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         Please be patient with me

         

         

         I looked at the white wall and I looked at the white wall and I looked at the white wall and then I looked some more at the white wall and then instead I looked as things developed quite quite beyond my control at the white of the wall and then at the whiteness of the white of the wall and then only at the whiteness as if it could exist independently of the wall and I continued to look at the whiteness of the whiteness until I began to look into the whiteness and then through the whiteness to see if there was whiteness behind or beneath the whiteness and in this way I continued for anyone looking at me from outside to seem to continue to look at the white wall for quite a while longer than I’d already looked at the wall that I had discovered a long while ago was white beyond whiteness and that was the very same wall I had looked at and looked at and looked into and through many many long long times over the long years years that I couldn’t help but look back on as seven white years years almost entirely white although sometimes too they were green.

         Because you see depending on how I had been how I Elliott had behaved the previous day sometimes I was parked facing not the white wall but in a position where I was able to look down and out through the window that looked down on the courtyard this depending on whether or not I had been good good meaning calm and more specifically good meaning quiet and dry because the wall calmed me whereas the courtyard and its visions of great human and avian activity sometimes excited me beyond what the Sisters termed reasonable.

         The bulk of the wall from white-tiled but dust-greyed ceiling downwards was the granular white of whitewash applied with a roller efficiently if not hastily by a workman named Ted. Within this however as in front of me thin parallel vertical lines appeared that showed the paint had not been applied directly onto the plaster of the wall but that the wall had firstly been prepared and only then had whitewash been applied and then reapplied on what I knew to be an annual basis November in fact as if an attempt were deliberately being made to brighten the ward up during its dullest pre-Christmas-decorations month.

         I know for certain that this was not the case and the timing of the redecorating was entirely down to the availability or non-availability of the workmen who had many other demands upon their labour and time.

         Ted who had rollered this particular wall the previous two years had a wife called Sheila and a daughter called Diane and a Ford Escort that really hated frosty mornings Ted said and Sheila liked to drink didn’t she just and what’s more she liked to drink bloody Babycham which didn’t come bloody cheap.

         Working alongside Ted painting the same wall for the first of these previous two years had been Lee who was seventeen but had a girlfriend and a motorbike and could roll cigarettes in a small rolling machine with one hand whilst painting with the other the absolute hero.

         The year after that Ted had done the wall by himself and had whistled instead of talking because Lee was not there to talk to and Ted did not think of talking to me even though I was there and listening and remembering and making the sound that came as close to laughter as my laughter ever comes.

         I haven’t yet been able to identify any of the tunes that Ted whistled and it’s a fair possibility that Ted was the original composer and arranger of all of them. They sounded more like the tunes Sister Mary Margaret played on the radio in the office on Radio 2 rather than those Sister Cécile played there on Radio 3 or Mrs Beatles the Cleaner played on her portable radio-cassette-player of her red and blue and golden-edged Beatles cassettes which she played every day and only deviated from to listen to the charts on wonderful Radio 1.

         Whilst he was whistling the year he was on his own Ted had made quite a good job of covering the wall with evenly distributed white paint however several drops had spilled onto the skirting board over toward the area beneath the window overlooking the courtyard because Ted had been lifting the roller off the paint tray and up toward the wall not having dabbed it at either end as he usually did and a trail of drops had fallen sideways and down onto the lower part of the wall the slightly yellowed skirting and the light blue of the lino flooring.

         At the moment this happened Ted had been distracted and caused to flinch by some wild distant screaming distracted and as Ted later said to Sister Britta a bit bloody discombobulated although he should by then have known it was only beautiful Lise being Lise being beautifully bathed by Sisters Cécile and Eliza and Lise being Lise always screamed in the bath because she enjoyed screaming because it was a relief and a break from crying which she often did a short distance behind me along the long corridor and an even shorter distance in front of her brother Kurt who made regular thumping noises.

         The drops of paint that landed on the wall and skirting landed as ovoid shapes on a diagonal axis whereas those that hit the flooring were generally round and haloed by a stippling of smaller droplets.

         I tried to alert Ted to the wet paint not where it should really be but he did not understand my sounds nor register my distress although I am sure that he would have been a little bit upset to see the paint had spilt as it had never spilt before.

         When he became concerned and came over to see if I was all right I shut up because I didn’t want to be wheeled away by one of the Sisters. I was too interested in watching the year-old white paint being covered over in vertical fuzzy-edged strips by the new bright white paint.

         Last year’s white had significant stains on it too many for me to detail here although a little later I will detail some of the stains that covered the area of wall I was left looking at the afternoon that Jim arrived.

         Over the course of a year the paint on the wall had gone slightly grey and a little yellow and a smidgeon one of my favourite hoarded from hearing words just a smidgeon olive green. It had also become slightly less matte in texture especially at the height where childish shoulders touched. All of this was covered over by the neutral new start of the fresh coat of this November’s whitewash and as on the afternoon I’m thinking about fondly it was three months and ten days on from that date of dripping misapplication the white wall was now in a quarter-way state with quarter the number of stains and quarter the greying and yellowing and greening that would have occurred to it come the coming November in the normal course of childish events and if the workmen were free as they usually were.

         The most extravagant stain was a pink horizontal smear about four feet off the floor that had originally been blood from Micky’s poor forehead which Sister Eliza with her trembling hands had wiped up afterwards but had not done a very thorough job of it and the stain traced the movement of her right hand left to right.

         On that day however I had been parked looking out of the window into the courtyard and had only peripherally been able to see Micky run smack or rather a sound halfway between crack and clock into the wall and then see Sister Eliza tremblingly clean up with bucket and heavy grey cloth half an hour later muttering. Sister Eliza was the oldest and most bent-backed of the Sisters older even than Sister Muriel who was the most pink-faced. From seeing the results of her cleaning that wasn’t completely cleaning the following morning when I was wall not window facing and from knowing her to be right-handed and impatient I was able to imagine the gesture Sister Eliza had made with the sodden grey cloth rapid left to right like a mostly flattened-out rainbow.

         I have more than once seen a real rainbow.

         The resulting smear that became a stain was only visible on a careful second or third glance but I was of course lucky enough to have more than plenty of those. The red as pink was thicker along or across the top of the arc of the rainbowing but still perceptible I would say three and a half inches below that.

         I had sometimes sat gazing at the stain imagining the gesture repeated and coming eventually to see a mirror-image Sister Eliza trembling within the wall and moving her mirror-image grey cloth left to right again and again as if she were grimly but enthusiastically waving at me where I sat gazing.

         In this way I liked to see or make up the history of each of the stains and marks that made the white wall so interesting to look at witnessing their formation back to front from inside the wall for example the deliberate dash of bloody Micky right towards me and shrieking about flying and hitting his forehead at a height of four feet off the floor slightly less than his total height and spilling blood forward from the already bleeding contusion.

         After this Micky was fitted for a while with a crash helmet in blue with a white go-faster stripe down the middle front to back that subsequently took chips out of the white wall in my visual field right in the middle and to the bottom left close to the frame of the wooden gate where he even left behind a track of blue helmet blue.

         My visual field changed you see according to which shoulder my heavy head was resting upon although this was something I did not myself get to choose.

         When I was agitated into a startle by a non-routine scream or noise I was sometimes known to flip my head across directly from one shoulder to the other as if two people were playing catch with it two tiny strong men one on each end of my collarbone but this was something of which I was not usually capable in fact of which I am still usually incapable despite the unlocking of my muscles by Dr Masters and his wonder drug Lioresal because my tiny strong men aren’t usually quite strong enough.

         My two views of the world and of my visual field are left shoulder and right shoulder and I am happiest if I can spend an exactly equal time in both dispositions so as to keep a balanced view of reality and to improve if possible my spine or at least not to damage it further than it need be damaged.

         But it was hard when in front of the window looking onto the courtyard not to wish to incline towards the side that gave me the greatest most amazing view.

         I will come to this later there is too much to think and remember about it when I’m also trying to think about what I thought about the wall and specifically what I was thinking on that one particular afternoon.

         I remember that my head that day was in its left inclination meaning that the horizon seemed to be tilted up on the left side but although I did spasm between exclusively lopsided visual fields I was still aware that there was a fixed horizon that was of course horizontal and that I seemed always to see as level even though my eyes were never except when halfway through a startle exactly level.

         And I was not doing my special effects because the gradual and fast changes in how light and time were seen that day were enough to keep me going.

         I have about one hundred and seventeen special effects but my top three favourites which I always like to think of are in at number three the jumpy blink and shift of left eye right eye left right left right to the tune of ‘Everyone’s a fruit and nutcase’ and number two the octopuses of light from watery eyes and still holding strong at number one going cross-eyed completely which you absolutely could not get caught doing by the Sisters because they would quite likely jump to the panicked conclusion that you were hyperglycaemic or even going into full cardiac arrest.

         I had seen two children poor Nancy and poor Valerie go into cardiac arrest and they did look a lot like I imagined I looked when I crossed my eyes and sucked in my cheeks.

         Nancy died because she managed to swallow one of the orange buttons off the orange coat she had been given for her birthday. Nancy had about as much motor capacity and neck strength as I did. She was right in front of me and I saw and knew what she was up to but try as I might my sounds even my ultimate wailing sound were incapable of gaining the attention of any of the Sisters so you might say it was my fault because of my quietness that Nancy died and you might be right because perhaps I could have capsized my chair with a big enough tense and that would have made a big enough noise to bring someone running capable of CPR but who knows.

         I think about it often.

         Valerie just died just as some children just do.

         She was eight and a half years old Nancy was eleven and two days.

         I still missed them and their sounds as I missed the sounds of the departed but not dead Graham-Ng-Ng Chris-Sss-Sss Bentley-Glug-Glug and Kevin-YAAAH-!YAAAH! Sandie-Wee-Diddle-Diddle Helena-Mumble-Mumble Jilly-Eeee-Eeee and also Eeee-Eeee Thomasina and both Sallys the one with the grey hair and the one with the port wine stain on the left side of her face shaped liked a small hand. I still miss them now.

         Nancy had been parked next to me for about two years that is when Sister Cécile was the one who parked us and usually to my right which gave Nancy a better view through the window into the courtyard although I don’t think she really appreciated it as I don’t think she appreciated life in all its manifold glory even a tree with some birds in it a square of concrete and an octagonal shape of pink and yellow paving stones and children less handicapped than ourselves playing games.

         I can’t remember when I first decided not to go entirely spare as Sister Mary Margaret would say entirely spare with frustration and boredom it must have been some years after I had gone partly spare with frustration and boredom mustn’t it because I had been alive for years before I came to any accommodation with the visual blankness with which I was so often confronted not least ceilings and corners or in front of which I was so often neglectfully abandoned but this suggests that a person can go mad and then go not-mad as the result of a rational conscious decision and I don’t believe anyone believes this because the already mad by definition are incapable of making rational decisions and so if it happened like this it may have been my maddest decision ever I mean to return to sanity when that sanity was frustration and boredom and the constant possibility of going mad in a far less pleasant way that might involve biting Sisters in the bottom or on the hand like Jeremy does which is worse the hand because it involves important bones.

         No I was never aggressive which isn’t to say I never banged my head because everyone there banged their head at one time or another we couldn’t go out into the countryside and cut down a tree with an axe we had no other way of going wild and I believe that if you can’t go wild you end up going mad because all people need to go wild by which I don’t mean attack something and possibly kill and eat it I mean lose control in a way that gets the inside out like screaming does.

         After the change in tension and attention brought about by Jim’s arrival I was still to spend a reasonable amount of time facing the wall or the window but never again was I able to devote myself so completely to their perception. You could say Jim broke my concentration a concentration that had been accumulating for about a decade but he also refocussed my concentration that same concentration upon him.

         On that particular wonderful afternoon of arrival I remember after seeing the whiteness within the whiteness of the wall the whiteness overall began to operate as a glare and I could see retinal images left behind by the glare for when one sees an unbroken field of any sort mind-animals of some variety begin to cross to stampede across that field.

         I saw giraffes lions wildebeest and all the other creatures from the framed poster in the long corridor of Wild Animals of the African Savanna I saw them as cut-out outlines moving as if held up by a puppeteer on invisible strings.

         Although I did not see as many pictures within the white of the wall as I did within the dark of inner-eyelid-after-lights-out-black I still saw plenty of aggressive faces of creatures snarling mostly snarling but sometimes roaring biting screeching and rending with their sharp white teeth.

         They shifted around within themselves these creatures not from minute to minute but from moment to moment a left eye looking rightwards becoming a right eye looking directly towards me or a high nostril becoming an eyebrow whilst a dim chin-shadow became a mouth with a dark gullet ringed by white and sharp teeth.

         Sometimes they changed scale and what had been a laughing-sarcastically chimpanzee became a circle of elephants gathered benignly around a waterhole or the dark heads of wildebeest fording a foaming river against the paper white background of Africa became the characteristic spots along a cheetah’s magnificent spine.

         Although they not infrequently contained scenes of copulation African nature documentaries were apart from performances of ballet which Sister Muriel loved the one kind of television programme the Sisters permitted us to watch on the bulbous grey screen rarely wiped and so usually dusty of the television with woody-looking grille over the circular speaker in the corner the television of the Refectory.

         I caught and hoarded a lot of words from David Attenborough’s nature documentaries including Life on Earth just as I did from Humphrey Carpenter and others on the radio in the Sisters’ Office and Mrs Beatles’ long and winding cassettes and most of all from the Sisters’ lunchtime readings of dapple-dawn-drawn Gerard Manley Hopkins and blissful Julian of Norwich and often-changing Cardinal Newman and other approved Catholic silencers of noisy-chewing ever-chatting children but also I caught fear from the wordless wildness of animals that really existed beyond and south of the ward.

         For many years I had nightmares of being abandoned outside on the paper-white ground of Africa and being as a result taken for carrion by the vultures who seemed to feature at some point in every documentary as Nature’s refuse collectors fighting with the earthbound scavengers hyaenas over the ribby remains of a carcase.

         I could not convince myself upon waking that in the wild on the grassy plains of Africa I would not be taken for already injured and therefore practically dead meat and would instead be recognized as a living fearsome creature.

         It would not be an exaggeration to say that above my metal-sided cot of chipped white gloss in the middle of England vultures had circled in the eyelid-dark for three or four years.

         At times in amongst the wall-animals I saw images from my Christmas and birthday cards the black and white dog of Schulz who is called Snoopy throwing a snowball or Snoopy who my mother must have known I would adore typing up a birthday message on his typewriter sitting on top of his dog kennel that must be very large inside and perhaps contain several floors below ground to be large enough to contain all the sports gear Snoopy possesses let alone all the clothes and costumes and his vs the Red Baron biplane.

         Snoopy-in-the-wall was occasionally oppressed by the wildness not to say the lack of civilization meaning sense of humour meaning sense of irony of the creatures from the poster and the permitted nature documentaries. This is not to say or imply that among the other children more mobile and less fortunate than me that I felt in any way like Snoopy among the animals. I was quite content and happy with all of them except knife-loving Charlie and would not have wished any of them to grow up or be taken away except knife-loving Charlie.

         I was more fortunate more lucky than most of the other children because I knew how to entertain myself and because I had found a way to find myself entertaining not by doing anything or getting anything new to occupy my attention but just by being able to sit and see how much was going on that was hilarious and tragic and ironic and painful within an activity that most of the children would have seen as inactivity.

         This had not been a choice and so it is nothing for which I can take credit or of which I can be proud and it is only in the years since Jim and what happened with Jim that I have found myself able to stop wishing for arms that could lift hands that could grip legs that could step and toes that could tip.

         Because I am now so full of experience and potential experience and because that experience is itself so full even thinking of what I used to think about my lack of experience is enough to think about for a week.

         I am never bored.

         The Sisters call these Spiritual Exercises and I respect their terminology although I no longer believe in their Trinity although I respect what each of its three aspects is meant to stand for particularly the Holy Spirit or Ghost who reminds me in many ways of Snoopy’s kennel.

         I have no particular virtue or claim to virtue and anything I might think theologically would have been outthought long ago by the thinkers who the Sisters chose to do their thinking for them such as the miraculous and inexhaustible Saint Augustine from whom we often heard at lunchtime but that is the big difference because although you can choose to get great thinkers to do your thinking for you you cannot in any way get great believers to do your believing for you neither your major nor minor believing because that is a private matter between you and the deity however much you might pray to the Virgin Mary for faith and I am one who has frequently beseeched the Virgin Mary for just about everything for which the Virgin Mary can be beseeched healing health friendship faith.

         At this pre-Jim time though during morning prayers and Mass and evening prayers in the Chapel since I no longer believed I was often more likely to be looking at and into and through the candle on the left and then at the retinal images of the candle on the left although it was always dangerous to give the Sisters the impression that your eyes were in any way closed and that you might be sleeping. I was either looking at the candle or if they were in view looking at Lise’s knees.

         Saint Augustine and Julian of Norwich and Saint Thomas Aquinas and Pope John Paul II and all the other great theologians who fit inside the Holy Spirit infinite dog kennel of Snoopy none of them can help me believe there is a greater sight than sight itself nor a greater insight than that there is no greater sight than sight Amen.

         Sometimes I felt I had prayed more often and more passionately than any of the other children in the ward although that was vanity I know that now but I did feel it especially for that time in the past when I was eight years old and had only been on the ward for one Christmas card and two birthday cards and was very much not reconciled to staying here or to my place in the world which was a place stationary and largely ignored.

         Around me almost by the minute I had the example of sincere and extreme piety I had expostulations followed by prayers and prayers that ended in ejaculations I had eye-witnesses to the glory and greatness of God and so was it any wonder that I placed my trust where it is most worthy that trust be placed? There are those who feel capable in all their virtuosic vanity and catastrophic conceit as our alliterative Priest might have said of calling into question the behaviours and moment by moment decision making capacity of an infinite being and what’s more an infinite deity but I was not one of those and so what the infinite deity wished for and wished upon me I too wished to wish infinitely but I could not bring myself to do so even though I saw Christ carrying his own passionate asymmetry and saw him nailed conclusively to his wooden immobility and saw him suffer the indignity of his public prosthesis and saw him corpse-like cripple-like receiving assistance in undressing and washing and lying down to rest.

         I knew that the crucifixion was an infinite spasm a spasm that outdistanced mine by aeons oh father forgive them they know not what know not what father father know not what.

         In his painted wooden body upon the wall above the altar of the Chapel off the end of the long corridor I could not mistake the crucifixion for anything other than spasm but I knew Jesus knew His suffering was taking place in the witnessing and loving presence of His mother and within the loving concern of His absent but witnessing father.

         It was hard to escape this faith as a resource for those in need when it made up so much of everything that surrounded me and supported me and all of us there but constant affirmation of faith in complete certainty oh lord surely creates the possibility of the suspicion of the opposite i.e. that this beautiful God of theirs they seemed to know so well and whose blesséd attributes they were able to describe so fully and with such melancholy authority might not exist.

         I don’t know how I came to know I just know I eventually came to know the Sisters weren’t telling the truth not that they were lying because they were bless them all saying the very thing they believed was truest but it wasn’t true so they were not telling the truth because deluded as they were they were incapable of telling the truth just as incapable of telling the truth as I was of speaking aloud the word truth which would come out from me more like krukrukk.

         We the children their wards on the ward were so constantly reassured by them that God loved us that to me at least it became suspicious for wasn’t it clear that the most that could be extrapolated or deduced from our spastic and mongoloid and mental and other conditions was not divine love but divine indifference or rather non-divine non-existence? This would leave us all on our own meaning each of us must discover for ourselves or find ourselves unable to avoid our own deepest krukrukk.

         But I really really needed God who more so? I did not want even the possibility of no God in fact I feared His loss as cataclysm above me and abyss below and so at a certain point of growing uncertainty aged nine and three quarter years I decided to test God by putting my trust in Him completely entirely.

         If He did exist He could cause my mother to visit me not my mother and father and brothers and sisters but only my mother.

         I made it so I was asking for less for easier for just for my mother to visit or at least to send me a letter. And I gave God one calendar year in which to accomplish this less-than-a-miracle.

         And He failed.

         Even then I put effort into many prayers of wish to understand why or why not for it did not seem in the circumstances such an outrageous request for a boy to make of his mother and not such a difficult proof for a God to offer His devoted servant.

         Answer and I would have been His for life.

         Failure came instead and I fell into an abyss of black total pointlessness mere hopelessness would have been too much to ask for.

         I could see no reason for having a reason for continuing and if I had been given a coat with orange buttons and had known what I could do with them by trying and failing to swallow them I would have choked joyfully or if not joyfully then with something approaching infinite relief for I believe I truly despaired in the full awful sense of the word and I have never felt more entirely abandoned and worthless with the worst part of my life-situation being that it was entirely selfish and unless there was some miraculous change I would never be capable of helping another person especially child but maybe Sister.

         Of course there was the chance I could give an opportune smile that might make one of the Sisters feel her early morning washing of my various yucky crevices had not been wasted but I could not spontaneously act all I could ever do was reciprocate i.e. give back something I had been given in order to be given the opportunity to give it back which is what always happened at Christmas.

         It was a terrible feeling not only to be helpless but beyond that to be incapable of offering help so all I would ever do was take take take as Sister Mary Margaret shouted to Sister Cécile in the Sisters’ Office one day when I was thirteen and one month and not in relation to me at all but in relation to Sister Cécile who didn’t deserve it but suffered Sister Mary Margaret’s spiritual jealousy at her easy faith You all you ever do is take take take that’s all you ever do you selfish woman you!

         I felt this selfishness of mine as completely unbearable and I felt a great yearning to be of use partly I think because all day I watched the Sisters helping others but quite often badly or misunderstandingly due to lack of considered attention to the particular needs of others which needs I knew but could not communicate for example replacing blankets on knees not Lise’s knees that hands had laboriously taken contorted minutes to push off because legs were uncomfortably warm or wiping spit from chins that were trying to impress other eyes in a bubble-blowing World Ward Championship that had just after a week reached its final round and was now undermined and ended completely for the rest of that day because thick spit of world-class level is only available at certain hours such as in the fuggy minutes before supper and a good fountain of it takes whiles and whiles to build up because I had been bronze medal World Ward Champion myself once.

         I watched Sisters helping without consciously thinking what it was or what it meant to help someone for example they pulled curtains open or pulled them closed or forgot to pull them closed so I once saw through a doorway into a dorm what was above the knees of Lise as Sister Muriel and Sister Eliza chatted about the Monsignor and what he had learned in Rome or on another occasion I watched Sister Cécile and Sister Muriel wipe Jeremy’s baboon bottom but with their minds entirely elsewhere and not as their smiles told me on Heaven or Hell.

         But to my knowledge at that time of my test of God I had never assisted anyone in any way whatsoever no not so much as an It’s over there or a Stop it you’ll hurt yourself.

         I very much felt the atrocious selfishness of my mode of existence and what I wanted was to be able to exist as the Sisters did for others and most of all I powerfully wanted to be able to give a gift but the Sisters denied me the possibility of this for when I was assisted in making something in the Craft Room usually out of pasta shapes it was ugly and for me rather than genuinely for anybody else.

         I did not want to paint with brush in mouth an abstract and have Sister Cécile say What a wonderfully expressive painting of a splurge of a splodge I wanted to draw an accurate and wonderfully useful map of a diseased part of the body that would offer a cure or of a dangerous war-torn country that would help the lost.

         Within the white wall I often pictured the gifts I would have given all of them and without being in any way proud of my generosity I knew yes I was sure I knew the particular gifts that would delight them the most and in this small way I would have made a positive contribution to the difficult lives of those all around me rather than being a constant trial to their already strained patience and a drain on their limited emotional and spiritual resources with my peevishness and neediness and in this way I would lift them rather than drag them down as I am sure I usually did and so be a balloon not a burden a bird not a hedgehog a hug not a hit.

         For Sister Britta a week of vigorous hill-walking in the Alps or the Norwegian fjords to relax her and refresh her and return her to us happier and less full of divine vengeance. I knew she would want this as I had seen upside-down hikers on an upside-down mountain in one of the magazines on her desk when I was left in there one day.

         For Sister Cécile a mother-of-pearl inlaid hairbrush for the wondrous long pale blonde hair that I knew she hid beneath her headdress.

         For Sister Eliza a pair of supercomfortable orthopaedic shoes to relieve her poor bunioned feet.

         For Sister Mary Margaret a box of Milk Tray chocolates and for Sister Muriel some fine hand cream for her cracked fingers.

         For Micky a very large trampoline in a safe soft place so that he would come as close to flying as a person was able without dying.

         To Lise in her flump of flowery brown dress fabric a bright friend who could find some way of addressing her inexplicable sorrow which seemed to be focussed on the fact she had no person not even her brother Kurt capable of understanding her.

         And other presents for all the other children on the ward each one the result of probably a whole day’s thinking and for only one of them Jeremy would the gift be immediate death because he really did nothing else but suffer the most unbearable physical torment as if he were being permanently burned alive for there is something wrong with his nerves as if they all ended in pricking needles of flame and it is only exhaustion that stops him screaming all the time bless him and protect him from his own body wherever he is now.

         Gifts were often what I thought of when I became distracted from the subject of what was in front of me in the space that I could see oval space from left to right and narrower top to bottom I planned givings and festivals of imaginary generosity during which I turned aside people’s gratitude by letting them know I was even more profoundly grateful than they because in these hallucinations I was quite capable of speaking clearly.

         Mostly though when in front of it as on this afternoon I observed the gradual changes of the light upon the white wall and these I found completely marvellous and compelling even when in the summer they were extremely slow.

         Of course my favourite was low winter sunlight coming in for half an hour sideways through the leaves and branches of the wych elm in the courtyard and so creating an effect that allowed me to think of my favourite learned and hoarded word dapple to describe the wall or if not dapple then stipple was definitely my favourite word the wall would be patterned at this hour like wallpaper showing leaves but these light-made shadow-left leaves of late winter had beautiful when it was a little windy had beautiful epileptic fits.

         It would be easy-cliché to say they were dancing the leaves of shade but I never felt they were because their movements were too simply back and forth and dancers flow or should flow like Swan Lake swans on television and I strongly feel daffodils don’t flow they rock like we all sometimes rock but these shadow-leaves moved at best like the gentle ebbing of a fit that at one point seemed likely to prove dangerous if not fatal but that no-one needs to take seriously any more as the teeth are no longer in danger of shattering with compression and the child is smiling inwardly with sweet relief sweet and almost religious and so taken for religious calm.

         I had seen the toes twitching as the last spasms lovelily left the shaken body of the child on the blue lino unlike my body’s spasm which was taking place so lentissimo as to last a long lifetime.

         Seeing the wych elm as shadow indirectly was perhaps even better than seeing the wych elm itself.

         Once three birthday cards before Jim arrived I even saw the shadows of the two familiar crows upon the white wall and I knew it was them because I could hear their caw-caw routine to my right almost within my peripheral vision but I knew their behaviours so well that I am sure I would have recognized their shadowplay even if I had been as deaf as Torin was before he died.

         One crow was trying to land on the other crow’s head. I could not tell them apart because I believe they were twins and they took turns in being the one to wait upon the long branch and the one to try and become the other’s crowfeather hat.

         A lot of time time I spent making an effort not to hate them they tended to dominate the wych elm like two knife-threatening Charlies and keep away other more modest less aggressive creatures even solo seagulls their the crows’ black shapes were easy to pick out even when full foliage was in operation in July but I would have preferred it if the superlative thrushes and magnificent greenfinches had been able to mass less harassedly and hurriedly.

         Perhaps though I should have been grateful because the crow twins forced all the other birds away from the wych elm which stood almost exactly central in the courtyard as if it had been there first and the building built around it because the central presence of the angry crows meant that once or twice a year a bird or two would land right in front of me and my lucky amazement on the grey window ledge of the window that looks down.

         I can see all their feathers still these visions and the transitions between green and black and yellow all sheeny and as if painted verily by God taking especial care with the tiniest details that might give visual satisfaction to an attentive and loving viewer.

         In that time I would try not to fantasize about being a bird and flying away from the ward but watch what was really in front of me until Lise wailed molto forte like a Wagnerian soprano or Micky ran past or Lise’s brother Kurt banged his head against the side of the filing cabinet and the bird or birds were skedaddled away into the air.

         These etched birds whose colours seemed deeper and sheenier than any other colours I had ever seen apart from the moss to the left of the window sill that was sometimes cleared away but regrew in a year or two that green was green enough to rival the wing-green of a greenfinch and had a golden undertone that could enter combat with goldfinch yellow and not lose straight away.

         They didn’t mean to be scary to birds my companions on the long corridor they just were.

         This was what they were up to the children of the ward this meaning their usual things behaviours on the afternoon in question around four fifty six while I was patiently appreciating all that could still be made even after all my seven years of the white of a white wall even not taking into consideration the stains and stories and marks and memories.

         Yes from behind me I could hear Lise playing one of the with-herself clapping games she sometimes played when she wasn’t fully floored and grief-stricken and when also she wasn’t absent because up to her occasional mischief which usually involved hiding from the Sisters by making herself silent and invisible then waiting to be missed and searched for and discovered and delightfully punished. Lise liked to be punished now and again because it gave her a chance to impress with her repentence at which there was no-one better not even Sister Margaret. Over the years I had been around her Lise in her fabric of flowery brown had hidden herself under beds and mattresses behind the spare wheelchairs in the Chapel and once most gloriously for three and a half hours beyond the wooden gate and in the Sisters’ Office and beneath the desk where Sister Britta’s thick legs usually crossed themselves.

         Beyond the wooden gate. It was my life’s ambition to go beyond the wooden gate and past the Sister’s Office and then to take the lift down out of the ward down to the ground floor and then be pushed through reception through the double doors and out into the green world beyond and up into a dream of a wheelie and all of this without a Sister with me to force me to come back.

         Perhaps Lise one day would decide to find a place to hide that wasn’t in the ward. But at this time on this afternoon it was mourning-Lise not mischievous-Lise who pitter-pattered away lightly beside her brother Kurt who was banging his head into the Kurt’s-head-shaped dent in the grey filing cabinet in the long corridor making the noises which meant ships were about to land on the shore of his land ships that he and he alone could see when staring through the small round hole in the side the left-hand side of the dented filing cabinet. The noises were regular coming one every half minute but still full of panic and confusion although the ships arrived in Kurt’s land almost every afternoon at about this time.

         I understood this repetition to mean that while the men who swarmed out of the ships and who I imagined as violent and armed with sharp weapons performed terrible acts upon the land and upon the people of the land that however every night when we had all been put to bed and Kurt was no longer able to watch their terrible violence they climbed back into their ships and sailed out to sea again.

         At least I assumed what Kurt was seeing was the sea because the word he shouted when he sighted them was not Boats! but Ships! and ships I understood although I had never seen one were usually bigger than boats and more likely to be able to cross something wider than a pond which I had seen or a lake which I hadn’t.

         Ships! Kurt always shouted in between thumps during the late afternoon around a quarter past five and then Men! he would soon shout shout in a way that let everyone on the long corridor know they were men to be afraid of not friendly men and finally he would begin to shout Land! Land! always that word twice never once that I heard even a single time although both Ships! and Men! could sometimes be repeated close enough together to seem a double outcry.

         For a few months after he first arrived and after he discovered the filing cabinet I had been in some doubt as to whether Land! in Land! Land! was intended by Kurt as a verb or a noun and I had imagined with great concern that he was witnessing terrible shipwrecks within the confines of the grey filing cabinet and was trapped outside because he was too big and so unable to get in and help the little drowning people inside as helpless as real witnesses to a real shipwreck standing on high cliffs above violent waves and sharp rocks watching real people drowning.

         This helplessness was my explanation for the bang-bang-banging of his head into the same dented place that Kurt rhythmically reverted to around a quarter past five in between cries of first Ships! and then Men! and finally Land! Land!

         I had been able to solve this mystery one night when we were all in bed and there was a full moon and Kurt was unusually agitated because he usually slept silently enough for me not to hear him do anything but fart although he used not to be in my dorm but in the dorm next to mine Dorm 2. On this night the Sisters came to calm him and in between gasps and sobs Kurt who seemed to have woken from a violent nightmare of the men being violent shouted Land! Land! I was very awake at this point in white light from the moon through the blinds and I somehow knew from the fact Kurt was uttering it out of the hearing of his people that he couldn’t possibly mean Get safely ashore! Get safely ashore! but that he must mean O my poor land! O my poor land! or possibly O my poor little people who live in my land in my filing cabinet! because land stood for people.

         And from that time onwards which was about three Christmas cards before the afternoon of Jim’s arrival the noises and shouts had remained much the same but the filing cabinet had shifted a couple of feet towards the Chapel been moved back into place and then shifted another foot and a half and the dent had become softer and rounder and a much better fit for Kurt’s head which in any case never seemed bruised.

         I felt I knew exactly what Kurt meant when he shouted Land! Land! although I could not honestly say whether the violent men were Vikings or what they were.

         On that afternoon I was where the Sisters usually Sister Cécile wheeled me and put on the brake. I was close to the white wall just as I have been thinking and remembering in slowly typed words.

         And Jim arrived.

         The lift doors opened on our floor and Sister Britta led someone with strong even footsteps not the fzz of wheelchair wheels up to and then through the wooden gate after lifting the latch and then took them the footsteps along the long corridor to a dorm Dorm 3 and said ‘This will be your bed’.

         Then she Sister Britta took the footsteps further to show them the Craft Room the Music Room the Refectory and the Boys’ Bathroom.

         As was the custom the first night the footsteps had supper on a tray in their dorm on their own and I would not learn to whom they belonged until breakfast the next morning.

         I do not know what it was made me so excited that night for I had heard nothing unusual no but I had as he passed smelled him Jim and he smelled of sea-saltiness as if he had just come from the sea which I had never seen but had heard was salty and this salty smell was free and healthy and of outdoors not antiseptic which made me know he was special.

         By the afternoon Jim arrived I had become very good at being patient so good that I expected to be able to live out the rest of my time on that ward and whichever ward followed it for it would of course be a ward with equanimity a lovely word if not contentment a cosy word just so long as Charlie or another knife-loving bully did not decide particularly to focus upon me as the object of his cruelty for no apparent reason. Each new day I was able to take as something midway between a gift and a burden for as the Sisters I am sure would take the opportunity to say every burden is a gift and every gift is a gift from God and a chance to avoid unnecessary symmetry and neatness of phrasing though they would not say or even think that but I would because I cared about such things as accuracy of verbal expression with a passion that became an ethic because I so often thought how exactly would I say this or that were I able to speak or write it using my word-hoard.

         The question of whether if I could suddenly gain the ability for verbal self-expression I would choose to speak aloud clearly with fricatives as well as plosives or to write handwriting neatly is one that preoccupied me very much and I think I can now say I would choose for myself writing because even with as much time as I have had to think about what I would like to say and how exactly I would like to say it and even after the unlocking years later by Dr Masters and Lioresal his skeletal muscle relaxant which enabled me to move my lolling head and roll my null tongue it still speech still goes wrong even in my head so often that it must be an unsatisfactory medium of self-expression but as I back then would not have been choosing only for myself but for myself on the ward in which I lived I think I would say the ability to shout Stop or to tell one of the Sisters exactly what the cause of Lise’s distress was this or that morning would be the correct and only humane choice.

         Of course after all these years around me the Sisters knew that I had sounds that were the equivalent of Stop but to these they did not pay sufficient attention in the moment for them to be useful so the perpetual frustration was that although I could in theory convey Stop or No this was ignored and even if it hadn’t been I could not explain why they should stop or what it was that was so wrong with the present state of affairs that I had found it necessary to cry out and so I was always afraid that if I overused my cease and desist sounds I was likely to become the boy who cried wff because wff along with hff was one of the sounds I found easiest to make.

         For at least two years when I was younger and after I first heard the story of the boy who cried wolf and also a radio broadcast of Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf I used to think about exactly what I would do were a real wolf somehow to enter the ward seen by no-one else but me which was unlikely as even when parked in front of the white wall and near the gate there tended to be another child within ten feet of me Lise and Kurt or at least within sight further along the long corridor which was a long straight corridor of blue floor tiles and off-white ceiling tiles fluorescent strip lights with seven doors off to the right and two wide windows off to the left then the framed poster of Wild Animals of the African Savanna then two more wide windows before the Chapel.

         What I had concluded was that the best thing I could do would not be to risk enraging or alarming the wolf by crying wff! wff! but to attempt to buy the Sisters as much time as possible to come within sight recognize the eruption of a wolf in their safe space and to escort or carry the remaining children down the fire escape past Dorm 7 the Princesses’ dorm into the courtyard and safety. The best thing I could do would be to draw the wolf’s attention to me and to attempt to keep it there by whatever humming or wriggling was necessary and although I do not mean to sound heroic or martyrish if it was necessary even to allow the wolf to begin eating my feet or more likely my exposed hands then I would endure as long as I could for then I would finally be useful and maybe yes a bit heroic.

         I used to have many dreams to this effect.

         I remember the dream I had the night before Jim arrived I dreamed of falling down the stairs with my father behind me like a big shadow as if this had caused my paralysis rather than the hour of my birth being a real hour an hour long that towards the end involved minutes of strangled suffocation of which I have heard the medical details many times but I do not remember the dream I had the night of the day of the evening Jim arrived because I hardly slept for excitement so did not dream and woke in the morning exhausted but exhilarated and lay flat in my barred cot and listened to the radiators gurglingly tickingly filling with hot water always a deep joy as it not only meant I would not be cold for much longer but also because it was a rich series of unpredictable sounds a soundworld as they often said on Radio 3 most notably the first time when I was eight years old talking of Gustav Mahler the doomed composer who wrote music they told me about the death of his child before his child died and who showed extreme and painful tenderness not only for separation from his own flesh but for all human separations fleshly and spiritual and he did this through an ambitious music that was cut off when Sister Cécile went for a haircut and Sister Britta turned the radio off but I had heard enough of the first movement and a half of Symphony Number 6 to know what a soundworld was and to learn that I lived in one a great long one.

         My favourite soundworld aspect apart from the radio on Radio 3 in the office was Sister Cécile in the Music Room playing waltzes down the echoey corridor when the light was low and supper smelling up and childish whooping was at a minimum because we were all tired after a day of being ourselves perhaps a little hysterical earlier on playing waltzes to calm us for then I could imagine I was near a ballroom where as Sister Muriel vivaciously described waltzes were first performed in Vienna and where people danced and fell in love with other people as flowing dancers first and as people second so even when there was no radio going swoop and ching and brr and la-la-lah I could tune in to the latest hits of the heating system from boiler upwards that in the morning really did become like the timpani section of the Berlin Philharmonic under their conductor Herbert von Karajan playing the kind of modern compositions that even Sister Cécile tended to turn off or turn down if she was not occupied elsewhere.

         The soundworld I loved most was Christmas carols because they floated on the air like icing on marzipan that is pretending to be snow on a Christmas cake with the smiling snowman cake-decoration and the Santa’s sleigh cake-decoration that came out every year although the Sisters were very careful with me because I could so easily choke and choke to death on a currant or a raisin just as if it were an orange button but the peace of O Little Town of Bethlehem travelled in a straight line parallel to the floor from the radio to my heart and I believed that at that precise moment my mother who must love carols because carols are the sound of a mother a mother like Mary’s wall whiteness and plain love for her infant child born in Bethlehem or anywhere in the world amid woe and straw and kine and need to be redeemed she heard my mother heard as I heard and in our ears we met as if our ears were touching and her ear was tender against my ear and her cheek was motherly against my cheek like marzipan beneath icing like snow though warm and blushing with happiness to think of the faraway son having his best Christmas because of the three wise men card and Snoopy book and blue and white stripey jumper and together travelling along the long sounds of we see thee lie.

         I wished her my mother a Merry Christmas through the still small voice of the carolling that hymns on high in the human heart and cannot but be felt wherever kitchens are full of roasting smells and brothers and sisters who can stand and walk in and out of rooms full of gratitude for their presents from their parents and appreciation of every bauble on the Christmas tree and every link in the paper chain with which they have festooned the ceiling from corner to corner marvellous word festooned above their diagonally crowned heads because they couldn’t wait to crack the crackers and so become on this day a royal family with Princes and Princesses as well as King and Queen before the real Queen’s speech that is warm but wise as she offers motherliness to everyone in the Commonwealth sometimes in front of her tree which is bigger than the trees of almost everyone else in the Commonwealth she sent a great message from me to my mother speaking of the importance of family at this special time of year or the especial importance of family at this time of year I can’t remember which she said exactly but the Queen comes after the carols from King’s College Chapel Cambridge and for an hour and a half the long corridor of the ward was a soundworld of choirboys with voices like snowing singing notes like icicles to listeners as cosy as fires in hearths with stockings hanging on either side just like the Christmas card from one birthday card and one missing birthday card before Jim arrived.

         My poor mother when the Queen speaks of the especial importance of family must think of me with warmth and guilt and longing and Mahler sounds but we have already been together at Yuletide in O Little Town and in our ears of beautiful white cake.

         The whiteness of the Christmas cake is a whiteness I often discovered in the whiteness of the white wall but the morning after Jim’s arrival as excited as at Christmas I still had to go through my usual morning routine which went like this after pretending to wake and gurgle clank listening bang echo and warming and then being told to rise and shine by Sister Britta and light in through the lifting blinds sniff and sniff and tiny wince because you need changing young Mr Elliott and I knew I did because along with the radiators all my senses had been working and my smellworld was as stubbornly present as my soundworld.

         On this morning I had not been able to wait because I was so excited at the prospect of a salty new child on the ward and a new source of interest a new instrument in the orchestra and a new sound in the soundworld.

         Jim was special yes Jim was an answered prayer even though I had stopped praying except when I was pretending to pray during service and ended up really praying to make that easier and more believable and so I think I can forgive myself for thinking at this moment that morning as Sister Britta began to remove my pyjamas before changing me This day is going to be or This day stands a small chance of being a special day and I think I can be even more completely forgiven because I followed this by immediately thinking Patience Patience above all things It may not happen today Nothing may happen today and so patience always patience although the truth is because I had not slept I had been counselling myself patience most of the long night through.

         Being changed is just that being changed changed as a being a thing in a profound way but on the surface level it is a humiliation and I am more than grateful for that and I realize that I would not be alive to be able to express internally or even feel gratitude if it were not for them a long line in time going backwards to my birth of them them after them after them Sister after Sister and beyond and neither would any of us be here not only on the ward but beyond in the world because each of us was nursed from birth each started as a helpless thing prey to any passing rat or fox or wolf and if we hadn’t been picked up and carried we would be nothing but food for a crow or as I think a rat.

         I was and remain grateful for the opportunity to exist to be grateful so thank you to the whole society of thems I will never meet and most of whom will never know that I exist. Thank you especially to those who put money into the collection plates that go round during Offertory but thank you also to the men and women who work in the coal-fired and nuclear power stations that keep on the lights and thank you to those who work making our water clean thank you to the farmers who grow our food and the drivers who drive it to us and the cooks who cook it for us and the dishwashers who wash up after us and the bin men who take away the food we do not eat in black bags and the men who work the machines that bury all the rubbish we make and who help Keep Britain Tidy.

         Someone had to change me on this first Jim day as on every day sometimes several times but that did not mean I had no preference as to who that someone was although it could not be my favourite because my favourite had been Sister Clare from Liverpool.

         Sister Clare will always be memorable for her bleached hair cherry-sweet-smelling breath and her habit of saying flippety flip flippety flip very quietly but completely audibly whilst changing you she had marvellous changing technique but had to leave after Patricia almost drowned in the bath whilst she Sister Clare was bathing her still distracted by a phone call she had just received and she let Patricia slip underwater though the actual pneumonia only took Patricia two and a half weeks later but Sister Clare disappeared the very morning she left Patricia safely with Sister Cécile while she went away only long enough to say as I heard her loudly say Thank you for letting me know I cannot speak right now into the telephone in the Sisters’ Office and went behind me silently back to Patricia that was not the last we saw of her although she disappeared until the leaving party which was the last we saw of her when we sat around a candle-lit cake and watched her cry.

         Patricia had been everybody’s favourite child. She did not do anything in particular but it was the way she did not do anything that somehow endeared Patricia universally even knife-loving Charlie was nice to her Patricia did not smile her face was more of the sneery snarly snaggle-toothed variety but she seemed to be content behind that and to us on the ward contentment was of all human qualities the most revered and so many of us desired to sit beside Patricia to be within her calm and so feel calmer themselves myself included if only I had been able to move into her vicinity.

         The terrible thing that I think was a real irony was that the phone call Sister Clare had tragically taken because Sister Cécile said it was so important was about the near-drowning of her own son Petey he Petey had been surfing off St Ives in Cornwall and had gone too near the rocks and wiped out which I later learned means fell off the surfboard and got concussion he only survived because another surfer called Marv from Ontario paddled Petey back to the beach on his own board so of course Sister Clare was distracted after she again took over bathing Patricia from Sister Cécile who was blameless but who walked away and that was when Patricia slipped down and inhaled a sip or two of bathwater and Sister Clare should never have left Patricia unsupported not even for a second even though she Patricia was shocking calm and content through it all and even unto death.

         Flippety flip flippety Sister Clare used to say flippety all the way through changing you and she was top of the Top Five in reverse order counting down Not arf as Fluff Freeman used to say in announcing the Rock Show Charts on Mrs Beatles the Cleaner’s portable radio-cassette player. Holding steady at number five was Sister Cécile who was so superfast number four Sister Mary Margaret of the warm hands and sometimes chocolatey breath and in at number three posh Sister Muriel with her surprising dancer’s strength to flip you over as if you were some bread she was kneading like the others did in the Craft Room to make plaits number two it has to be admitted Sister Britta even when you were hating her for something else a quick change by Sister Britta made you realize how she had got where she had rough but perfect and as the senior Sister she always had access to talcum powder and never left you raw and still at number one three years after the cake crying the greatest of them all Sister Clare who had an impossible way of making it seem as if throughout the whole performance of you being changed you were miraculously levitating.

         Some others the bottom three of the bottom caused something like actual bodily harm each time they came near I will not think to name them except to say because she like Sister Clare has now died that if Sister Penelope ever did your nappy it dug in like a blade.

         Sister Penelope was eventually given a cake for hitting Micky across the face after she tried and failed to stop him climbing and he in response started poking her nipples as if they were the buttons of the lift and saying Call lift for the left one and Floor four for the right one Sister Penelope’s nipples were the most prominent through the habit I have ever known in fact they were the ones through which we boys were all introduced to the concept of female nipples that did not belong to the Virgin Mary feeding the Infant Christ with which we were of course all long familiar.

         We had not known before that summer of Sister Penelope that the flat brown coins of the girls being changed within our field of vision could sometimes grow like flowers into those raspberries that changed from moment to moment sometimes into angry blueberries placid strawberries and exhilarated loganberries Sister Penelope was very beautiful in other ways legs and hands and face and that might explain why she did not feel it necessary to work on her changing technique no-one was very good at telling such a beautiful brown-eyed woman off even Sister Cécile became embarrassed the one time I saw and could not go into specifics Just try to be a little more gentle she said after another child it was Princess Pretty my interpreter one of the three Princesses had been discovered with raspberry ripple-like rash only three hours after being smooth as.

         The Sisters were constantly fighting rot our bodies wanted to turn fungus-y our bodies were like a bowl of week-old fruit not rotten or rotting but getting ready to rot. Just touch a banana in this state and it bruises for if you changed redheaded Glen badly one time two weeks of whimpering agony would follow.

         This first morning I was lucky that Sister Britta holding steady at number two dealt with my number one and my number two with her usual talcum powdered efficiency in very short order and with the arriving help of Sister Cécile she had me dressed in grey trousers black socks floral shirt with poppers instead of buttons acceptable grey white bib and so dressed and ready to be wheeled along the long corridor and left and right and through to breakfast which I had been smelling up the lift-shaft for twenty minutes.

         Others had toast spread with lime marmalade containing toenail shaped slivers of rind on top of margarine where the bread that made the toast was white or brown and either crisp or chewy depending upon how long it had spent or not spent in the toaster in the kitchen and how humid the kitchen was but toast was too much of a choking hazard for me in fact if you had designed a perfect choking hazard for me it would look very much and very much have the texture of toast with sticky sweet floppy objects on top.

         My breakfast was Ready Brek with as much sugar and honey on it and in it as I with my wishful mind could persuade the Sisters to sprinkle or drizzle or just dunk in stir in but they were very careful however because they didn’t want me to get fat but I loved the taste of anything sweet and I didn’t get much sweetness the rest of the day in my food so when Sister Cécile poured I made the sound for More because the sound for More was any sound and the sound for Stop was to stop making a sound.

         But I could not concentrate at all on my own breakfast because I wanted to know what breakfast the new boy Jim was capable of having because from what I had guessed from his powerful footsteps he was one of those bold adventurers capable even of Weetabix and butter or cornflakes without milk which food to some of us would be a bit like a bowlful of orange buttons however from where I had been wheeled up to my usual place at the near long table in through the double doors and round to the right at the end facing away from the door with the pink hippo place mat gift from four Christmases ago smiling up at me a little paler and with a tear down from the top of its left ear and with Sister Cécile at the head and to my right with Finn directly opposite me an empty seat to the left of him and with Micky’s always-empty-at-breakfast seat to my left and I could not see anyone new and I knew if I saw anyone I hadn’t seen before it would be him Jim although I did not just yet know his name or for certain that he was a him.

         This his absence made me feel sad sadder than I should have done and not only because I had been looking forward to his presence for several of those awake-in-the-night hours but because I already felt as if I already knew sea-salty Jim and his appearance in the morning was part of my morning every morning and the fact he wasn’t there turned it into a new thing a big event and I wanted Jim to be my friend already which was ridiculous I know when I come to think about it because I had never even seen him and then when my Ready Brek was down to its last teaspoonful after twenty minutes of spooning and wiping and milk running down the inside and outside of my throat then I did see Jim there he was at last but I did not see him directly only reflected in the glass of the picture on the wall opposite me behind Lise on the far long table the picture of people in a snowy landscape with tall dark trees around them and I only saw Jim’s thin shape for half a second because the light was behind him silhouetting him as he was guided in by Sister Mary Margaret because he was blind blind from birth born I later learned with no eyeballs at all in his head.

         Sister Mary Margaret brought him through the door of course through the door but behind me where I couldn’t see but could hear her telling him where the near long table was and they had thought to place him on the near long table through the door and down to the left beside Sister Britta to make breakfast easy for him at first.

         Children said Sister Britta looking at everyone I am certain with her brightest most holy blue eyes Children this is Jim.

         Some of us said Hello and some of us including myself made our Hello noises and some of us carried on doing what we were doing Now she said you shouldn’t take advantage of Jim because Jim is blind and Jim is also dumb but he is most definitely not deaf are you Jim? And Jim then clapped his hands twice a beautiful strong clap a hard and heroic sound.

         Jim has got very good hearing Sister Britta said and he will hear if you say anything negative or mean-spirited so receive him in the spirit of the Lord. That is all. Get along now.

         What would you like for breakfast I heard Sister Mary Margaret ask and then answer herself as if Jim had answered Toast and butter thank you very much Sister Mary Margaret and Fine she answered herself Fine and dandy she said then went off to get it just as my last spoonful of Ready Brek became a mouthful at the top of my mouth and went down the wrong way because I had been so focussed upon what was going on behind me rather than on keeping my head at the correct angle for efficient swallowing.

         Luckily this time cough and a cough and a sip of milk took the little bit of off-white not-quite-sugary-enough paste down the right way not the airway and I lived to breathe another day but soon too soon was wheeled away by Sister Cécile fast too fast and not even past Jim who I imagined had both his hands on a piece of toast without lime marmalade but clockwise round towards the right hand edge of the room with my head on the wrong shoulder to get a simple sight of him.

         I would have to wait.

         Left turn and right turn and halfway along the long corridor my chair was stopped and Sister Cécile moved away with a sigh to deal with something happening in Dorm 5 and I was left with the full magnificent view straight down the long corridor towards on the right the four windows overlooking the courtyard then the white wall with the wooden gate in it and then hidden behind the wall the Sisters’ Office and beyond that the rest of the corridor the forbidden corridor and the lift.

         I had been down the forbidden corridor and out of the ward twenty five times since I came there I had been to pantomimes every year around Christmas card time and inbetween then there had been some trips to A&E some of which I hadn’t been conscious for because I was halfheartedly dying and most of all twice we had been to the Arndale Centre to do something normal and go shopping.

         On both occasions I wanted to buy a gift to be sent to my mother but had not been able to communicate this so ended up with a scarf for myself in white orange and purple for a football team Luton Town I did not support or anyway did not support before I got the scarf because once I got the scarf and it was tied onto the end of my cot I thought I had better start supporting them and also I got some hand cream which was a Heavenly balm for as long as it lasted on my mantelpiece with my birthday and Christmas cards which were up all year round because the Sisters knew what I would do if anyone ever tried to take them down which one year was the cause of an A&E trip for I could sometimes tip my chair backwards if I spasmed hard enough with all my body with feet hitting the floor and this is what I had done when a temporary replacement cleaning lady called Maxine standing in for Mrs Beatles and her blue and red cassettes took down my Christmas cards not my birthday cards and ripped them in half and put them in the wastepaper basket which was why nearly half my cards at this time the time of the start of Jim had a rip across the middle and Sellotape holding them together.

         As I waited for another Sister to push me to my morning place the morning after Jim arrived I thought about what I had seen of him so far just a sliver of a vision that was a reflection of his silhouette I did not know what colour his hair was but I did not believe he was black-skinned like black Toby and I did not either expect his hair to be black what my glimpse had shown me was a thin head with sticky-out ears and that is still how I remember Jim even though eventually I was to get a better look at him and in fact get to know him physically by sight very well indeed but waiting there in my wheelchair I imagined him as thin altogether with a thin body fitting his thin head which did not turn out to be true.

         I looked again towards the lift and for some reason thought as I often thought of what I had seen beyond the wooden gate a blue penis and a green gherkin I will get to soon and then I thought more explicitly of the blue of the most graphic act of sex I had ever witnessed which was in a public toilet in the Arndale Centre where I had to be taken after I puked deliberately so as to extend my stay in the fascinating shopping centre and see something new of it if only the toilets and see something new I certainly did because there on the disabled cubicle wall causing Sister Britta to tut and turn me away from it to where I could see it even better in the mirror there was a most elaborate blue biro drawing of what I later learned was a blow-job but at the time and much to my distress thought was a picture of a woman being forced to drink a man’s wee because wee was how I interpreted the blue apostrophe shapes that jumped from the end of his very large blue penis towards the woman’s face of course I could not expect Sister Britta to comment on it any more than the tut and the muttered Heavens preserve us that followed but that was enough to tell me that the blue drawing was of something wrong and quite possibly shameful and almost certainly sinful although it was not unlike a painting we had once been shown in a visiting Priest’s slide-show of the Virgin Mary feeding the baby Jesus an arc of milk from her breast at a distance of six or seven feet.

         The blue drawing was so elaborate I later realized it must have taken at least seven or eight drawing sessions to complete just the man being fellated who as I thought of him over the coming years of Radio 3 and occasional Bartók I began to think of as Bluebeard because he had a beard the standing man had a face full of blue biro hair highly detailed every follicle was there just as if the artist had been compelled to include them all in order for the picture to do its job which I suspect was not to be a self-portrait because that would just have been asking for trouble but a portrait of a lucky and happy and disgustingly ugly man he had several moles and perhaps the exact placement of them did mean that this was a portrait of some sort but whether it was intended to humiliate or glorify the subject I still cannot decide certainly any man would count himself lucky to have such a very large penis and here in the drawing of this was where the greatest amount of detail had been applied in the shading of the 3-D veins in the mushroom shape of the bit on the end whose name I still don’t know in the beard of wispy wavy hair beneath it in the globular flight of the sperm toward the open waiting mouth of the beautiful woman wearing the Iron Maiden leather jacket and all of this I should emphasize again in blue biro against dirty whitewash surrounded by backwards swearwords replying to backwards swearwords.

         As I saw it first time in astonishment and horrified wonder at all I was learning of the outside world and what people in it got up to I thought the kneeling woman seemed to be as delighted at drinking Bluebeard’s wee as Bluebeard seemed to be at using a woman as a urinal for she was smiling with big lips apart and huge teeth and eyelashes all over the place and she was wearing make-up that made her cheekbones dark and her hair was curly and she wore leather trousers and biker boots details I only came to understand later after much thought just as it was not until after the rescue by young Brother Benedict and the unlocking by Dr Masters and his research team that I was able to ask the question by slowly typing it out letter by letter and was shown Iron Maiden on the television programme Top of the Pops and so learned they were a heavy metal rock band who I quite enjoyed.

         I thought Iron Maiden the words I had been able to read on the back of her jacket was the name of the woman Miss Iron Maiden.

         I never returned to that disabled toilet although I did the next year go back to the Arndale Centre but this time when I deliberately puked they took me to the toilets in the Burger King and so I never got to know how long this blue masterpiece lasted on the wall of the disabled toilet but it was enough for me that I had seen it once and over the following months I began to understand it as it began to appear in my dreams as an animated scene. But it was only a couple of years later listening to the old white wall painters those ones before Ted and Lee that I learned of the existence of the blow-job and connected it to what was going on on the wall in the drawing.

         I was not supposed by the Sisters to be sexual a sexual being although my nocturnal emissions were later to become as glutinous and as frequent as any other adolescent male’s but this was only in the year after Jim for at the time of his arrival my sexual feelings were mainly directed towards Lise’s knees and Lise’s hair that was long and brightly ginger and thick like the wool hair of Patricia’s doll and most of all Lise’s beautiful pale skin with the dappling of freckles and the speckling of significant and beloved beauty spots especially the two at an angle on the skin down the base of her neck where I imagined my hard head softly resting after a day of strain and shame as Lise happily told me about what it would be like to have a mother like neither of us had who visited you every other Thursday because I did not adore Lise for her sorrow it was not because she wept like the Virgin Mary for sinners that the line of her white neck was so important in my world it was because of the Lise she might have been if only she could have found utter consolation in a way not possible on this ward in this fallen world but if she had been taken home by her parents and loved as she deserved to be loved because all of us deserved that love.

         O Lise O Lise my poor sad weeping girl with your drooping dresses and woolly tresses and your dropping white socks that always seemed too big and too thick for your slender ankles which were neither too slender and therefore scrawny like mine nor too muscular and therefore grotesque like Micky’s from all his frantic walking and antic jumping instead you delicate Lise made the rest of the world seem a size or two too big and a bash or two too brutal and perhaps it’s this that made you cry and made me wish that I could shrink the world to fit you and pacify it too so you would no longer have to say It’s just not fair It’s just not fair.

         This is what I had learned over the four Christmas cards of looking at and trying to understand Lise through love and the love of looking at and listening to Lise for what went on with Lise’s skin was always the same or a type of broadcast version of what was going on inside her in her soul but not the Sisters’ religious Catholic soul of damnation and purgatory and glory options but instead the expression of what she Lise really was at that moment and that expression might be for example and often was a very red nose that was dry skinned and sore through sheer power of crying from tear ducts on either side and even though her hair was bright red her nose still became the most colourful thing about her but to me it was a rose of sadness that bloomed more beautifully when watered with the gush of greater anguish.

         And for another example her knees which were comparable to other young knees on the ward although I would have known them even were the rest of Lise behind a pulled-across screen or curtain and I had known them as all that was visible of her from outside the confessional whenever she spent long minutes such was her guilt such was her contrition observing them with love I had learned that her knees whitened with her anger but as a self-made expert on whiteness and I suppose I should allow also an expert on Lise’s knees I could be sure the whitening of her knees was different in tone depending on whether her anger was at one of the Sisters where it was pale bluey and murderous or at herself where it was greyish and suicidal or at everything at once when it was green and nauseous or at specific people such as her pink white mother or her golden white father.

         The knees went before the eyes did although this was not of course in isolation because Lise’s whole physical posture was a leap into her own mental future and if her toes touched while her knees were far apart I knew she would soon attempt something mischievous like hiding herself under something or more likely something flirtatious to do with one of the younger and more humorous Sisters whereas if her head went back and she seemed to be looking at the ceiling for a while then she would never be pacified until she had broken something and I was not unique in knowing this observing this because Sister Cécile on seeing Lise’s head go back as if neck-broken was once wise enough to fetch three plastic drinking cups from the Infirmary behind the Sisters’ Office for Lise to smash with her fist Sister Cécile knew that because once before when Lise had nothing to destroy she’d hit her right hand so hard against the wall that bones broke.

         Sister Cécile was wise enough to know that if it wasn’t plastic that was smashed by Lise it would be a window or a flower vase or possibly the side of someone’s head if they happened to get in the way when Lise picked up and threw the flower vase although even as the flower vase was flying Lise would be appalled by this violent action and her knees would immediately start to go greyish because all Lise wanted to do was avoid destroying herself or a delicate person by destroying an object whose destruction would bring upon her the wrath and punishment she knew she deserved and if Lise could have achieved the same effect upon herself by singing a song or kissing somebody then I know she would have done that because it wasn’t about the violence it was about putting a break in the time of the world by breaking something in the world by making it making the world like her making it into a thing that could not be used again by creating another useless thing that at least was how I came to understand those exciting moments during which I saw the smoothness and muscularity of her throat where the skin seemed to contain in it all at once all the colours that came out elsewhere in her body but most of all silver silver like raindrops on the outside of a misted-up window with the lights off inside but November sunlight outside.

         All of this to me this life of watching Lise’s body displaying Lise’s mind was like the phrase used on the radio by a female composer to describe the work of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart as inexpressibly tender or maybe she said because the volume was low and it was hard for me to hear maybe as containing an inexpressible tenderness as was in me for Lise for in me there was a Mozart soundworld of inexpressible tenderness for her while we were in the ward because most basically I was incapable of expressing anything towards her except in the sounds I made while facing in her direction and looking towards her with my eyes and listening to her as if my whole body were an ear but my sounds were not communications in the way Lise understood for Lise understood only powerful physical embrace and this was usually if rarely achieved by a Sister and Sister Cécile was very good at it at pacifying Lise at her most raging by wrapping a grey blanket tightly around her locking down her arms and allowing her to feel embraced almost head to toe then she could be happy but this was a secret thing the Sisters could not allow anyone from outside the ward to see see Lise’s joy when they put her in a fabric confinement that I couldn’t help but see as a woven version of my own paralysis although Lise was always lying down when metamorphosed into what I thought of as the Lise-worm.

         More basically Lise’s pale skin with its bruises and cuts and scratches and scabs was and scars too of course was the record of where the world had hit her where she’d forced the world of the ward upon herself and I watched them like goldfinch nests in the wych elm assembling and collapsing I watched them happen and darken and fade and whiten oh Lord Lise’s constant minor wounds fifty five per cent I would estimate not self-inflicted O poor Lise my poor dear Lise.

         As soon as I started to be pushed forwards again toward the wall or the window the day after Jim arrived wall or window I knew it was still Sister Cécile behind me doing the pushing I knew this before the person it was spoke which would have given it away immediately and I knew it firstly from how they pushed the chair and secondly I confirmed it from how they smelled because different Sisters pushed harder or steered more jerkily and different Sisters had signature scents when they were doing things for us buttoning our shirts or pulling down our socks for at this juncture the Sisters came very close to us and more importantly we came very close to the Sisters so much so that it sometimes felt as if the sides of our heads were designed to fit into the cups of their armpits and our nostrils to be sliced by the harsh seams of their habits and after a day of nursing any woman is going to smell of her natural smells for example by teatime Sister Mary Margaret smelled of a burnt fish pie with grey egg halves and small brown prawns by contrast sometimes Sister Cécile’s right hand was smoky and bitter and sometimes it wasn’t and then it smelled of ginger or sugar and I noted she was sometimes not careful enough and brownness developed between her index and middle fingers Sister Eliza was perfumed in the morning with the artificial scent of small sweet violets but by lights out she was peppery and in summer Sister Britta began by smelling of shampoo and ended by smelling of puke even if no-one had puked on her and in winter Sister Britta smelled of a wet animal that I had just before Jim arrived learned was a Labrador dog she walked in the park for an old Catholic woman she knew so when I began moving in my wheelchair and smelled faint smoke to my right I knew it could not be anyone but naughty Sister Cécile steering me in her smooth and no-nonsense and twinkle-round-the-corners style.

         I also knew that because of who she was and what she was like and because I had been a good quiet calm boy the day before that she was almost certain unless she had been ordered otherwise to park me at the window looking down into the courtyard where she knew I liked to be and so it was so it was and normally at least she parked me just in the perfect spot close to the fascinating silver radiator with its five dustballs beneath it for a view all the way down to the base of the wych elm where the faintly pink and yellow paving stones in an octagonal shape left a space of earth around the trunk and leaves sometimes gathered but this spot of vision was only perfect on a normal day because for today the day after Jim’s arrival I would have given one at least of my Christmas cards to be facing 90 degrees to my right looking back up the long corridor towards where Jim would have to come into sight at some point during the day but I knew that if I made my distressed sounds Sister Cécile would well-meaningly interpret them as meaning something they didn’t and would park my chair facing the white wall in order to try to give me the calm I seemed to her to be trying to say I wanted.

         The view along the long corridor when I was left there a few minutes earlier by Sister Cécile had made me remember two things the blue Iron Maiden drawing and the green gherkin I will get to soon and now the glass of the window in front of me when I focussed on it instead of the pinky and yellowish paving stones and the tree and the roof opposite and the sky made me again then remember the pickled gherkin but I was interrupted in these memories by the sound of the others the other children emerging into and across the end of and sending echoes down the long corridor and although most of the time most of my physical effort was put into putting less strain on my spine I could not help at this moment but head-to-toe stiffen in fresh hopes of hearing the new sounds of Jim joining in or not joining in.

         With the slap of his flat feet Kurt made his way to his grey filing cabinet and began once again his hopeless morning vigil over his defenceless land but today there was no arrival of Lise to sit and weep nearby probably I thought because unless she was being mischievous and absenting herself it was her turn for catechism with Sister Britta or piano lesson with Sister Cécile no that day the long corridor seemed remarkably quiet without even the yeahs of Mrs Beatles’ red and blue cassettes to distract me from the steady thump pause thump of Kurt’s head that was doing its best to distract me from the courtyard whose usual excitement despite the presence of two sparrows I found it hard to get at.

         So I distracted myself from my distraction by thinking as brightly as I could of the green gherkin which happened the day of one annual day trip when we had all gone to the nearest Arndale centre forty miles away not the year of the blue drawing but the year after.

         It happened after what was meant to be the main excitement of the day i.e. being stared at by the able-bodied in a clothes shop C&A whilst choosing new shirts and trousers and doing as Sister Britta had brightly and sternly said Something nice and normal but fun and useful out in the fallen world.

         Our coach had stopped for a few moments on the return journey at some traffic lights we were the nearest vehicle to them and so very close to the crossing where the pedestrians waited on the spangly wet pavement starred with dropped chewing gum among them a schoolboy maybe thirteen years old freshly come out of the McDonald’s restaurant we had just a minute before driven past he was eating with pleasure his face down in his burger when he looked up and saw me looking at him with I admit envy of many sorts in my heart and it’s possible he may also have seen several others of us on that side of the bus for he reacted with a wince and by mouthing an obscenity that began with F and ended with a small gobbet of Big Mac being projected from his big-lipped mouth.

         It was clear he was distressed by the sight of me and made angry by the way I looked and maybe made more angry by the way I looked at him for because the traffic lights were taking so long to change he had time to reach into his Big Mac and pull out from it a gherkin slice and just as the lights changed to green and the coach began to pull past them he was able to Frisbee the gherkin slice with a beautiful flick of his slim wrist toward me in fact at me all the way to where it stuck on the window right next to where my forehead was touching because I liked to listen to the engine through the glass and feel the vibrations of the road passing through and perhaps giving strength to my body.

         Splat went the gherkin slice though none of the Sisters saw it and if the glass hadn’t been there as the coach began to accelerate the slice would have hit me in the left eye landing on it like a new eyelid and so the left eye had its view of the schoolboy obscured but the right eye saw him smile at his own speed and accuracy.

         And even though I knew he had not done what he had done as a way of communicating anything but anger and disgust I was delighted at his delight and smiled back at him which seemed to annoy him even more my smile because he made the V-sign with some expertise and repeated the F-word and I think he was thinking about chucking the whole rest of his Big Mac at me and then he was out of sight and I was left in some shock and exultation to refocus on the green gherkin slice that hadn’t been there a few moments before and in a strange delay it was only now that my brain seemed really to process the exact sound it had made when it landed and the satisfying mini-thunk of this combined with the remarkable greenness and stickiness of it to leave me with an entirely positive impression for even though it was not meant as a gift it had become a gift because I had received it as a gift because I had never been lucky enough to be so close to a McDonald’s gherkin although the other children had talked about them in legendary terms of delectation and disgust and lawks-a-lordy as Sister Muriel would have said here was one astonishingly like some sea creature from a Wildlife on One nature documentary filmed on the Great Barrier Reef.

         I was to become very familiar with the gherkin slice partly during the one hour drive back to the ward but also because it was still there two months later although fairly dried up when we made our annual trip to the local pantomime it was not chance that had me sitting in the same wheelchair gap because the Sisters tended to put us in the places they always put us in so I was twice able to examine the translucent slimy green wonder with lighter-coloured circular pips and a lattice of crossover struts that was the growth structure of the schoolboy’s gherkin slice and during this and the time that followed I often wondered whether he the schoolboy was originally intending to chuck it the gherkin away anyway perhaps on top of a bus shelter or whether he had wanted to eat it but was forced by his rage at my disgusting appearance to seize upon it as the most dispensable-with and quickly gettable-to thing he had available to throw at me.

         He had thrown it at me me Elliott I was sure specifically with great accuracy and great meaning right at my left eye and I’m sure the word he was about to shout after the F-obscenity as the coach sped away was Spaz and if not that then Spazzer or Spastic.

         Often I thought of the green gherkin slice the elegance of its not design but internal construction or growth and often I wondered exactly what it would taste like at the same time as I recalled the way exactly like a Frisbee like the white Frisbee the ground floor children played with down in the courtyard it had spun as it arced through the air so wonderfully accurately on its way towards the window of the coach the coach that from the boy’s point of view was filled with disgusting spazzers whose lives weren’t worth living and who might as well be dead.

         And often I thought about the boy’s face which before it went into a snarl had seemed to me a nice squishy doughy face with fat lips and heavy eyelids that bespoke a deep contentment with the Big Mac he was about to eat and with the life he was living that meant he was able to eat Big Macs on the way home from school to his parents’ house as he must have been although I reasoned later that his mother was probably not at home because otherwise she would have been there preparing him a cooked tea and he wouldn’t have to have stopped off for fast food on the way home lucky boy so lucky and bless him for it.

         Then from behind me that first morning I heard sounds that I immediately understood which meant that another game of Sockball was about to begin I knew this because some of the boys were shouting to one another in a way that meant they were choosing teams because the cry was Choose me! Charlie Choose me not him! Charlie choose me! I could not hear the details because there were too many voices shouting at once perhaps six or seven and the soundworld of the long corridor made them echoey and squidged into one another but by the end of the shouting there were two teams and Gate S.C. were coming towards me and Chapel United were staying up the far end but was Jim included? I did not have to wait long to find out because the gate end team began to choose positions and there were only five of these goalie left-wing right-wing midfielder and striker.

         Jim go goalie said knife-loving Charlie. Jim go goalie you go wing you go other wing me go striker you go midfielder no said the voice of Finn who I haven’t needed to think about before a boy not mentally impaired but suffering from a terrible skin disease that made pyramids of hard flesh stick up all over him pyramids that were cancerous and were to kill him one year later but on this day he was healthy and wanted very much to play striker for Gate S.C. but Charlie never let anyone else be striker so not-yet-dead Finn had to give up when an echoey shout of Charlie pass began the game as Charlie kicked off and the five boys of Gate S.C. began their first attack on Chapel United.

         The rules were simple and very like football although I’d never then seen football even though I supported Luton Town F.C. and knew about Liverpool F.C. that is the rules were that a goal was scored if the ball which was two or three socks tied together in a grey black bundle because we did not were not allowed of course not allowed a real football if the sockball crossed over a certain line in the floor this line in the lino being a sacred threshold for players of Sockball and me being approximately six feet behind it so not on the pitch itself which ran all the way along the long corridor to just before the door of the Chapel where another sacred lino line-join ran sideways across both of which goal lines I could feel snicker beneath my wheelchair’s wheels whenever the Sisters wheeled me over them and sometimes crossing one way or another I even let myself think of myself as a sockball and cried out in my head as I crossed the line because this is what crossing the line meant Goal!

         Jim was in goal because blind boys almost always went in goal.

         There was no referee’s kick-off whistle as there usually was as the game had already started with an attack from the Chapel United team who even when they turned round and played the other direction in the second half would not change names but would still be called Chapel United and still be playing against Gate S.C.

         From where I had been left that day I could only listen and catch stray reflections in the glass of the window whose glass I was about four feet away from and so for a second time my vision of Jim was indirect and indistinct and also moving a lot because it was clear from Chapel United’s first attack that Jim was playing the game seriously meaning like me he was listening listening hard listening to feet and the patterns they made when patter-patter or shuffle-shuffle turns to patt or shuff because only one foot is on the floor and there’s a pause as one leg or another left or right is drawn back to make a kick and take a shot.

         Usually I was a neutral I did not support one side or the other not because they were not Luton Town F.C. but because it wasn’t worth it because the side with Charlie on almost always won whether that was Chapel United or Gate S.C. but with the new child Jim playing for Gate S.C. I wanted him to do well so as to start earning his place in the ward and so I found myself cheering them on on the inside while adding some sounds on the outside which I am sure Jim did not hear because he was so focussed on listening for the next attack.

         The game started well with Jim saving two early shots and only letting in a third shot because it took a deflection off a winger and up at the other end where most of the first half action was taking place Charlie scored the first as he always did and Finn had one disallowed for a foul Be careful Be careful I heard Charlie telling everyone then everyone repeating it to one another as if they’d come up with it.

         The Sisters usually let Sockball happen as long as it stayed in the long corridor where there could be injuries against Kurt’s filing cabinet but the only thing that could really get damaged was the Wild Animals of the African Savanna poster and just perhaps one of the crucifixes high above the doorway of every dorm probably they allowed it because Sockball was a way for the boys to release their energy because we second floor children were for some reason never allowed out in the courtyard unlike the ground floor children who were often there in Spring Summer and Autumn with their balls or their Frisbee.

         In terms of my future for me the most important thing that happened during the game which finished hurray 4–3 to Gate S.C. after a late save from Jim at the Chapel end was that toward the middle of the first half Chapel United’s squared-headed striker Gavin scored their second goal and just as I had been hoping the sockball flew over the lino line and in my direction.

         My big hope had been that the sockball would go under the radiator right in front of me with the six dustballs and I’d be able to get a close look at Jim but as a good second best the sockball slid beneath the back wheels of my chair although I did not know this at first I just heard the goal celebration and felt a slight fabricky bounce against the wheelchair’s frame but as the sockball might have bounced anywhere this was followed by Watch out Watch out He’s and I guessed loud-shouting Charlie meant Watch out for me and Jim was being warned off from running into me and from that I could tell so much most importantly I could tell he was determined to retrieve to fetch the sockball from the back of his own imaginary net having let the goal in.

         Elliott’s there Charlie shouted. He’s in his spazz chair Charlie added and Jim must have listened because he did not just run straight into me as some goalkeeping blind boys have done in the past.

         I could hear him approaching even though his footfalls were mezzo piano I could hear his breathing and on top of that when he got really close I began to smell him.

         Smells as you’ve already seen were very important to me particularly the smells of children because they helped me to tell their future because from a child’s smell I could usually tell how long they had left on the ward if they were sweet and light they would stay a long time and I usually smelled like this myself but if their smell started to become heavy and dark if the girls started to smell of iron and fishpaste or orange marmalade and drains then I knew they would soon be leaving us to go to a women-only ward and if the boy stopped smelling of lamb hotpot and started smelling of roast beef I knew they would not be with us for more than a few weeks more particularly in the summer when smell-changes are more obvious than in the winter when none of us sweated so much and the Sisters sometimes did not notice the change for an extra month but on a hot summer’s day the ward sometimes started to smell like Sunday roast gravy poured on top of tuna fish pie and I knew that soon friends would be leaving.
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