fingernails. He could see all that in his mind’s eye but none of it was real.


‘General Pinochet had a Scottish Fold called Mr Miaow Miaow.’ All eyes turned to Rory and then swivelled down to look at his right hand, ‘Jean’, which was peering up over the lip of the table.


‘A what?’ asked Lisa, addressing the hand directly; they all did it.


‘Scottish Fold. It’s a cat, dear,’ said ‘Jean’. ‘Big eyes, bent ears. Funny-looking little things.’


‘Doted on that cat, he did,’ added ‘Dennis’.


‘General Pinochet?’ asked Roger, raising an incredulous eyebrow. ‘The dictator? Had a cat called Mr Miaow Miaow?’


‘That’s right,’ said ‘Jean’.


‘Hitler had an Egyptian Mau and Pol Pot had a Selkirk Rex,’ added ‘Dennis’. ‘Very popular pet among dictators.’


A canopy of silence hung over the table. There was little anyone could say to follow that, not even the Captain, who was rarely at a loss for words. Just then, Gavin entered and announced it was time for everyone to retire to their rooms for the night. St Jude’s had a somewhat monastic policy of quiet, solitary contemplation after dinner.


As everyone rose with a clatter of metal chair legs scraping the parquet floor, Junk saw Lisa palm a stainless-steel salt cellar, sliding it discreetly into her pocket. The salt cellar was worthless and not even particularly attractive. It was egg-shaped with a flat bottom and looked like any number of other salt shakers. Lisa had stolen sixteen identical ones from this very room since she became resident at St Jude’s. Or rather she had possibly stolen the same salt cellar sixteen times, because she always brought them back. Her stealing was a compulsion and had very little to do with any desire for a particular object. It was all about the act itself. Junk said nothing and filed out with everyone else.


*


Junk lay in his bed looking out, across the courtyard, to the huge old clock tower. It was almost as high as the surrounding buildings and had four separate faces, one on each side. Junk wondered if the clock tower had been his blueprint for Espa and the giants of Pirestus Octonary. He didn’t feel remotely tired and assumed he would be awake for a few hours, but before he knew it the sun was shining on him and it was a new day.
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The next morning Junk was walking through the hallways on his way to Dr Oak’s office for yet another one-on-one session. It had occurred to him already that not everyone could get the same level of treatment he was receiving. He had seen Dr Oak every day, sometimes more than once, since coming out of his catatonic state. If Oak did that for all his patients he would have to work all day every day, and even then he still wouldn’t be able to fit everyone in. Junk assumed he was a special case, seeing as how he had been here for three years and had been about as talkative as a chair before he woke up. There were a lot of missed sessions to catch up on. Or maybe it was because of the terribleness of what he had done. It occurred to him then that the other patients were mostly harmless. Lisa had a compulsion to steal, Judith wanted some peace and quiet, Rory was just a confused young man. In contrast, Junk was a murderer. He was the odd one out. He didn’t belong here. He should be somewhere much worse.


Suddenly he realized how very quiet everything was. He listened for sounds of life but there was nothing. No birdsong or traffic noise. No sounds of laughter or crying or screaming or anything from the other patients. It was like he was completely alone. Just then, as if the building itself could read his mind, he heard whistling. The sound began abruptly and grew closer and closer until Gavin appeared from the adjacent corridor and walked towards him.


‘There you are,’ he said. ‘Been looking for you.’


‘I’m just on my way to see Dr Oak,’ said Junk.


‘Yeah, change of plan,’ said Gavin. ‘It was Dr Oak what sent me to find you. You’ve got a visitor.’


Junk was shocked. That was the last thing he had been expecting. He hadn’t had a visitor in all the time he was here. Even when he was catatonic. (He had asked.)


‘Who is it?’


‘It’s your ma,’ said Gavin, and Junk shivered involuntarily. His mother? He hadn’t seen her for over three years. She had never visited him as far as he knew. So why now? Why today?


‘Why?’ he asked.


Gavin looked surprised by the question. He shrugged and shook his head. ‘I don’t know. Does she need a reason? She’s your mum after all.’


Junk looked down at his hands. They were shaking. His mouth felt dry and his stomach was shrinking and twisting to the size of a walnut. Junk realized that he was scared. The last time he had seen her had not gone well, having ended with him leaving his house in the middle of the night and starting a journey that . . . He stopped mid-thought. He hadn’t considered this before, but now he wondered if that last time with his mother, in the kitchen of their house when her rage had overflowed and made her destroy everything that wasn’t nailed down and a few things that were, had that actually happened? When had his ‘break from reality’ – an expression Dr Oak was fond of repeating – actually started? It would make sense if everything from the moment he had seen Jacid Mestrowe in his bedroom was all in Junk’s mind. Which would mean that that last terrible interaction with his mother in the kitchen had never actually taken place.


‘Junk?’


It took Junk a moment to realize that Gavin was talking to him.


‘Sorry,’ said Junk. ‘Mind wandered.’


‘Come on,’ said Gavin. ‘She’s waiting.’ He gestured for Junk to walk with him. Junk hesitated. He couldn’t think of a way to avoid seeing her other than point-blank refusing. He knew that would probably lead to Dr Oak becoming involved, and Dr Oak being involved would inevitably lead to a long and wordy lecture until Junk gave in. At the same time, Junk wasn’t entirely sure why he was trying to find ways to avoid seeing her. Part of him wanted to see her and part of him was scared to see her, but there wasn’t a part that didn’t actually want to see her.


‘Junk!’ Gavin was more forceful this time.


‘Yeah, sorry,’ said Junk. ‘I’m coming. I’m coming.’ And he and Gavin set off.


*


St Jude’s was a sprawling eyesore of a building. The oldest part of the house had been built in the late-eighteenth century; it had been added to half a dozen times since then, but with little thought to the aesthetics. It was like some great lumbering deformed creature trying to drag itself into the sea, probably in an attempt to end its miserable existence.


The west side of the building opened out on to unkempt, overgrown lawns that led down towards a broad flat beach of yellow shingle and this was where, Junk assumed, Dr Oak had suggested he and his mother meet. Junk liked it there. There wasn’t a lot to look at, but with his back to the hospital he could pretend he was somewhere else entirely. He could stare out at the distant horizon and on a calm, dull day, like today, the sea and sky were cold and grey and featureless. He found it easy to clear his mind then and think of nothing at all. The silence brought a state of serenity.


Gavin walked with Junk along a snaking path of trodden-down grass to the brow of a hillock beyond which was the beach. Time slowed down for Junk as they came over the rise. He saw a lone figure dressed in a long red coat standing by the water’s edge, looking away from him. If he didn’t know who it was he wouldn’t have recognized her. She looked smaller and thinner, not that she had ever been particularly big. Since the age of eleven Junk had been taller than his mother.


Junk stopped walking and stared down at her. He could feel Gavin looking at him.


‘Well?’ said Gavin softly. ‘Go on.’


‘What if she hates me?’ said Junk, more to himself than to Gavin, but he said it out loud. His voice sounded young. A child’s voice.


‘Course she doesn’t hate you. She’s your mother. Mothers can’t hate their children.’ That wasn’t true of course, and Junk knew Gavin didn’t actually believe that. It was just something to say. ‘I’ll be right here if you need me.’


The beach levelled out at the foot of an embankment and Junk started trudging down to the shoreline, each footfall sinking into the stones as they spread out under his weight. He was glad then that the beach was made of pebbles and not sand. It meant that his mother could hear him coming. He saw her head cock slightly as she heard the approach of his footsteps but she didn’t turn around. Junk kept walking until he reached the lapping waves and stood level with his mother but not too close. Janice Doyle didn’t speak or move. She just kept staring ahead. Junk would have liked her to acknowledge him first. He would have been able to assess her mood.


‘Hi,’ he said finally when the silence grew too loud for him to bear. He kept his eyes looking out to sea, fixed firmly on the horizon.


His mother took a deep breath then and slowly turned her head. When she saw him she let out a sharp gasp.


‘Look at you,’ she said, her American accent a little more hidden than he remembered. ‘You’re all grown up. You’re a man. You look like your father.’


Junk turned his head towards her, but hesitantly. He kept his eyes looking down at the stones. He saw her shoes first: chestnut-brown boots. The toes were scuffed and the leather scarred. They stopped just below her knees. There was a gap between the top of the boots and the hem of her red coat where he could see a strip of denim jeans. His gaze kept rising, taking his time. One of the gold buttons of the coat was loose, dangling by a precarious thread. He wondered if she knew and thought about warning her that she was in danger of it falling off, but he didn’t want that to be the first real thing he said to her after all this time. Then he noticed that the end of her sleeves were frayed. A decorative button on the left cuff was missing altogether and there was a stain on the lapel. It was something dark, like red wine or coffee. It was an old stain. Someone had tried to rub it out but only managed to smudge it, causing it to spread out more. It had been scrubbed until the material of the coat beneath had started to bobble. That wasn’t right. Junk’s mother had always been a very stylish woman. She was one of those people who made looking good seem effortless.


Junk raised his eyes further and looked at his mother’s face. It was a shock. She looked ten years older, maybe more. Her face was thin, gaunt even, and deeply lined. Her skin was pale and blotchy. There were charcoal-grey bags beneath her eyes and her hair was lank and greasy. She wasn’t wearing any make-up other than some cheap lipstick that was patchy and caked in the corners of her mouth. Their eyes met but only for a moment before Janice turned away. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a packet of cigarettes. The writing on the front was Polish or something like that. She never used to smoke, but Junk noticed the middle finger of her right hand was now stained yellow. She took out a cigarette, lit it and took a deep drag, running her fingers through her hair.


‘Do you . . .?’ She held out the packet. ‘Do you want one? I guess you’re old enough now.’


Junk shook his head. ‘I don’t smoke.’


She coughed. It was short and sharp with a gurgle of phlegm behind it. ‘Very wise. Wish I hadn’t started again. My friend Luka brings these over from Romania. There’re cheap as anything. Real cigarettes cost a fortune these days. You can take some if you want. Don’t you use them for money in here?’


‘This isn’t prison, Mum.’ The last word got stuck in his throat. It sounded odd to say it after all this time, but Janice didn’t seem to notice. She didn’t react to the word in any way.


‘What’s it like here?’ she asked.


‘It’s, you know, OK, I guess. It’s all sort of new to me.’


‘Yeah,’ said Janice. ‘I spoke with your doctor. What’s he called?’


‘Dr Oak.’


‘That’s him. Seems nice. Bit full of himself. He said you’ve had a major breakthrough. The drugs or whatever.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Said you’d created this whole other world for yourself in your head.’ Junk shrugged. He didn’t want to talk about it. ‘What were you doing?’
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