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            Thus walke I lyk a restelees kaityf,

            And on the ground, which is my moodres gate,

            I knokke with my staf bothe erly and late,

            And seye, ‘Leeve mooder, leet me in!’

            (Chaucer, The Pardoner’s Tale)
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         Dropping the key through the letterbox, just as the boy from the estate agent’s had instructed her, Dot (née Dorothy, aka Dotty to some, most of them dead) wondered, for a moment, if anyone had ever drawn a line under life in quite such a don’t-mind-me manner as this.

         ‘We’ll take care of the rest, Mum,’ the boy-agent had assured her, shifting about beneath his suit, his back broad enough to support just one of the jacket’s shoulder pads at a time. ‘Leave the worrying to us.’

         That Dot couldn’t do. She forced a smile.

         The storm had started during the night and hadn’t let up. The rain whipped earthwards from the charcoal heavens, churning in the potholes of the driveway and coursing along the gutters of Trapp Street in miniature white-water drifts.

         No chance, it seemed, that the driver would brave the storm to help Dot with her cases. Since the battered Cortina had rolled to a stop outside the bungalow and the man behind the wheel had honked – three hopeful pips to begin and then, a minute later, a single insistent blat – the only movement from the car had been the determined flapping of the wipers.

         When, trout-wet, Dot opened the door, tumbled her cases, her handbag and then herself onto the back seat, the driver’s greeting caught her off guard:

         ‘You filthy motherfucker!’

         She wasn’t shocked. The utter incongruity of the outburst forbade that. She simply felt as if she’d been goosed, emotionally.

         ‘I…’ 

         The driver turned, his shirt covered with sweat; the material creased like a walrus’s paunch. He gestured with his index finger, killing two birds by using it first to suggest she pause, and then to indicate the black plastic tongue curling from his ear, the tip of which was pulsing with a pin-prick blue light.

         ‘Uh huh… No, no. Go on.’

         Dot waited as the driver continued his call, for the most part a symphony of grunts, snorts and harrumphs dropped to reassure his interlocutor that he was still listening. After a couple of minutes he paused. In the rear-view mirror Dot saw a flare of panic in his eyes:

         ‘The Aristocrats? Ha! Wait… What?’ Another pause. ‘No, no. I get it… It’s just… What?’ He flicked the ignition and the car choked to life. Then, with a lurch of acceleration they were away, out of Trapp Street and onto the main road, refusing the slow and poetic farewell between herself and the receding bungalow that she’d played out so many times in her mind since deciding to sell it.

         ‘No, no, Mike. That was a good one,’ the driver said. ‘Who’ve I got up next? Jenks? The old cun…’ His eyes collided with Dot’s in the mirror. ‘The old guy with the colostomy bag? Jesus, Mike! Last time I drove him he leaked all over the seat. Took me a fortnight to… What’s that? Bin liners? Well I could, Mike, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to convince him to climb into one!’

         His meaty hands crashed onto the dashboard as he wheezed his satisfaction with the joke. The driver was a big man. Not fat exactly, but solid – an ancient standing stone spirited to life. He dragged his sleeve across his nose. Dot ached to intervene, to reach forward and clip the rogue behind the ear. They’re never too old to fear the sting. But she couldn’t. What had happened to her? Had forty-five years of classroom hardening drained away overnight?

         Dot thought of the formidable specimen she had become by the time she’d retired at the age of seventy: a smoky, combative old dame, with a line in dry wit that was two parts Wilde, three parts London Gin. She’d been the kind of teacher only appreciated several years down the line, when a safe distance had been achieved and maintained. Her pupils might remember how she would shy her Collected Shakespeare across the room, clocking the crown of a classroom gossiper, but they would also jolly well remember every word of Macbeth’s dagger soliloquy until their dying days. Unless of course…

         No. The woman Dot had been when she retired would never have put up with such insolence from a taxi driver. But a lot can happen in four years. She’d been dry most of that time, and had even given up the smokes.

         ‘Yeah,’ the driver said. ‘Shouldn’t be too long now, anyway. Take it easy, Mike.’

         Then, spying his chance to join the beetling rows of cars, he flung the Cortina into the outside lane.

         
             

         

         After about a quarter of an hour, the traffic slowed, then stopped. The driver started beating a dislocated drum solo on the steering wheel and sighed, the air whistling through his dry lips to the accompaniment of the thumping wipers.

         Dot pulled the brochure from her handbag and flipped through it. It had the same vaguely chemical odour as the expensive fashion magazines in her doctor’s waiting room, the same way of flopping open in the hands, the same luxurious heft. She traced the gold-embossed logo on the cover: the silhouette of an acorn that seemed, perversely, to be smirking. There wasn’t much text, just the name of the place – Green Oaks – in a childish font and below, in squint-or-you’ll-miss-it grey, the words ‘A West Church Holding’.

         Behind the acorn was a photo of an old manor – Tudor? Georgian? Leonard would have known – roosting atop a verdant hillock, flanked by two wizened oak trees, their foliage a tapestry of the ochres and rust reds of cliché’s autumn. The cloudless sky shone with the gilded blue of late afternoon, although the sun and its long contemplative shadows were absent, lending the scene an uncanny lack of depth.

         Dot got the message. Even the most addled of her pupils could have. It was hardly subtle: You may have reached the autumn of your life, the twilight of your years, it crooned, in that flashy, mercantile tone everything seemed to have these days – but you needn’t be afraid. Because look, not only is this the natural way of all things, of the day, of the seasons, it is also, in some way, quite beautiful, something to be cherished.

         Codswallop! Bilge, bosh, bunk and blarney! No, anyone who had reached the age of admittance to a place like this and could still be manipulated so easily was a dupe who had learnt almost nothing from life.

         Inside were more sugar-blasted photos of the grounds, along with floating testimonials from several residents. What a handsome bunch of eeries! There was an extra-terrestrial glassiness to their eyes, as if they had been imported from the propaganda of some futuristic dystopia, or an advert for some Japanese video game for retraining flaccid, geriatric brains. A world from which dirt and other imperfections had been meticulously, but brutally, erased. A TV world, in which even the uglies were beautiful.

         They were all smiling, of course. Not at the camera, but at something just beyond it. And they could smile, looking like that! Whereas Dot had rotted and shrivelled over the years, an old plum with her own patina of bluish mould, these models had been matured in oak caskets. Whereas her skin was desert-cracked, theirs had softened and creased like fine Italian shoe-leather. Whereas her hair had thinned out into a substanceless scaffold of a do, theirs was as vigorous and bushy as squirrel tails.

         Strangest, though, was not what their faces showed, but what they didn’t. Where was the sadness, where the pain of loss that she saw etched into her own face? Where the resignation? Where the runnels carved by the unquenchable tears shed over the ‘For Sale’ stakes planted in the gardens of their bungalows?

         A question nipped at her mind. That voice again: Why do you think any of these fine specimens of humanity – so much finer than you, by the way, so spared, coddled and closeted by life – would have chosen to enter the purgatorial world of residential care? Although she also knew that she’d been lied to by the brochure. These were not the faces she would meet at Green Oaks. 

         But Dot didn’t care. She was done with illusions. She was going to Green Oaks to expire. Rattling off to die, however long it took. Her life was over, and she no longer regretted the fact. Not since everything that had happened to Leonard. She had no more ambitions, no more hopes, and all of her dreams were backwards looking now.

         She might have just died at home of course, saving even more money for Thomas’s inheritance, but it wasn’t as easy as it sounded. In the six weeks since Leonard’s internment at Green Oaks, there had always been something to do, someone to see, some appearance to keep up or obligation to fulfil. Something always drawing her back to life.

         Not least Thomas’s phone calls from Cologne. They were dutiful, regular (he had never called her so often) – and short. He would press her for reassurance that she was ‘alright’ without Dad. Well she wasn’t alright. Never would be again. Although she didn’t say that to Thomas. Hilde was behind the calls, Dot knew. It wasn’t about Thomas or Dot, but about Kristofer, their son, and the lessons he would learn concerning how a man should treat his ageing mother. This was long-term planning at its most Teutonic. It grieved Dot that Thomas felt obliged to call her – he was off living his life, just as he should be, he owed her nothing – but it was always nice to hear his voice.

         She had thought, and in some way hoped, that Thomas would be cross with her when she told him she’d sold up and checked them both into the home. And he had tried his best to play the part. But what she’d heard beneath the pleas for her to reconsider was an unmistakable note of gratitude. And Dot couldn’t blame him. Institutions like Green Oaks existed as much for the young as they did for the old. Nobody should have to see that.

         So, she might have been determined to let go of life, but that was just the half of it. Life, it seemed, was a kind of celestial compact and the universe clearly wasn’t ready to let go of Dot. She was going to have to wrestle herself from its clutches, its petty exigencies, hop off its hamster wheel and just lie down beside Leonard and let the whole sorry joke run to its punchline without her. 

         Part of the problem, she suspected, was that life, in all its prickly realness, just doesn’t fit the narrative arc we demand of it. It is an arc she’d taught every year, to every year, during their composition lessons.

         ‘Exposition,’ she would intone as the chalk inscribed the beginning of the arc on the blackboard, a line, almost horizontal, rising slowly from left to right. ‘Complication,’ she would go on, as the line began its steep ascent. ‘Climax,’ she would stress as the line peaked, and then, as if it came as a blessed relief, ‘Resolution’ she would almost sigh, the squeaking chalk giving her emotions voice. Exposition, Complication, Climax, Resolution, and perhaps, if you were lucky, a Denouement. It seemed funny to her now that she had never thought, and none of her pupils had ever asked, what came after the Resolution, after the Denouement. Were we just supposed to imagine that the characters froze in time or ceased to exist? Was the Happily-Ever-After assumed without debate? At least now she had an answer to the question.

         What came after the Resolution? Simple: Green Oaks.

         ‘Finally!’ the cabbie exclaimed as his turn to accelerate came. Then, because it was apparently beyond his control, his whole being having attained at-one-ment with the spirit of Platitudinous Guff: ‘Life goes on, eh?’

         Oh no you don’t! Not that old sentimental chestnut! Life goes on. Or how about: You only live once. Or why not: Carpe Diem. Dream as if you’ll live forever, live as if you’ll die today. Life is what happens when you’re making other plans… Ach! The whole tide of hackneyed phrases, long debunked by the keen scalpel of experience, surged across Dot’s mind like a diarrhoeal wave. And she sensed the driver was itching to loose a sequel. Well, too bad for him! She could feel the old Dot – the brassy matron who had divided the staffroom as much as the classroom – rising up.

         ‘Shut your trap and drive!’ she hissed.

         Not dead yet then. Not quite.
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         Half an hour later, as the car farted over the cattle-grid onto the winding driveway, Dot was beset by a peculiar feeling. She thought of the rare occasions on which she had flown, visiting Thomas in Germany, of the ear-popping moment the descent began and pressure in the cabin struggled to keep up. The rain had stopped too, quite abruptly, as if the car had passed between weather fronts or even – Dot indulged herself – between worlds.

         The driver left the headlights trained on the front porch as he unloaded the vehicle, first of its human charge and then of the three small cases – brown leather oblongs, stolid and battered. The door of the manor house – Edwardian? Oh, who cares! – was opened by a thick-set skinhead in a dirty overall, the stump of a burnt out rollie planted in the corner of his mouth.

         ‘You made it then?’ offering neither his name nor his hand. ‘I’m not even supposed to be working now.’

         He eyeballed Dot’s cases on the porch, then turned and walked back into the dimly lit hallway. A thick black claw curled up above the overall’s collar, the crown of what must have been a hideous tattoo. After a couple of steps he stopped and without turning said:

         ‘It’s an insurance thing. Ain’t covered for lifting when off duty. Besides, I’m not the bellboy.’

         His drift caught, Dot stooped to pick up her cases and followed him into the hall. She couldn’t make out much of the decor. What light there was glanced off the moulded doorframes, hinting at the bourgeois grandeur of the place while revealing nothing about its conservation. Her sense of smell was not equally spared. The cabbagey miasma, flecked with intimations of laboratory-contrived bouquets, pricked at her throat. She licked her lips and swallowed hard.

         It was the smell of decay – animal and vegetable. All too familiar to someone with as many years chalked up as Dot. The pot pourri of human life. The memory dredged up by the smell was not, however, of her last days with Leonard. Instead it was of a walk she’d taken with Thomas, past Palmer’s Weir and along the river, before he moved to Germany. They had come across the rotting carcass of a badger and Dot had almost fainted because of the stink. Thomas had taken her by the arm and led her away to a nearby bench. Her breathing had become fitful, scissoring up and down a musical scale of her own invention. Thomas had tried, in his scientist’s fashion, to reassure her, explaining that it was just nature’s way of recycling the energy pent up in the badger’s body, that everything, from the actions of the tiniest bacterium, to the movements of the largest stars, could be described as energy in motion, as the universe tending towards its natural equilibrium. As if, at the moment of its birth, it had been like a tightly wound spring, and all of this was just the spring unwinding, the universe running down. He’d given her the word for it too: Entropy. It wasn’t a new word to her, but she had remembered and cherished it as she would any gift from her little boy. The comfort he’d seemed to find in his explanation though, had eluded her then as it eluded her still.

         Not-the-Bellboy was waiting next to an open door at the end of the hall, beside an impressive grandfather clock. On the other side of the clock a white metal gate blocked access to an elegant stairwell.

         ‘Ward B. Third cot on the right,’ he said when she caught up with him, indicating with a nod that he considered his duties well discharged.

         ‘Third on the right?’ Dot mumbled. ‘I was under the impression my husband and I would have private rooms.’

         ‘Under that impression, were you? Funny how that happens. No private rooms here, lady. Should’ve read the brochure closer.’ The unexpected assonance of his last sentence clearly satisfied him and he chuckled. ‘Easy mistake.’

         Dot wanted to protest but realised she just couldn’t summon the fight. Not after today. Not after the last few months. Not alone.

         Now she just wanted to find Leonard, to check how he was, to take hold of his hand and lie down to sleep… well, if not beside him, then at least much closer to him than she had done of late.

         ‘Third on the right,’ he said again, impatient now. Perhaps, anyway, he was right. Perhaps she should have read the brochure closer. She couldn’t now recall any specific mention of private quarters, only of ‘privacy’. No mention of independent rooms either, only of ‘independence’.

         Dot walked past him and into Ward B. Even in the poor light she could see how barren it was: seven metal cots, five of them occupied, four up one side of the long rectangular room, three up the other. It was cold too, architecturally, the original mouldings stripped away. Beside each cot was a cabinet, just a small cupboard and a couple of shelves. All of the bodies, but one, were still. The one that wasn’t – on the left nearest the door – writhed and squirmed as if doing battle with an incubus.

         Dot’s gut buckled – Leonard wasn’t there! She hadn’t examined every cot, she didn’t need to. She had ESP for her husband’s presence that could put a Scotland Yard sniffer dog to shame. None of these blanketed bundles was him…

         ‘Wait,’ Not-the-Bellboy hissed behind her. Dot stopped, anticipating the correction of some grave error. Savouring the moment, she turned slowly.

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Your watch?’ he whispered.

         ‘My what?’

         ‘Your watch. I’m going to need it.’

         ‘For what?’

         ‘For nothing. Choking hazard.’

         Oh, how Classroom Dot would have roasted this young upstart. Choking hazard, my eye! 

         ‘Here,’ she said, loosing the strap and handing him the watch. What did it matter? It was just a five-pound quartz from the catalogue. Nothing sentimental. He turned it over in his hand then slipped it into his overall pocket.

         ‘Excuse me?’ Dot said, hoping her cooperation might have lubricated the exchange. ‘I’m sorry to be a bother, but it’s just, my husband…’

         He looked away from her, scratched his stubble.

         ‘What about him?’

         ‘Well, and as I said, I really don’t mean to be a bother but… well… he’s not here.’

         A few seconds passed before he turned his gaze back.

         ‘What am I?’ he said.

         ‘It’s just he’s supposed to be… Excuse me?’

         ‘What. Am. I?’

         ‘You’re…’

         ‘Am I the bellboy?’ He took a step closer to Dot.

         ‘Excuse me?’

         ‘Am. I. The. Bellboy?’

         ‘No, you’re…’ Her voice cracked. She cursed herself for the display of weakness.

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘Because if I was the bellboy I’d have helped you with your cases, wouldn’t I? So try again.’

         Dot gathered herself:

         ‘You’re the…’ Actually, what the hell was he?

         ‘Am I the manager?’

         Classroom Dot saw an opening.

         ‘Not bloody likely!’

         If her barb found its mark, he didn’t flinch.

         ‘Do I have a shirt with sweat stains under the armpits, a polyester tie, trousers two sizes too small, and a pathological fear of the residents?’

         Dot shook her head.

         ‘No, I don’t. All of which means I’m not Mister Cornish and therefore have no idea concerning the whereabouts of your husband. He could be in Vegas for all I care, getting married to a stripper by a Big Bopper lookalike, because all the Elvises are h’otherwise h’engaged. I know that’s where I’d rather be. But I’m Pat. I’m nobody. I change sheets. I empty bedpans. And my only rule – my only fucking rule – is that when I’m not on duty, I don’t do residents.’ He started walking back to the door, then turned. ‘I mean. Administrative error? Administrative arse! One, two, three, four, five, six…’ – counting off the cots with his pointer – ‘And the Indian made seven… how hard was that?’

         Harder than it should have been for a boy of your age, Dot thought.

         ‘So, for the last time, third cot on the right.’

         Dot was trembling. From fear, humiliation or anger, she didn’t know. This – she told herself – is not over. But even though the thought rose up within her, the fight didn’t. She felt hollowed out, a lone matryoshka doll with nothing inside. She told herself it would be better in the morning. Perhaps then she would raise hell until her husband was returned to her.

         She walked towards her cot. Of the empty two it was the second on the right, not the third, that looked as if it had been prepped for her arrival. The sheets and blanket had been tucked in with an almost military precision, whereas those on the third cot – hers, if the boy was not mistaken – were twisted into a cone. She stopped in front of the second and craned round to see if he was still there. He was. Catching her gaze, he shook his head and motioned that she was to continue on. And indeed, the cabinet belonging to the second cot wasn’t empty. There was a small stack of old magazines and a crushed packet of cigarettes on the upper shelf, and a tattered pair of mud-caked slippers tucked just underneath.

         Dot looked again at the third cot. She wasn’t a demanding woman, but it seemed wrong that on her first night here she should be obliged to make her own bed fit for sleeping in.

         She heard the door close behind her, then keys rattle, bite and turn in the lock. For a moment she considered climbing into the immaculate cot and to hell with the consequences. But the well-raised girl in her intervened. She set her cases on the floor and punted them under the cot she’d been assigned. A groundswell of tiredness swept through her body. Letting her overcoat slide from her shoulders and pool on the floor, she fell forward onto the mattress and entwined herself in the sheets and blanket.

         A new odour assaulted her now. A rotten, nitrous, male odour, all too familiar. A warmth too – animal again – but her tired brain refused to grapple with that. While she loathed emotional indulgence in novels, real life could be more tolerant of the occasional rampant cliché:

         ‘Oh, Leonard, Leonard, Leonard!’ she whispered. ‘Leonard, my darling. What have I done?’

         A fat tear escaped from her eye, cementing the scene.

         ‘Shut it!’ someone across the ward hissed, shattering it.
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            THE BELLY OF THE WHALE

            
                

            

            A CAPTAIN RUGGLES NOVELETTE

            
                

            

            The hardest battle a Limey commando had to fight was against the ghosts of his own mind!

         

         I

         Captain Dylan Prometheus Ruggles, British army first airborne division, was born at twelve hundred feet, through a slit in a sky measled with stars. A naked manikin, a hand span in height but fully matured, a search-and-destroy mission hardwired in his genes. A foundling, a celestial bastard, an orphan charged to the universe’s care. A military experiment. A character in a bad novel.

         Not yet burdened with consciousness, Ruggles drifted across the starscape as his body sprouted. A rootless tree possessed. Skin stretched, gave, wrinkled. Bones lost density, knobbled and arced. Hair greyed in chalky streaks. From his backpack a cord wound umbilically back to the birthing slit; a vertical wink of light against the inky darkness. His mind looped with partial thoughts and unanchored memories.

         His mouth spoke, ‘I…’ and gravity interrupted with a jolt. He dropped, but only to the length of the cord. A yank at the pack, a whip crack, and the furled membrane of a parachute blossomed over his head. A ridged silk placenta softening his descent, a canopy barring the heavens from view, barring his retreat forever.

         Easing earthwards Ruggles felt himself into his body, into the world. The air at this height was cold and his bare skin crawled. His feet throbbed, laced into paratrooping boots – calf-high, beetle black. The ground below flashed with toy explosions, phosphorescence in the gloomy, uncharted sea. Distant mechanical thunderclaps rumbled asynchronously with the flashes. His mud-green trousers flapped and snapped in the breeze, his combat jacket rippled. 

         Nascent thoughts ran first Dulcie, then search-and-destroy.

         At eight hundred feet he could make out treetops and hedgerows and a river. In a clearing he saw three rows of huts, long and thin, witheringly institutional. Padding his uniform he felt a folded map, a book of some sort and a packet of Gaspers. He plucked one, crumpled it against his tongue, chewed it into a wad, then stuffed the pack into the band of his helmet. His kaleidoscope mind sharpened.

         Spiralled and tossed like a dandelion seed – ‘angels’ Dulcie called them – his trajectory the whimsy of the eddying air. He was headed for the trees, for the huts, for the trees again and then for the banks of the river. At three hundred feet, the wind’s last caprice snapped him back into line with the huts and whisked him into the final plughole vortex.

         He saw fences and a watchtower. Beyond the fences were two monstrous figures, nightmarish sentries, five times the height of any man. Giants. Their Stahlhelme shoving skywards, two raging steel glandes penium. He pedalled against the void, swam. Imagining himself a bird, he flapped. No use! Fortune, that mischievous bitch, had played her hand, marked him as a prisoner. A hundred feet, seventy, fifty. A tube of light from one of the watchtowers swept across his path. Thirty, he slackened his legs for landing. Fifteen, ten, five.

         Contact.

         His feet sank into the churned soil and – he could have sworn it! – the earth rippled, pulsed with concentric circles. The huts juddered, skipped, and for the briefest moment, a single frame spliced in this disaster film, his mind mocked him with a vision of England, of tumbling hills, of a strange manor house, of an ambulance, its back doors leering open.

         His body crumpled and he lost consciousness. Far, far above the white slit blinked once, flexed as though smiling, then closed forever.

         II

         Captain Ruggles awoke naked in a puddle of cold urine. The smell, camphoric and sweet, tickled his nostrils but was not unpleasant. He was alone in a small cell, barren and not much larger than a closet, with a barred window at one end and a door at the other.

         His thoughts were muggy, as if he’d been asleep for some time, or drugged, and his throat pricked. No matter how much he ransacked his mind’s outlying regions, Ruggles couldn’t locate any scrap of intelligence concerning what had happened to him after he’d landed, how he’d been stripped and transported to the cell, and by whom. The forgotten events simply would not be located, as if they had been detached from his memory, torn out, victim to a coupon-cutter’s need for (thorough and gentle, no shock!) Bowellax pills. Otherwise he was unhurt, tired certainly, but that was to be expected after the previous night.

         What rotten, rotten luck that the wind had sabotaged his mission before it had even started. He knew that the Krauts had some formidable allies, but if they had now inveigled Zephyrus into the Axis, the war was as good as lost.

         Whatever was going on, his priority was to contact HQ. To let them know he was alive, that the mission had been an abysmal failure, but that he was fit, and ready to do whatever they required of him from his newly compromised position. He was also keen to make contact with any other detainees, to pool intelligence and orchestrate an escape. But all of that would have to wait. At least until he could find a way out of this cell.

         The shriek of a whistle warbled through the window, piercing to the heart of his ruminations. The window had been built high up into the wall, giving the cell a disjointed aspect, accentuated by the way it tapered towards the door. A room conceived to taunt its occupant with its unabashed, chew-up-and-spit-out, machinal inhumanity.

         Despite being a stately six-foot-two, Ruggles was a good twenty inches shy of being able to see through the window and out into the yard. Still, twenty inches were nothing to a man of military bent. A quick spring and grab manoeuvre saw him hanging from the bars, his body right-angled, a perfect weight distribution between his ropy arms and equine legs, planted five feet up the wall. His soldier’s body could be twisted to almost any request Ruggles made of it, make any habitat its own. Just then, he’d channelled the grimping powers of the koala in its eucalyptus tree, and felt at home at once. He could dangle so for hours if need be. He could even allow himself to free one hand to disentangle and scratch his slingshot genitals, perhaps the only part of his body over which he had limited dominion.

         The yard was populated by his fellow inmates, harlequin-like in their tattered fatigues. What struck him at once was the good number of women – almost unheard of on the battlefield. None of the Allied powers recruited women to serve on the front line, as far as he knew. He had heard the rumours of the American Vixen Assassin Squads – what red-blooded Tommy hadn’t? – but he’d never actually believed in them. Hadn’t they just been conjured up by propagandists to inject fire into the bellies of the lower ranks – the delicious, though distant, prospect of encountering one of these burlesque princesses being enough to harden the wavering resolve of any tail-starved squaddie. But if so, where had these damsels in the yard sprouted from, and why had they not been segregated from the men?

         Neither was the physical condition of the detainees encouraging. They were being put through their paces by one of the camp guards, an insipid slapstick of stretches that even the most vigorous among them struggled through like sorry old acrobats. Where was the Anglo-Saxon vim that the newspapers back home bragged of every day? Had that – like the Vixens – been merely another flake in the confetti shower of desperate propaganda scattered from the bunkers of Whitehall?

         He turned his attention from the yard and out past the high wire fences. On the horizon he again saw the tall figures which, in the delirium of his descent, he’d taken for giants, horrifying progeny of the Nazi laboratories. In the truth-loving light of morning, he saw them for what they were – the skeletons of ruined smock mills, with timber caps he’d mistaken for Stahlhelme and shattered sails in place of the bolt action rifles. He had thought he was being dropped into XXXXXXXX XXXXXXXX XXXXXXX, but now suspected the pilot had veered off course and chucked him out somewhere over Holland. More rotten luck. While he spoke French with ease, il parlait néerlandais comme une vache espangole. Any escape plan would have to grapple with this hobbling reality. Releasing the bars, he kicked off against the wall, turned a double somersault in the air, and punched his feet into the floor – a perfect stuck landing.

         His uniform was folded in neat squares just beside the door – jacket, trousers and handkerchief piled in order of size. He picked them up, pressed his face into them and inhaled the scent of industrial springtime. Someone had taken, laundered and pressed his fatigues. What a strange thing for Jerry to have done! He had been instructed in the queer old-maidish tendencies of certain Nazis – a quality that somehow made their equally reputed sadism shimmer with enhanced grisliness – and he attributed this quirk to that. Their perverse spirits being excited in direct proportion to the dapperness of their torture victim. It made sense in a way: the more dignified, the more human, the captive, the further he could be dragged down and debased. Still, this treatment could perhaps be the quirk of a single, prudish guard, a man repulsed by the sight of grime, a fairy perhaps, and if this were so it might be something Ruggles could later use to his advantage.

         He slipped into his fatigues, looser than he remembered them. The jacket bagged about his abdomen and the trousers, its buttoned waistband limp, hung from his hips as though pegged on a washing line. He tugged on the collar and checked the name inked inside. Ruggles, D.P. – his uniform alright. He lifted his jacket at the waist and went to pinch an inch of skin, but was shocked when four pallid inches came. The grotesque attenuation of his body meant he would have to start reckoning on his delirium having endured more than the eight or so hours he’d previously assumed. But how long? Two days? Seven? Forty? Really, he had no way of knowing, and such ignorance was dangerous for a soldier. When the balance of a war might tip in a matter of days, none of the intelligence he had been briefed on before boarding the Whitley could now be assumed to hold. 

         So’ – Ruggles thought – ‘in this vile snakes-and-ladders conflict, I have paratrooped directly onto a serpent’s head and slithered down to…’ Well, he couldn’t even be sure he was back to square one. At least with square one, you knew where you were and what lay ahead. Ruggles was lost, compass-less and alone on this vast bomb-pocked tundra. And worse, no matter which direction his honed soldier-sense might wish to lead him, he was cooped up in this prison camp, as flightless as a pinioned bird.

         Ruggles waited for a long time, how long he couldn’t fathom, and when still nobody came, he permitted his heavy head to loll and sleep to rise over him once again.
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         III

         The young girl’s voice warbled as if being channelled through a tin whistle.

         ‘Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do…’

         Prising open his eyes, Ruggles lifted his head.

         ‘I’m half crazy, all for the love of you…’

         ‘Dulcie?’ His voice barely scratched the air of the cell. 

         ‘I’m sorry Daddy,’ said the girl. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you.’ Ruggles shook his head and batted away the girl’s apology.

         ‘Dum-de-dum-dum marriage.’

         ‘I can’t afford a carriage.’

         ‘But you’ll look sweet, upon the seat of a bicycle made for two!’ Ruggles lifted his leaden arms and clapped. The young girl, who until this moment had been sitting in a chair across the cell from him, stood and bounced a dainty curtsy. Ruggles ground the backs of his bruised wrists into his eyes. His vision cleared and he swallowed back a thrust of emotion.

         She was here. His angel. Her robin’s-egg eyes, her ruddy cheeks, her gossamer hair, that chipped tooth, cried over for days then worn proudly as a badge of creeping maturity. All here.

         ‘Pinch yourself, Daddy,’ she said and laughed again. He did, on the back of his hand. She was right to recommend it. Such apparitions were the stock-in-trade of dreams or heat-oppressed minds. The feeling of fingernails scoring crescents into flesh was blissful. He was awake, percipient. This was no dream, no hallucination, then. She was here. She had come for him.

         ‘Dulcie,’ he said again, for he could think of no other word nor had any desire to do so. Dulcie crossed the cell and took his head in her arms. Ruggles lolled into her grasp, allowed his head to be cradled against her ribs. She toyed with a tongue of his hair, twisting it about her fingers.

         ‘It’s so good to see you Daddy. It’s been so long.’

         ‘I know. I know,’ trying not to sob in front of his daughter. ‘But Daddy’s got some things to do right now. Important things.’

         ‘What things?’

         ‘Just…’ He flicked at the air with his hand. ‘Just this. The war. England.’

         ‘What war, Daddy? There is no war. Not anymore,’ a hairline fracture to her voice.

         ‘No war?’

         ‘No, Daddy.’

         ‘No Germans?’ He could feel her small body trembling against his skull, then the patter of tears on his crown. His angel was crying.

         ‘No Germans either.’

         Ruggles’ mind waltzed. Someone must have been trying to protect the poor girl, hiding the truth from her these four long years.

         ‘But the Germans…’ he tried again.

         ‘Shhh,’ she said. ‘That’s enough of all that now. It’s that kind of nonsense that got you transferred here in the first place.’ Was that impatience edging into her voice? A voice which, come to think of it, was not quite the voice he remembered. He wriggled from her embrace and eyeballed the girl. She looked like Dulcie, more or less, though perhaps her chin was a little more pointed, her skin a little more mottled than…

         ‘Who are you?’ he thought or said. The girl took a couple of steps away from him.

         ‘I can’t take all this. Not at the moment. XXX XXX XX XX XXXXXX’

         ‘Who are you?’ No doubt he had spoken this time. The whole cell trembled with his frustrated insistence.

         ‘Forget it!’ she said sadly. ‘You’re halfway there already.’ At this, the skin of Dulcie’s face turned a very dark grey, powdered and cracked, becoming a kind of living sculpture of baked earth. Then, like a column of unflicked Gasper ash losing its battle with gravity, the apparition collapsed in a tsunami of dust, engulfing Ruggles and revealing what had been imprisoned inside: an intense blue ball of gyrating light, a Catherine-wheel apparition, spitting sparks and smoke as it whirled in the gloom of the cell. The brilliance of the light forced Ruggles to squint, but he could have sworn that as the light burnt itself out, the smoke took on different forms ending with the silhouette of the Führer, a defiant smile contorting his monstrous gargoyle’s kisser.

         Ruggles lay on the floor, his rib cage waxing and waning, double time, matching his sawing breath, and clutching a black and white photo of a young girl, smiling in front of a swing. 

         IV

         How long after this Ruggles was released from solitary was impossible to know, but released he finally was, billeted to Zellenblock B.

         The ruinous condition of his cellmates was quickly confirmed. They were a miscreated, dilapidated squadron, if ever he’d seen one. And more distressing even than that was the presence of Karmacharya, his old Hindoo friend, so far from his natural habitat. It had been many years since Ruggles had seen him, not since a disastrous mission they had undertaken together in the Kush when he was still a Private. And what a toll the years, or the prison, had taken on him – he was almost unrecognisable! Whereas before his thick, dark hair had shimmered like celluloid, now it hung in lustreless hanks. Even worse, his eyes, once so sharp, so alive, so possessed with scientific wonder, stared blankly, as if at nothing. But worst of all was that he gave no indication that he recognised Ruggles, as if everything they had lived through together had been wiped from his brain’s slate.

         He was further disheartened to realise that there was not a single one of his fellow prisoners he could count on to be physically or spiritually robust enough to act as his batman when the moment came to orchestrate an escape. The camp had broken them. It wasn’t just that their bodies had cracked and curled in on themselves, prematurely aged, for even here that could be corrected with a little discipline. It was their spirits that he most despaired of, their hangdog passivity and pitiful cooperativeness with the regime. What fight they once may have possessed had been catheterised, sucked out by the guards as a wolf laps marrow from the bones of its kill.

         Ruggles inhabited this predicament, this Gordian knot writ prison-size, for more than a year, isolated in his struggle. At times he was again the victim of cruel hallucinations, taunted with visions of rural England, of manor houses and oak trees, and of devils dressed up in gross parody of family members and friends – though never again Dulcie – urging him, as he had been urged in that first cell, to give up the fight, to lower his dukes. But he never caved, always resisted, cast the evil spirits out with insults and violence. And after a while he was victorious… they simply stopped coming.

         During the months that followed, some of his fellow prisoners disappeared, and new ones arrived, but the tight-knit quiescence held.

         Then, at the end of his thirteenth month in the camp, everything changed. One grey morning, when he was tumbled back into the canteen after another night in solitary, Karmacharya had vanished and a new prisoner sat in his chair. A woman, but with a masculine, donkey-like hardiness. She wore the uniform of a Tommy, and wore it well. In this lowly private, Ruggles at once intuited the Answer, the Knot-cutter, the Yin to his Yang. An alliance with this woman, Ruggles saw, was his best, his only chance of freedom. The question was, would she see this herself ?
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         Her first morning at Green Oaks, Dot’s eyes weighed heavy and were gounded shut. The night had been restless, punctuated with dreams. They had washed over her like the black waves of an oil spill – swelling, crashing, then receding to make way for the next. All that remained, now she’d been pitched onto the shores of wakefulness – albeit with the water still lapping at her arthritic ankles – were a handful of blurred images and the clipped flutter of anxiety. Coming to a little more, Dot felt something fleshy, calloused and warm resting on her forehead. A hand! Its clamminess suggested it had been there a while. Despite her surprise, Dot felt comforted. She decided to lie still for as long as the hand was there, for as long as it took to unpick the events of the previous night…

         But her body intervened, a clod of mucus slumping into her throat. She coughed. Gently, the hand shifted, the thumb and middle finger searching out and massaging her temples.

         ‘Stirring at last, Lord,’ a voice said to itself. ‘Hello? Hello my darling? Can you hear me?’

         Dot blinked through the gum of sleep. The hand was affixed to the end of a clubby arm, and the arm to the largest woman she’d ever seen: a planetary black lady in a baby-pink sleeveless nightgown, her naked, football-sized paps floating weightlessly underneath. Their eyes met and the woman smiled, her whole face creasing amiably along familiar, well-worn lines. For a moment, Dot wanted nothing more than to burrow down into the rolling folds of flesh. Make a nest of the woman. A home.

         In the daylight the ward looked even more barren than it had the night before. Seven cots, seven cabinets. Four folding chairs. Three windows along one wall. Six neon strip-lights. Four bedpans in the corner. And that was it. The bare minimum to fulfil some bean-counter’s definition of a ward, to make it feel real.

         And no Leonard.

         Dot made to sit up but the hand held her firmly in place. The woman shook her head and shushed.

         ‘We’re in no hurry, darling,’ she said. ‘No hurry at all.’

         You may not be – Dot wanted to say – I, however, have… But she held her tongue. The woman was right, of course. What were a few minutes when there was nothing left to hurry for, nothing to get up for, get dressed for, put up a front for? She had planned things that way, of course, but how odd it now felt.

         ‘What are they calling you?’ the woman asked. Dot snagged on the peculiar construction, but attributed it to one of those creases of foreignness that can never be fully ironed out.

         ‘Dot… Dotty… Dorothy…’

         The woman arced her eyebrows, as though to say she got the joke but disapproved of it nonetheless. She lifted her hand from Dot’s forehead and balanced it on her ballooning bosom:

         ‘Welcome to Ward B, Dot. They call me Betty.’

         Before Dot could indulge in any pleasantries, a terrierish yelping erupted in the hallway. A woman skittered into the ward, moving with the chopstick awkwardness of a wading bird. A broom-head waved and prodded after her. Moments later a hand grabbed hold of the knob and yanked the door shut.

         ‘I know what you’re doing!’ she shrieked at the closed door. ‘You may have the others fooled but not me…’ She turned away from the door and gobbed a fountain of pills onto the floor. ‘Fuckers!’

         ‘Olive!’ Dot knew Betty’s tone. It was laced with all the school ma’am authority she had built up herself over the decades and which, these last months, seemed to have evaporated. ‘You know they’re for your own good.’ 

         Olive crushed a pill beneath her unslippered foot.

         ‘For there is no authority except which… except which God has established? Romans what is it, Bets?’

         ‘Thirteen, one to seven, clever-clogs.’

         Olive cackled.

         ‘Stop it, now. You’re upsetting our new friend.’

         Dot waved off Betty’s concern, true as it was. Olive weedled a final capsule from under her tongue and hurled it at the door. She froze.

         ‘New friend?’ she asked, without turning around.

         ‘That’s right. Come meet Dotty.’

         Olive peeked over her shoulder, caught Dot’s eye, then snapped her gaze back to the door.

         ‘Hullo,’ Dot attempted.

         Olive thumped to the floor. Dot’s greeting had apparently had the effect of a well-trained bullet. Dot sat bolt upright. Betty put a hand on her shoulder.

         ‘What happened to old Kalka?’ It was Olive, calling from the floor, apparently unperturbed by her new horizontal alignment.

         ‘Shouldn’t we help her?’ Dot said to Betty.

         Betty shook her head, whispered:

         ‘Don’t encourage her, Dot. It only makes things worse.’

         ‘She fell really hard—’

         ‘It happens all the time,’ Olive interrupted. ‘Dropsy!’

         Betty rolled her eyes.

         ‘How many times, Olive? They diagnosed you with catalepsy, not dropsy!’

         ‘But I drop, don’t I?’

         Betty’s hands flew up in defeat, but there was affection to her exasperation.

         ‘Just ignore me,’ Olive called over to Dot. ‘I’ll be right as rain in a minute or two.’

         ‘If you’re sure,’ Dot said.

         ‘You didn’t answer my question, Bets,’ Olive went on. 

         ‘Which question?’

         ‘Where’s Kalka gone?’

         Betty’s nose wrinkled.

         ‘Tipperary, Olive,’ she said. ‘Where does anyone here go?’

         ‘Out?’ Dot tried. ‘Home?’

         ‘Unthinkable!’ Betty said, somewhat tersely.

         Olive had started hoisting herself up the leg of a cot. Her arms were operating now, but her legs were dangling from her hips, as lifeless as a ventriloquist’s dummy’s.

         ‘No, no, no… No!’ she trilled. ‘Kalka wasn’t sick… No more than the rest of us, just ask Lanyard, he’ll check his notes. And he didn’t touch the meat, so it can’t have been that.’

         ‘Perhaps,’ Betty said, unconvinced. ‘But it wasn’t only the meat he didn’t touch. He hadn’t touched any of his food for weeks. It’s no surprise he…’

         ‘But he was here…’ Olive was back on her feet, though shakily. ‘Last night. In this bed!’ and her long arm extended, not towards the empty cot beside Dot’s, but to the very one she was in. Remembering the twisted sheets she’d crawled between the previous night, the warmth they had given off, their smell, a chill ran through her.

         ‘Oh God, you don’t mean I…’

         ‘Ward C, then!’

         ‘Stop it with that Ward C nonsense, this minute!’ Betty barked, a flash of anxiety in her eyes.

         ‘Excuse me,’ Dot tried again. ‘Whose bed is…’

         ‘Poor devil if it’s true. Just the thought of Ward C makes me shudder.’

         ‘Poor devil?’ Dot tried, and then stopped. Leonard. Was he in Ward C? ‘What’s wrong with…’

         ‘You look okay, I suppose,’ Olive interrupted. ‘Just rough enough around the edges to be convincing, but then, they’re clever bastards. Cleverer than before… But can we trust you? We don’t know who you are, where you’ve been, who you’re with…’ 

         ‘Enough!’ Betty hauled herself to her feet and lumbered across the ward. Olive shrank away at first but upon seeing Betty’s outstretched hand, took it.

         ‘Dotty doesn’t need to hear this yet,’ Betty said.

         Olive, as unsteady as a newborn foal on her reactivated legs, let Betty lead her to bed. Tucked in, Olive pulled the sheets over her head.

         ‘She means well,’ Betty said, sitting down again. The chair whined its protest. ‘But ever since she stopped taking the Phlegmolax she’s been a little…’ – she paused, searching for the most diplomatic of adjectives – ‘… mercurial.’

         ‘Rule one, Bets!’ Olive’s voice muffled from under the sheet. ‘Don’t swallow their poison.’

         ‘Heaven forbid they might give her something to help with the catalepsy.’

         Olive popped up for air, putting on a show for Dot as she rolled her eyes at Betty and mouthed dropsy.

         ‘Her problem?’ she said. ‘Too trusting. That’s rule two: Trust nobody. Except Betty. And maybe the Captain too. And, okay, perhaps Smithy. But the rest…’ And, catching herself, she scowled distrustfully at Dot and disappeared below the sheet again.

         ‘What was Olive saying about Ward C?’ Dot asked.

         ‘Oh, pay no attention to that.’ Betty said. ‘She’ll get used to you soon enough. And you’ll get used to her. The others too. Funny thing about this place, people forget quickly.’

         Dot smiled thinly: ‘One of the few blessings of age.’

         ‘No,’ Betty said. ‘It’s not the same kind of forgetfulness. This seems almost… almost wilful. Take Kalka…’ she gestured at Dot’s bed.

         ‘Who was he?’ Dot asked, feeling a keen desire suddenly to know a little more about the one whose spot she’d usurped. Betty bit her lip:

         ‘He was a Hindu. That I do know. Nice fellow. Didn’t say much. But you see so many passing through…’

         Olive chuffed loudly. 

         ‘Oh you go ahead, lady, make all the noise you want!’ Betty shouted. Then, turning back to Dot: ‘She thinks it’s because of something in the medicine. Or in the food. Something the attendants do to us.’

         ‘The CareFriends, you mean!’ Olive sneered.

         CareFriends? Dot’s soul shrank from the word.

         ‘And what do you think?’ she asked.

         Betty looked very tired suddenly.

         ‘Unfortunately, my dear, I think it’s probably something we do to ourselves.’
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         A SINCERE AND HEARTFELT APOLOGY

         
            STAFF:

            
                

            

            Due to circumstances BEYOND MY CONTROL, being, as it is, a dictate IMPOSED from above by WCH management, it is with great professional sadness and more than a modicum of PERSONAL DISTRESS that I must be the MESSENGER of bad news, to whit: a diminution in the number of CareFriend effectives was DEMANDED and has been implemented with IMMEDIATE EFFECT.

            
                

            

            Despite FURIOUS REMONSTRATIONS on my part, the BOARD’S DECISION was upheld and the AXE HAS FALLEN.

            
                

            

            Follows, an EXHAUSTIVE LIST of those spared its keen edge: 

            
                

            

            1. Tristan Jenkins – Henceforth, Supervisor

            2. Francesca Smithson

            3. Patrick Hamilton

            
                

            

            — ENDS THE LIST —

            
                

            

            This decision is FINAL, NON-NEGOTIABLE and (vitally) WAS NOT MINE TO TAKE. No further discussion will be entered into. It is OUT OF MY HANDS.

            
                

            

            Forever yours at this moment of great torment,

            
                

            

            Fondly your DIRECTOR,

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Raymond Cornish

            
                

            

            POST SCRIPTUM:

            
                

            

            CLARIFICATION: IF YOUR NAME IS NOT LISTED ABOVE, YOUR SERVICES ARE NO LONGER REQUIRED AT GREEN OAKS. YOU SHOULD HAVE RECEIVED A LETTER.

         

         
            *

         

          ‘Uncuntingbelievable.’

         ‘I can just picture him typing that screaming – Not the face! Not the face!’

         ‘How can such a massive coward still have such a brass neck?’

         ‘Ally’s letter came straight from West Church. Not a word from Cornnuts himself. And making you supervisor. You? Fucking College Boy!’

         Tristan smiled, turned away from Cornish’s notice and sat down on the couch. The way its ancient springs received and cradled his body made him feel like he was nestling into a protective exoskeleton.

         ‘Yeah, well I only sent off the applications last week, and I haven’t told Cornish yet, so…’

         ‘So you’ll swagger around for nine months with a Cheshire cat grin on your fucking puss, while poor Pat and me do the same fucking work for fifty quid a week less?’

         ‘Pat and I. And it’s a hundred a week less actually,’ Tristan said.

         ‘How so?’

         ‘Because with only three of us left, it’ll be double shifts all round now.’

         ‘Jesus!’ Pat hissed. He was still glaring at the notice, as if he hoped he might pan a nugget of good news from amongst all the gravel.

         ‘And then you’ll flounce off to college leaving us to mop up your shit?’

         ‘University,’ Tristan muttered. Then, louder: ‘That’s about the size of it, Frank…’

         Before he knew what was happening, the girl had pounced… sailing over the coffee table and thumping down on top of him, her hands zeroing in on his neck. Frankie played like an alley cat – a little too rough, a little too much like she meant it. Tristan could feel his head turning purple.

         ‘Take that back!’

         If any other girl had pinned him down like that, he would have got very hard, very quickly. And chances were that was exactly the response any other girl would have been after. But this was Frankie, and it wasn’t because her face was rattishly ugly, or that she was a lesbian (he assumed), or that her blonde dreadlocks hummed with a perennial bouquet of mould and weed, or even that her body – dryly muscled, veined with DIY tattoos – made him think of a cabin-boy on a pirate ship, that she produced no sexual response. All those elements might have been negligible if there wasn’t something else, something he couldn’t put his finger on. It was as if Frankie belonged to a separate species, as if the creature he was wrestling with was not a fellow human being at all, but something more baboon-like… a cousin, but a distant one. Totally unfuckable. Even if she had been displaying swollen, fluo-pink buttocks for his gustatory pleasure – which she wasn’t and would have flayed him for even thinking she might – millennia of meticulously constructed taboos would have seen off the slightest rise downstairs.

         He pitched her off to one side.

         ‘You fucking ape!’

         Frankie laughed.

         ‘I can’t believe Ally’s gone,’ Pat said, only now turning away from the notice.

         ‘Good riddance,’ Tristan said.

         ‘You didn’t really know him,’ Frankie said. ‘He was a giggle.’

         ‘A giggle? The guy was a psychopath.’

         ‘Wasn’t always,’ Frankie said with a shrug. ‘Only recently.’

         ‘Seems I missed out on his pussycat phase,’ Tristan said.

         ‘And making you Supervisor,’ Pat went on. ‘I mean, no offence mate, but you’re not even full-time. At least, you weren’t. Why didn’t he give it to Frankie or me?’

         ‘Frankie or I,’ Tristan whispered.

         Frankie leaned forward on the couch, her legs spread blokishly wide and the tongues of her unlaced para boots leering open. She smirked.

         ‘Excuse me, Patrick. I just want to be clear. Are you saying Cornish should’ve gave it to one of us?’

         ‘Why not?’

         Frankie inhaled a rasping, derisive laugh.

         ‘Why not? Fucking hell! I’ll go easy on you and start with myself. Look at me, Pat. Look. At. Me. I’m a fucking thug. I’m five foot tall in my boots and people still clear out of my way as I walk down the street. Of course, you and me both know I’m a regular little Winnie the Shitstain, right? But I terrify people. I can’t believe they even made me a CareFriend, to be honest.’ She shook her head: ‘Christ, I wouldn’t have given me the job.’

         ‘Why not me then?’ Pat asked. Tristan, winced. This wasn’t the first time he’d watched the lamb offer itself up for the slaughter. Wasn’t even the first time today.

         ‘Pat, my darling,’ Frankie said. ‘You’ve got a good fucking heart, you really have. A good, strong heart. But making you supervisor would be like giving the fucking nuclear codes to a retarded labrador puppy…’

         And Frankie rolled off the couch, landed on all fours, and began imitating said puppy, flopping against Pat’s legs, her eyes rolling and her tongue lolling out of her mouth.

         It would have felt wrong to smile, so Tristan tried not to, but it was hard. Like it or not, when you ran in a pack self-esteem came in a limited supply, and what one person lost got divvied up between the rest. Pat kicked Frankie hard in the ribs.

         ‘I’m going for a shit,’ he said, clumping out of the staffroom.

         ‘Aww mate…’ – Frankie pulled a face – ‘… rank!’

         ‘Go easy on him,’ Tristan said, once the door had closed behind Pat. Frankie rolled onto her back then hopped to her feet with push-puppet agility. She shook her head:

         ‘You don’t mean that,’ she said. ‘So stop pretending.’

         Christ though, Tristan was pleased Ally had got the boot. That, more than his promotion, had already made his day. Since he’d started at Green Oaks nine months earlier – when his exam results hadn’t quite come good – Tristan had lived in constant fear of this seething colossus. It was fear for himself, primarily, for his continued physical integrity. Ally scattered insults like confetti – about his drainpipe jeans, about his skateboard, about the ‘faggot New York’ novels he read – but would brook no dissent or counter-repartee, responding with the disproportionate ferocity of a cornered wolf to even the slightest barb. Tristan’s only option had been to grin as insult after insult had slapped him in the chops.

         But he was also relieved for the Greys. All the CareFriends resented them, but Ally had actively detested them and made no attempt to hide it. His had been a regime of physical punishments, of positive and negative reinforcers, of psychological trickery. And then there was that catchphrase, that he would lisp triumphantly after every hollow victory: ‘Child’s play!’

         Tristan had already decided he would be more laissez-faire, more live-and-let-live. Minimum contact, minimum interference. Get everybody through it all and out the other end as painlessly as possible. Under Ally, Green Oaks was heading to the edge of a yawning canyon… and if Ally had fallen, he would have pulled everyone down with him. In jettisoning Ally, Cornish – in a flash of what could only be accidental wisdom – had likely spared them all from calamity and disgrace. And Tristan could read his novels in peace.

         Still, Frankie’s ‘Only recently’ had wormed itself in. Could Ally really have been so different before?

         ‘You don’t actually give a fuck about me being made supervisor, right?’

         Frankie, was standing at the washbasin now, glaring at herself in the mirror, picking something from her teeth with a straightened paperclip.

         ‘Fuck no, suits me down to the ground. More shifts means more money. But I couldn’t hack the responsibility.’

         ‘Still paying off the debts?’ Tristan asked.

         ‘The fashionable word’s servicing, mate. Though to be honest, it feels more like it’s the debt what’s servicing me… day in day out, reaming my puckered little arsehole like it’s drilling another Chunnel right through me. And I just can’t seem to hold on to what’s left because, you know, a girl’s got to live…’

         ‘Lipsticks, miniskirts, handbags and tampons, right?’ Tristan said.

         Frankie turned from the mirror, grinned:

         ‘Fucking tell me about it!’

         From her trouser pocket she pulled out a small ziplock bag stuffed with multicoloured pills and tossed it onto the coffee table. Tristan recognised the Phlegmolax and a few of the other low-rent painkillers. But there was one, a bright blue, spherical pill he had never seen before. Shiny and translucent, it almost seemed to glow with an inner light. Frankie slumped into the armchair. Tristan picked up the ziplock bag and held it up to the light.

         ‘Who’s this little fella?’

         ‘Which one?’

         ‘The shiny blue bastard.’ Frankie looked confused for a moment, then smiled so widely her grey gums – top and bottom – got an airing.

         ‘That, Mein Führer, is OxyNyx. One word. Capital O, Capital N.’

         ‘Never heard of it.’

         ‘Right! Neither had I till yesterday, but my friendly street-corner pharmacist says it’s going to be huh-yuge! It’s the new fucking Goliath of opioids, apparently.’

         ‘Is that right?’ Tristan said, tossing the bag back to Frankie. She plucked a few of the pills out and lined them up on the table-top.

         ‘Think your pussy psyche will be able handle the new job?’ she said. ‘It ain’t easy going from part-time to double shifts. That’s four times the hours, meaning four times the arses to wipe…’

         ‘And four times the corpses to shift…’ Pat was back. ‘Plus, there’s last night’s mess to deal with. Job for a virgin supervisor to cut his teeth on, if ever I saw one. Don’t know what Cornish was thinking accepting a new resident like that.’ He sat down next to Tristan on the couch.

         Shit! Kalki. It had been Pat’s dumb idea to shift him to Ward A to make room for the new resident, but he couldn’t stay there long. If one of the Preemies regained consciousness and realised there was an intruder in their ward – and a dark-skinned one at that – they were done for. Contracts would be lost, heads would roll. But where could they put him? There was just no bed-space.

         Ten minutes earlier Kalki had been Ally’s problem, not Tristan’s. But now… Now he just didn’t want to think about it.

         ‘And you skipped the newbie’s baptism too,’ Frankie said. ‘Fucking sloppy.’ 

         ‘Screw you,’ Pat said, though without much malice. ‘I wasn’t even supposed to be working last night. Now come on Doctor Frankie-stein? Dose me up. There’s a long road to travel before home-time.’

         ‘Great,’ Tristan said, standing up and walking over to his locker. ‘So now I’m going to have two nodding imbeciles on my hands this afternoon, not just one?’

         ‘We could be three nodding imbeciles,’ Frankie said. ‘If your arse wasn’t so fucking stapled up.’ Then, she flashed him an inscrutable half-smile and began crushing the pills with the back of a teaspoon.

         Tristan opened his locker and pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket. He had caught the postman in the driveway that morning. His father also being a T. – Tanguy, in his case – gave him the perfect excuse to open Tristan’s post, and then to comment on it, casting aspersions on his son’s wilting trajectory. Bank statements were examined and tutted over, paperbacks were met with hammily arced eyebrows, and the one time he’d received a love letter… the one fucking time! Tristan still seethed when he remembered his father’s smirk, that blend of condescension and satisfaction, as he gloated over Annie’s florid clichés and unwieldy grammar. (‘From the lowest bottom of my hearts deepest depths…’ – stabbing a soldier into his soft-boiled egg – ‘Poor girl couldn’t get any lower if she tried.’). His father’s implication had been clear: sewage seeks its own level. Tristan had liked Annie too, but could barely speak to her after that. Because, really, how stupid does a girl have to be to pen a romantic missive then address the envelope to Mr T. Jenkins?

         Frankie was chopping at the powder with her bankcard now, beat-boxing in time.

         This morning it was just an anonymous-looking brown window envelope. He turned it over in search of a clue, but found none. His chest tightened. What if it was a rejection, already? Christ, it had to be that! How crappy must his application have been for one – or all! – of the universities to dispatch him so quickly to the waste paper bin of life? How his Dad would fucking love that! Wallowing like a stoned hippo in his phoney disappointment… I always dreamed my only son would be more successful than his father. What a fool I was.

         He slid his thumbnail under the flap, lifted it and pulled out the letter.

         Ha! Fuck them all!

         ‘Frankie,’ he said, slamming his locker door. ‘Give us a hit.’

         ‘You’ve changed your tune,’ Pat said. Tristan shrugged.

         ‘First time for everything.’

         ‘Tell you what,’ Frankie said, screwing a rolled-up fiver into her nostril, embedding it in the snot, then kneeling to pray over one of the lines. ‘I’ll grind up an OxyNyx just for you.’

         We acknowledge the receipt of your application and have forwarded it to the appropriate institutions. Fucking meaningless verbiage. He was still in the game.

         Tristan was almost embarrassed in his own presence. What a pussy he’d been! He smiled, and kneeled down next to Frankie.
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         ‘I agree with Windsor.’

         ‘Well, bugger me with Schloss Neuschwanstein!’

         ‘Smithy!’

         ‘By which you mean?’

         ‘By which I mean that it wouldn’t hurt having a bloody – Sorry, Bets, pardon me! – a bleeding opinion of your own for once, old man.’

         From the hallway, hiding behind the doorjamb, Dot strained to hear the voices over the static assault of a badly-tuned television.

         ‘I have many opinions of my own, thank you very much.’

         ‘You do? I’d really love to hear one.’

         ‘Well, for one that it was the crab that carried Kalka off.’

         ‘That’s the same as bloody, as bleeding – oh bugger it! That’s his blasted opinion! He just said so, thirty seconds…’

         ‘Smithy, would you have me invent an opinion, fabricate one, just so as not to be in concordance with Windsor?’

         ‘Best not ask what I’d have you do, old man. Best not ask…’

         ‘Could it have been his gout?’

         Dot recognised Betty’s voice. She recognised the tone too – of a woman stepping in between the jousting lances of two rowdy males.

         ‘It wasn’t the gout that made him moan like that, love. It was constipation.’

         ‘Constipation?’

         ‘Tommyrot!’ 

         ‘Tommyrot, is it? Call it that again after you’ve been shitting like a rabbit kitten for more than a fortnight.’

         ‘Please!’

         ‘It’s the food they give us here.’

         ‘Well, I’m fine.’

         ‘At least that explains your nocturnal moaning and raving.’

         ‘Moaning and rav—? I do no such…’ the speaker paused. ‘Oh damn your eyes! The lot of you! Are we talking about me or Kalka?’

         ‘Kalka. If you’ll let us…’

         ‘And that’s what I’m saying. He hadn’t taken a crap in weeks.’

         ‘He hadn’t eaten in weeks, either. Why would he need – as you so floridly express it, Smithy – to take a crap?’

         A hand crashed down on sheet metal, silencing them.

         ‘It. Was. The. Crab. I know its stink. Once you’ve lived with that stink inside you, you can smell it a hundred yards off. And the ward has been full of it recently.’ The voice was a newcomer to the conversation. Its owner spoke with difficulty. ‘And I beg you all to please stop using its name so liberally. We don’t want to invite it amongst us.’

         ‘Superstitious claptrap!’

         ‘Smithy!’

         ‘Well!’

         ‘What’re you doing?’ Olive startled Dot.

         ‘I’m…’

         ‘You’re spying.’

         That wasn’t fair, not really. She was eavesdropping, but only to delay her own entrance into the dayroom. She’d fallen asleep again after her conversation with Betty, and when she awoke, Ward B was empty. She had wasted no time in getting out of bed and going in search of Leonard, but her investigation had been thwarted almost as soon as it had begun. There were five rooms leading off of the hallway, all of them labelled – Ward B, the bathroom, the staffroom, the dayroom and a padlocked closet. At first she’d thought there was a sixth door, but as she’d approached it, she realised that, while it may once have been a door, all that remained was the moulding, wallpapered over long ago. Leonard had to be upstairs. But when she’d tried the metal gate she’d found that padlocked too.

         So for now Dot had decided to join the others in the dayroom. But when she’d reached the door she’d frozen. They would want to know her background, her story, about her life before she came to Green Oaks. About Leonard. How would she be able to explain that she’d come here precisely to escape that story, to put an end to it, draw a line?

         ‘I didn’t want to interrupt,’ she said to Olive. ‘They seemed deep in conversation.’

         Olive squared up to Dot, tilted her head, squinted. Their noses were almost touching.

         ‘Well, if you’re not spying…’ – grabbing Dot’s arm and yanking her into the doorway – ‘let’s make introductions now…’ before letting go and thumping to the lino, in another cataplectic collapse.

         Everyone turned and looked at Dot. The racket from the television flared up. Dot wondered about thumping to the floor herself, just to puncture the awkwardness she felt.

         The dayroom was as barren as the ward. A metal card-table looked lost at its centre, surrounded by four ratty, mismatched armchairs, and a scattering of sludge-green plastic garden seats, three around the table, and half a dozen others in a teetering stack in the corner. The only other furniture was the huge cathode-ray television – an ancient beastie of faux-wood and black plastic dials.

         ‘New girl!’ Olive yelped.

         ‘Dotty, you’re up!’ Betty said, warmly. Then, to the others, three men: ‘We’ve already met.’

         Bafflers of graves – that’s what Walt Whitman would have called them. And how they were. What a wreck! Appalling! One, a short butlerish character, with a slick helmet of hair and large-lensed glasses that made a kind of Venn diagram of his thinly smiling face, had already slid off his chair and was shuffling towards her. 

         ‘My, my…’ – he was muttering, like Alice’s White Rabbit – ‘… a new girl, already. This is decidedly irregular. Decidedly…’ He paused, whipped a handkerchief from his dressing gown and kitten-coughed into it. ‘… irregular. Lanyard.’ He thrust his hand at Dot.

         ‘I’m sorry?’

         ‘No, no, dear lady. I’m Lanyard. Seventy-seven. Peripheral neuralgia. Arthritis. Cataract left eye. Suspected kidney stones. Forty per cent hearing loss, left ear. Thirty per cent right.’

         Dot shook his hand.

         ‘Add hypochondria to that,’ Betty muttered.

         ‘It seems you’ve met Betty – seventy-one. Diabetes, type B. Hearing loss fifty per cent left ear, chronic obesity…’

         ‘Lanyard!’ Betty snapped.

         ‘And Olive, seventy-four. Cataplexy, very rare! High blood pressure, high cholesterol… But let me introduce the others.’

         Lanyard formed a loop with his arm and nodded for Dot to hook hers into it. She knew what he was up to, had seen it done before, though rarely as brazenly. Cram enough old codgers into the same small space and a hierarchy of ailments was always quickly established. Quantity was important, but so was quality. Parkinson’s trumped heart disease, but was itself trumped by osteoporosis. Cancer trumped everything, but only if you were beating it. Start losing your battle and people just didn’t know what to do with you. As for dementia, that was hoodoo, hors competition. Nobody wanted to speak about that.

         ‘Now, this old carthorse…’ Lanyard began.

         ‘Smithy,’ the old carthorse interrupted. He stood, cupped the Calabash pipe from his mouth, and offered Dot his free hand. For a man of his age he was physically magnificent, his skeleton clothed in a suit of tired, but still viable muscles. How bodybuilders would age if any of their steroid-ravaged hearts ever made it past fifty without imploding. The fact Smithy had made it to this age was a victory alone, and yet in his eyes all Dot could read was defeat. As she shook his hand, Betty placed a proprietary index finger on Smithy’s hip. ‘I would say welcome, but, well, you’ve already seen the place, so I’ll just say bon courage!’ Betty tugged him back into his armchair.

         ‘Seventy-six, high blood pressure and…’ – Lanyard was determined to complete the inventory – ‘… we’ve just discovered chronic constipation. And this…’ A hint of wonder crept into his voice, a throb of love, as he angled Dot towards a cracked old bust who appeared to have dropped off to sleep. ‘This is Windsor. He’s a survivor.’

         ‘The camps?’ Dot asked, impressed.

         Lanyard coughed, shook his head. ‘No, no,’ he whispered. ‘You misunderstand me dear woman, I meant the, ahem, you know, the…’ He coughed again, then pressed his hands into pincers.

         ‘Lobster attack?’ Dot said, mischief rising out of her like a burp.

         Smithy smiled.

         ‘No, no,’ Lanyard said, unaware, or at least unsure, if they were making a fool of him. ‘The crab.’

         ‘Will you stop it!’ Windsor slapped the table-top a second time.

         ‘I’m sorry sir,’ Lanyard grovelled. ‘I thought you had nodded off.’

         ‘What difference does it make if I’ve nodded off or not? It’s not me you’re invoking. Now help me over to the window, will you? It’s so bloody stuffy in here.’

         Despite Windsor’s impeccable grooming – his moustache was still runnelled from a recent combing and his hair was whipped up with lacquer – his cheeks glistened like greased paraffin paper, revealing a map of blue veins and red arteries beneath. He was the illest looking of the lot, and the tracheal tube jutting from his neck only confirmed how tenuous his hold on life was. Still, if he was going down, he clearly planned to do so smelling of roses… or at least of his tear-inducingly pungent rose-flecked cologne.

         ‘With the greatest pleasure, sir,’ Lanyard said, releasing Dot’s arm. ‘Although before I do… Dorothy, dear, perhaps you might?’

         ‘Might?’

         ‘Introduce yourself. Age, afflictions, etcetera.’ Dot smiled. He was joking, wasn’t he? 
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