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ix
            Prologue

         

         Barrister James Lockwood, closing speech for the prosecution. Wednesday July 19th, 2023. 15.00 hrs.

         
             

         

         If you want to get away with murder, kill someone expected to die. If you want to escape guilt-free, kill someone people despise.

         Members of the jury, over the past seven weeks the defence has led you to believe that this trial is about a nurse whose primary motivation lay in caring for her patients. That one terrible night, Nina Dabral found herself pushed to the edge, mistreated, unsupported, suffering post-pandemic stress. No longer was she able to discern right from wrong, she says.

         But I urge you to consider the evidence. To park to one side the stories you may have heard about the tragic demise of our healthcare system. The significant toll this is taking on otherwise good nurses. Consider the facts. Consider what she did that night with her own hands when she could, so easily, have chosen differently.

         This trial is about a woman who deliberately failed a promising young man. A man whom she despised and misjudged, who might otherwise be alive had it not been for her actions. That night, her primary motivation was murder. That, ladies and gentlemen, is what this trial is about.x

         
             

         

         Seated in the dock at the Old Bailey, it’s difficult to take it all in. I’ve waited six months for this moment to arrive, but I still feel hopelessly defeated. They remanded me into custody, made me live under the regime of the guilty. I tell you, I can’t go back, I really can’t. But I fear their minds are decided.

         It’s easy to try a key worker in the court of public opinion. Alarmist headlines guiding head and heart in place of empathy and kindness. I’m an angel of death to some. A casualty of the National Hell Service to others. A good nurse gone bad who simply cracked under the pressure. What fascinates yet horrifies people in equal measure is how my actions could escalate from neglect to bloody murder.

         I glance down at my hands. My wrists chafe and burn from where the handcuffs cut into my skin. I close my eyes, trembling from the endless hours of cross-examination. The judge sits opposite, her gown crumpled, face crimson.

         ‘Nina Dabral …’ She eases herself gently forward. ‘I must tell you that the charges of which you are accused are extremely serious. Have you any final words you’d like to say before the jury is left to consider its final verdict?’

         I bite my lip and taste blood. I know that no matter what I say, the administration of justice is not about truth anymore. It’s about who the judge or jury likes. The information they selectively believe.

         ‘Nothing, your honour,’ I croak, growing convinced that they’re in on it too, this determination to have me silenced.

         I cross my heart and inwardly swear that one day, I’ll tell the world my version.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            1

         

         My feet dragged as I walked up the concrete steps of Newgate Hospital. I reminded myself that being here made a difference. I worked thirty-seven and a half hours each week, every minute accounted for, every second supposedly meaningful.

         It was an October evening. The nation mourned the passing of Queen Elizabeth II. The announcement of a new prime minister after the last one proved a disaster. The hospital smelled of chlorine, bleach, and disinfectant, where in their enthusiasm for the coming Diwali celebrations, the cleaners had been heavy-handed.

         I walked through the main reception, past the closed gift shop streaming with balloons, ribbons, and colourful get-well cards. Past the disabled toilet where patients had been known to inject heroin in cubicles, others having sex with strangers. I turned right, moving through the corridor that ran like an artery through the main body of the hospital, questioning how much more of this I could take. I did the only thing I thought might help. I repeated my daily affirmation:

         I am kind and loving to myself. I am conscious of how I feel. I am energised and ready, no matter how difficult things appear. I exist only to do good, to help heal my sick patients.

         I stepped into the lift, pressing the button for the second floor. Filmed in sweat, my face prickled as it met the air-conditioned cold. 2

         Inside Florence Nightingale ASU, Reggie, a jaunty cleaner, was mopping the grey vinyl floors.

         ‘Nina! Ready for another busy night?’

         ‘Born ready,’ I said. I nodded to the floor: wet and streaky. ‘You’re doing a great job there.’

         ‘You know me.’ Reggie smiled coyly. He removed a pencil snuck behind his ear, placing it in his breast pocket. ‘No matter what shit goes on in here, I leave things sweet like poetry.’

         In the distance, that familiar, almost comforting sound of patients – coughs, the crinkle of plastic mattresses. The beep-beep-beep of heart monitors, another reminder of how important my work was. Then, unmistakably, the sound of a woman crying.

         I hurried into the side room next to the staff kitchen amid the low hum of white noise, the steady thrum of trolleys rolling.

         Preeti was seated on a sofa in the far-right corner. She peered into her phone. Sandra, a senior nurse, had a cold compress pressed to her eye. I jolted, a moment of blank, trying to take in what had happened. ‘Are you hurt?’

         She rose, shakily, walking towards the mirror. Peering at her face, she lowered her hand to reveal an angry swelling.

         ‘It’s nothing,’ she said.

         ‘It doesn’t look like nothing!’

         ‘A patient punched her as she tried to take blood,’ Preeti cut in. ‘Sandra did nothing wrong. She was just doing her job!’

         My chest grew tight as I thought, It’s starting. The blood of gang violence from the streets was now seeping into the supposedly safe space of the hospital. I reminded myself to 3keep calm. The last thing I needed was to alarm the others. No good would come from blaming the police stationed in A&E for not doing enough – though that was precisely how I saw it.

         ‘We need to report whoever did this,’ I said, painfully aware that my shift had barely begun, yet here I was, now having to deal with an assault against one of my nurses. ‘Have you called Barry?’

         ‘Not yet,’ said Preeti, hauling herself up.

         ‘Why not? What good is having the police here if they don’t do anything? It’s bad enough that they can’t deal with what’s going on outside in Levinstone, let alone inside this hospital.’

         DC Barry Coombs was referred to by many as the town’s black Elvis. Less to do with his deep voice, more to do with his sideburns, black boots, and annoyingly noisy buckles.

         ‘Vivian Butler. Bed five. Brought in with a knife wound,’ said Preeti. ‘Look …’ She clambered towards me. ‘She’s on Instagram. Nasty piece of work. Linked to that gang. Probably responsible for that TikTok video that went viral.’

         I grabbed the phone, unable to stop myself scrolling through the pictures. I saw a woman no older than eighteen, dolled up, pouting in a hoodie. She wore a red bandana; pink lips, full and glossy.

         I handed the phone back. ‘Put it away,’ I mumbled. ‘It’s distracting when there’s so much going on.’

         ‘Stone Killaz. It’s what they call themselves, isn’t it?’ Preeti’s voice trailed as I moved closer to Sandra.

         ‘Let’s get you cleaned up. If you’d prefer to go home, that’s fine. But we need to follow procedure.’ 4

         Procedure. Endless bloody procedure.

         ‘I’ll log the incident and report it to the police. I’ll also let Barbara know that we need to review safety as an immediate action.’

         Sandra nodded.

         ‘All Sandra wanted to do was another blood test, and Vivian was like “Why do I have to do another one? I’ve already done three in triage!” Then she completely lost it.’ Preeti slipped her phone into her pocket.

         I inspected Sandra’s cheek, the side swollen, her swan-like neck pink and rashy. ‘There’s bruising but no serious damage,’ I said. ‘You’ll have one hell of a shiner, though.’

         Sandra pulled away. ‘It’s fine. Anong’s called in sick. Best if I stay here.’

         Reluctantly, I agreed. The last thing I needed was to be a nurse down.

         I asked Preeti to assist Sandra – assuming she could tear herself away from her phone. I left the two of them alone to enter the changing room next door.

         Wearily, I placed my bag down to catch my breath. Glancing at my scrubs hanging up, freshly laundered the night before, I moved closer. My fingers swept across the fabric, the material thin and flimsy. Hardly adequate protection against a punch, a stab, even a spray of bullets. What kind of job was this where I now feared for my own safety?

         But I was a nurse. No matter what, I knew I must keep calm and carry on. So much of my life had been unstable. Here was something solid to hold on to. I felt an overwhelming sense of loyalty tugging at my core. The NHS was part 5of my identity, just as the hospital was the beating heart of this town.

         I changed into my scrubs, pinning my name tag onto my breast.

         No matter how difficult things might appear, I exist only to do good, to help heal my sick patients …

         In the corridor, Matron Barbara Dean was talking to Ravi Parmar, a gangly, overly enthusiastic hospital pharmacist. They dashed past me at considerable speed. I waved to catch their attention and they stopped, Barbara checking her pager, an iPad pressed to her chest, Ravi, visibly aggrieved that he hadn’t quite finished his sentence.

         ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ I said.

         Matron nodded for Ravi to leave. Ravi did so, but reluctantly.

         Barbara’s hair was short, freshly cut and curled. She looked good, a little younger than her fifty-seven years, and yet she wore the expression of someone carrying the heavy weight of the world.

         ‘There’s been an incident,’ I said. ‘I need to make you aware of it.’

         Barbara straightened her back. ‘Come with me,’ she said, nodding in the direction of her office.

         Maria Gonzalez, the ward manager, appeared. Consumed in thought, she stared down at her shoes as she walked. I felt wary, knowing how she liked to spring issues on us at the last minute. But thankfully, she carried on past us.

         Inside the airless room, once a patient toilet, the walls were painted egg yellow. Barbara placed her iPad on the 6table and sat down, an arm straying onto her desk next to a pile of papers.

         ‘This time it’s Sandra,’ I said. ‘Punched by a patient angry about her taking blood.’

         ‘Christ. That’s two this month. Has the incident been logged?’

         ‘About to do it now.’

         Barbara removed her glasses and took the tip of one arm, biting on the end. She stared out into the distance, eyes baggy. ‘I’ll raise it urgently. Get Barry up here with the managers to review safety procedures.’

         I nodded. ‘On it.’

         ‘Oh – but best not to talk about it too much,’ said Barbara. ‘It’ll only unsettle the others. Getting even temp nurses through the door is proving difficult.’

         She was right, of course. Drawing attention to problems would simply undermine efforts to keep things positive. But she was missing the point. I took a seat on a plastic chair opposite. ‘There is one more thing,’ I said.

         ‘Oh?’ She peered at me.

         ‘I know you know this, but … we need more staff.’

         Barbara glanced to the side, towards the window. ‘It’s not like I don’t feel your frustration. But we need strong justification for additional spend. New targets have already been set. Only essential cover is possible.’

         ‘But that makes no sense.’ My voice quivered. ‘We’ve got an influx of patients who are disorderly and criminal. It’s only going to get worse.’

         Barbara shot me a look. ‘Who and what patients are isn’t relevant. Here, we treat them equally. If the workload 7is concerning you, that’s a separate issue.’ She folded her arms. ‘Everyone counts, no matter who they are – good or bad, regardless of their background.’

         I swallowed hard. ‘I understand.’

         I knew my nursing code. I abided by its rules more closely than most.

         ‘Good to hear,’ Barbara said.

         ‘All I’m saying is that I am thinking about improving the lives of others, working together for patients …’ I could have gone on, quoting the Code, but I felt my lower lip tremble. ‘It’s hard putting them first in our current situation.’ Barbara knew about the problems we faced, yet refused to address them head-on. ‘We should speak to the management. Push for more spend. They must surely see the rise in admissions.’

         Barbara shook her head like it might be too painful to listen.

         ‘We’re an ASU. Patients should be in and out in seventy-two hours,’ I continued. But I knew I was losing ground. Barbara’s face said it all.

         ‘Workloads were already reviewed,’ she said, ‘staffing levels agreed and implemented.’

         She placed her glasses on the table. ‘You know it’s been difficult financially. We’re doing what we can in a very difficult situation.’

         I felt my face burn, wondering whether this is what happens after twenty-five years in a job. Compliance, lack of challenge, subservience, even.

         Barbara pursed her lips. ‘As nurse in charge, you’ll know our new CEO has set stricter targets. The priority is 8efficiency, cost control. Ensuring the smooth implementation of suppliers and new processes. To get his support, and the support of the managers, you need to talk about new streams of revenue.’

         I felt my stomach sink. Richard Lonsdale with his frigging new targets. I hated him.

         ‘It’s the kind of thinking needed for an elevation to the next pay band,’ Barbara said. ‘What Richard wants is to encourage a greater sense of commercial enterprise. It’s why he’s driven through so many changes.’

         There was a knock on the door. Maria didn’t wait for an answer before ducking her head round.

         ‘Don’t suppose you have a minute?’ She looked straight at Barbara, ignoring me. ‘It’s about the new process for MediCentral.’

         ‘I’m almost done,’ said Barbara.

         Maria nodded and opened the door wider.

         It was hopeless. I left the office to log the incident concerning Vivian and to continue nursing my patients.

         *

         In the ward, the air was chilly, as if a window had been left open for too long, the wet-pavement smell from outside mingling with the scent of citrus cleaner.

         I settled into work, completing a handover with three nurses I’d never met from Platinum Care.

         Newgate’s ASU had ten cubicles, twenty acute surgical inpatient beds, two procedure rooms, and a surgical ambulatory clinic where discharged patients were reviewed. But I could hardly remember a time when there were enough nurses. Standing at the nurse’s station, I scanned my patient 9list on the PC screen. So many of them were in ASU because other wards were full:

         Marg Johnson. Broken leg after a nasty fall down the stairs. Husband deceased. No visitors, sadly.

         Malcolm Trent. High blood pressure. Severe chest pains.

         Fern Barnsley. She was new, I hadn’t met her yet. Terrible skin condition, it said. Anyone treating her would require PPE. Is there even enough available in the cupboard? 

         Colin Peters. A chirpy bricklayer, brought in two days prior. Acute bronchitis. Now healing well. Poor thing was placed next to Marg for now. And then …

         Vivian Butler. Occupation unknown, but a woman well known to the police. A history of taking heroin, but the notes said nothing more.

         This was the part of my job I struggled with the most. Medical events and logistics entirely out of my control. Prioritisations of patients no longer made sense: good ones kept waiting too long, bad ones rushed in, undeserving.

         A buzzer went off. It came from Colin’s bed.

         ‘How are you?’ I said, approaching him.

         ‘All the better for seeing you.’ He winced, breaking into a fit of coughing. His chest rattled with a deep, dry rhonchi sound. Look, listen, and feel. I examined him carefully. His breathing was normal.

         I moved to the end of his bed, flicking through his notes: bloods, oxygen respiratory rate and saturation levels, blood pressure. My eyes wearily scanned the squiggly lines and numbers. He’d been given oxygen, antibiotics, steroids and nebulisers. I pulled out a stethoscope and moved closer.

         ‘Lift that a little, would you?’10

         Colin lifted his T-shirt.

         I pressed the chest piece against his skin. ‘Sounds like voices echoing in a cave in there.’

         His breath quivered. ‘Jesus, that’s cold.’

         ‘Sorry, I need to check,’ I said. ‘You’ve had an X-ray and lung function tests. Everything came back clear. You don’t have angina, so that’s good. Only bronchitis.’

         I stepped back, lowering his T-shirt.

         ‘That’s good?’

         ‘Bronchitis is treatable. It’s not terminal,’ I said.

         ‘I suppose there is that.’

         A voice interrupted us.

         ‘Yeah, but I wish he’d stop coughing all the time.’ Marg lay in the bed opposite. ‘Some of us need sleep! It’s giving me a bleedin’ headache!’

         I swung round and walked over to Marg, resisting as much as I could the urge to say what I really felt.

         ‘She’s rude, that one,’ called Colin. ‘Any chance you can move me? She makes me feel worse!’

         ‘No chance,’ I said. ‘If anything, that bed between you both will be taken. Maybe a new room-mate will help.’

         Colin rolled his eyes back.

         ‘Now listen up.’ I drew the blue plastic curtains around us and stood over Marg, who was swaddled in a cellular blanket. ‘I’ve heard a few things about you, and I wanted to have a little chat.’

         Marg grunted, turning onto her side. Stubbornly, she faced the wall, her back towards me, behaving like a child.

         ‘I’ve heard you’ve been saying nasty things to our nurses.’

         ‘Which one?’ she muttered. ‘They all look the same.’11

         ‘Talk like that is offensive, do you understand?’

         Marg mumbled expletives under her breath. I moved to the end of her bed to examine her notes. ‘This is a verbal warning. Any more of it and we’ll have you discharged. It’s not something I want to do, but you leave me no choice if you continue.’

         She turned, struggling to sit upright. ‘I’m in pain, alright?’ Marg pulled the sheet off her chest. ‘No matter how much I say to that stupid nurse looking after me to go get me more painkillers, she doesn’t listen.’

         ‘Maybe she doesn’t understand you,’ I said.

         ‘Then, for fuck’s sake, they should get nurses that speak proper English!’

         ‘You’re referring to Anong?’ Of course she was. Who else would Marg be talking about? I bit my tongue, trying with all the resolve I had to keep calm.

         ‘I don’t know, do I? Don’t even know if she’s a woman. I’m pretty sure she’s male. And let me tell you straight: I’m not comfortable being seen by her – or him. Whatever they call themselves these days.’

         I clenched my jaw, my face burning. ‘We can’t accept discrimination in here. If Anong isn’t giving you more medication, it’s for a good reason.’ I saw in her notes that Marg had already been given a double dose of codeine.

         ‘What discrimination? I’m in need of treatment. Paid my taxes and National Insurance my whole life!’

         ‘After a verbal warning comes a written one. If it carries on, we will discharge you. Good luck with getting treatment from there onwards.’

         Marg dropped her head back onto her pillow. ‘Well, just 12give me something to die, then, why don’t you. Or maybe you don’t need to, ’cos at this rate, I will most likely die just lying here …’

         I emerged from the swish of blue fabric, my heart stuttering and pounding in my chest. I tried to push down my anger to where every negative emotion lived. I reminded myself it wasn’t Marg’s fault. She was old and frustrated. Pain brought out the worst in people.

         I winked at Colin, offering him a consolatory smile. ‘If I keep the curtains closed, do you think that will shut her up?’

         Colin chuckled, his face round and shining. But then he wheezed, spluttering, grabbing his chest.

         ‘Try not to strain yourself, okay?’ I said.

         Colin nodded.

         *

         I moved to the medical supplies room at the far end of the ward, squeezing the two keys I was authorised to carry as head nurse in my hand. One was to open the main door to the room, the other, the controlled drugs cabinet on the left wall.

         Inside, the air was dark and dry. Through a window, a sliver of moonlight emerged from behind a cloud. Around me, dust motes floated, settling onto a small refrigerator on top of the counter. I turned my gaze to the left, to the drugs cabinet, staring at it for a while. I slipped towards the fridge and opened the door. Here, liquid solutions, syrups and elixirs were kept cool. A bottle of antibiotic syrup had leaked, leaving shelves sticky.

         I grabbed a packet of antibacterial wipes and began wiping the inside of the fridge. I lifted each bottle, wiping the bottom, neatly replacing it again. When I’d finished, I dried 13my hands with a cloth, wandering over to the right, glancing up at the hundreds of boxes neatly organised on the shelves. There was the usual selection of painkillers here: aspirin, ibuprofen, co-codamol. But it was morphine, kept in the locked cabinet behind me, that kept calling my name.

         My eyes dropped to my feet as temptation rose. I focused on my sensible black shoes, the ladder in my tights snaking around my left ankle. I felt ashamed, terribly ashamed, to give in to weakness like this. Only a few times before had I been tempted to evade detection, helping myself to a handful of tablets, but never once caved in. I’d always managed to rise above it, to think of something else. But today, given the incident with Sandra and now Marg, I was tempted yet again. It was laughable, the cliché of it all. Nurses secretly hooked on morphine, stealing tablets from a locked cabinet in the ward.

         I moved to the left wall, turning the key in the lock. Here, I found pregabalin and gabapentin safely tucked at the back. These were used to treat epilepsy, headaches and anxiety. Tramadol, a powerful painkiller related to morphine, would go a long way to melting my aching muscles.

         I rummaged around, then pulled out a box, holding it delicately in my hand. I read the label: 100mls of Morphine Oral Solution. 10mg/5ml. Complete with a purple syringe. I replaced the box and grabbed another. Morphine Sulphate, Prolonged Release Tablets. 30mg. 10 tablets for oral use. 

         In the current climate of overstretch, it would be easy to get away with stealing a strip. I could adjust the ledger, noting down a fake name, date and time, in disguised handwriting. I could scribble a random signature to mirror a 14day when temp nurses were aplenty. It would work best if I adjusted the notes of a patient about to be discharged, with no follow-up consultation or prescription-check needed afterwards. In this hospital, beds might be in short supply, but drugs were plentiful.

         I imagined what it must be like, floating in a blissful haze above the pressure and stress of it all, like drops of oil skittering on the surface of a spring-water lake. But I restrained myself, because no matter how bad things were, I was not like that. I was not like one of those nurses you read about in the papers: struck off for helping themselves to a hospital’s medication. I heard a voice inside my head telling me to rise above the temptation, to focus only on compassionate service. Besides, why throw my career away like that after I’d worked so hard to get here?

         I bit my lip to stop myself thinking any more about it and locked the cabinet door to continue my shift like a professional.
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         I can’t tell you how relieved I was to have made it through another night. In this job of relentless service, it’s important to acknowledge the little wins as often as you can.

         I sent Mercedes a text, reminding her we’d arranged to meet for breakfast. Her shift was about to start, just as mine ended.

         We met in the hospital canteen despite the poor quality of food, the toast like cardboard, the tea like dishwater. Mercedes offered to pay – I didn’t exactly say no. She had two sources of income. I had just one.

         The orange sky of dawn turned into the crisp blue of early morning. Mercedes walked into the hall, bright and breezy, a GUCCI bag slung over her shoulder.

         ‘You look awful,’ she said, closely inspecting my face. ‘See what happens when you work yourself to death?’

         She was full of life, wearing jeans, a sparkly T-shirt. Her curls, tousled springs, bounced over her shoulders. She was more than ready for another round of deliveries in Newgate’s maternity unit.

         Veering towards the hot-food counter, Mercedes scanned the baked beans, sausages, crispy bacon, then rubbed her hands together enthusiastically. My stomach turned. I couldn’t bear the sight of all that grease so soon after my night shift.

         ‘Sorry I haven’t been able to call you these past few days. I know we were supposed to meet up,’ she said.16

         ‘No problem.’ I was well used to Mercedes changing plans last minute. ‘You going to that community meeting?’

         She rolled her eyes. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘With all this violence in town, none of us feel safe. Not sure if a community meeting is going to solve it, though.’

         ‘But it’s something, at least.’

         We selected our food. Mine, a bowl of fruit. For Mercedes, a full English breakfast. ‘Yet another reason for me to get out of this shithole,’ she said.

         We moved to the back of the canteen, balancing our trays and placing them down on a freshly wiped table.

         ‘Here.’ Mercedes fumbled around in her handbag, pulling out a pack of cleansing wipes. ‘Take this – and oh, here. I got you something …’ Rummaging further, she pulled it out. ‘A blusher. There’s a brush inside, see? Saw these on sale and couldn’t resist buying them.’

         I scanned Mercedes’ face, perfectly made up. Like one of those girls you saw in a YouTube make-up tutorial video. I marvelled at how well she seemed to cope with pressure, never appearing to wear the strain of nursing on her face. ‘How is it they let you get away with wearing so much make-up?’ I said.

         ‘What do you mean, so much? Bloody cheek!’

         Around me, I scanned the canteen, staff and patients drifting in. ‘My shift was pretty full-on,’ I said. ‘You need to warn the other nurses to be careful.’ I grabbed hold of the blusher, prising open the lid.

         ‘What, why?’ Mercedes placed her fork down. ‘You’re scaring me, Nina. What happened?’

         I told her about Vivian’s attack on Sandra. 17

         ‘Fucking hell,’ she said, sipping her coffee.

         ‘I was more worried about the others, to be honest.’ I stared down at the blusher palette, rubbing a finger on the pink blush. ‘This is not my colour.’

         Mercedes tutted. ‘It’s neon pink, Nina. Complementary against dark skin. It will look great on you. Trust me.’ She nudged a packet of cleansing wipes towards me.

         I pulled one out, wiping my face down. ‘I’m not sure …’

         ‘Try it, at least,’ Mercedes said. ‘So, about Sandra. That is horrible – just horrible. She doesn’t deserve that. Not when she’s just doing her job, checking bloods.’

         ‘Barbara fobbed me off as usual.’ I dabbed the brush onto the blush and felt it soft against my cheeks.

         Mercedes shook her head, her curls bristling. ‘Can’t say I’m surprised.’ She leaned back into her chair, stretching her arms. ‘She’s probably right, though. Her hands are tied. Not sure how much she can change and influence things.’

         Change and influence. Such foreign words to me. There wasn’t much change and influence you could drive in a system like the one we were in.

         Mercedes leaned in closer, whispering. ‘What I’m hearing is, there’s been a mismanagement of funds. That’s why the last CEO did a runner – he left a black hole. Richard is doing what he can but it’s difficult to fill. So now there’s pressure on each department to generate income – to justify themselves. Possibly why Richard insisted on outsourcing bloods to MediCentral, starting with routine and gold standard bloods, but then who knows? Urgent bloods needing a one-hour turnaround next. His bright ideas to save money.’

         ‘Yeah, I heard that as well.’18

         ‘The government budget isn’t enough. The sooner we get a new PM in office, the better. Maybe then things will be different.’

         ‘But we need more staff now,’ I said. I bit into a slice of apple. ‘Not sure if that will be Rishi’s focus.’

         Mercedes cut into a sausage. ‘I’m telling you, we’re killing ourselves, doing this job. No one is happy about the MediCentral roll-out, what with the ward managers now crawling all over us. I’m counting down the days before I get out.’

         I popped a grape into my mouth, chewing slowly because my temples hurt. I placed the blusher palette into my bag. ‘Thanks for the make-up. It was sweet of you,’ I said.

         Mercedes smiled. ‘So, speaking of hands tied, Sugar and I went out for dinner.’

         I focused on my bowl of fruit. The apples were tired, the grapes, bruised. ‘That’s nice.’

         ‘Her treat, of course.’

         ‘Of course.’

         I wished I had settled for toast.

         ‘We ended up fighting because I told her, I love fancy restaurants, but the portions are a joke!’

         ‘Not enough?’

         ‘Pigeon food, Nina! That’s what I call portions like that. I wouldn’t mind but they charge an arm and a leg for it. We made up, of course,’ said Mercedes quickly, waving a hand in front of her face. ‘Our spats are never that deep. You know me, I don’t take things too seriously. Not when she’s paying.’

         I nudged a grape to the side. ‘You did once.’ 19

         She stopped.

         ‘Remember Jacob? That was serious. You were in love with him.’

         She stared at me blankly, blinking twice. ‘That was a long time ago,’ she said. ‘He’s gone now. Why d’you bring that up?’

         ‘It’s just that … things with Sugar. It’s all a bit high-maintenance, isn’t it? For a longer-term relationship, I mean. She expects you to drop everything without notice. I just worry about you, that’s all.’

         Mercedes glanced to the side, thinking. ‘We have a convenient arrangement, for now. Besides, it’s not long-term. It pays my bills. I can’t live on what they’re paying us. I don’t know how you do it.’

         I glanced down, resolving to grab a plastic box to take my fruit home. ‘I budget and keep things simple,’ I said.

         Mercedes frowned. ‘Sensible Nina.’ She took another sip of coffee. ‘You off tomorrow?’

         ‘Think so, if the rota doesn’t change.’

         ‘Me too. Shall we go and get drunk? I’ll do your hair.’

         I ran my hand through my hair. ‘What’s wrong with my hair?’

         She smiled. ‘Let’s forget about Newgate, courtesy of Sugar. She owes me a night out after her fucked-up behaviour. That gives us Friday to recover. Come on. It’s not every day we’re off together.’

         I laughed, because right there was the reason why I’d remained friends with Mercedes for so long. She was like an older sister, living in the moment, always cheering me up.

         ‘Where’s good to go on a Thursday night?’ 20

         ‘Electric Blue, Civic Street. We could get there in time for happy hour,’ Mercedes said, her eyes glittering. ‘If I drink some Red Bull, I could keep going well after my shift.’

         I would have had enough sleep, too, I thought. ‘Hair and make-up?’

         ‘Sure. I’ve seen how you put blusher on.’ She laughed.

         I laughed too. ‘But wait. That TikTok video. Aren’t you worried?’ I said. I stared at her as she searched my face. I’d almost forgotten. ‘They threatened something would happen. Not sure we should risk it.’ I felt my heart sink a little. There I was, getting all excited, only to realise that going out now was, in fact, dangerous.

         ‘We can’t put our lives on hold just because of a gang.’ Mercedes shook her head. ‘I think we’ll be okay.’

         That was Mercedes for you. Always willing to take a risk.

         We talked, joked and laughed, and as Mercedes stood up to leave, turning to wish me a good night’s sleep, I stared out of the window.

         A funeral hearse trailed past. A white flower tribute spelled ‘MUM’, visible through the window.

         I grabbed my phone and sent Mercedes a text:

         
            Thanks for breakfast. See you tonight!

         

         Mercedes fired a message back:

         
            Come to mine for 8 p.m. Don’t let that stupid video ruin our evening! Xxx
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         The hairstyle Mercedes gave me worked a treat. From the moment I climbed out of the Uber, mid-length hair glamorously puffed and curled, skirt short, heels high, giggling from the several margaritas she’d insisted we down before leaving her flat, all eyes were on me.

         I wasn’t used to it. Can’t say I liked it, even.

         But I soon relaxed after several neat vodkas knocked back in the club. Those were swiftly followed by a complimentary tray of tequilas, courtesy of the cool, dreadlocked barman who shuffled and swayed to the music behind the mirrored counter. A crowd of revellers banged their fists as we drank. We made absolute spectacles of ourselves. But by then I didn’t care who was watching.

         I danced until my feet burned, the chequered floor spinning and whizzing past me in all manner of directions. My throat grew dry from all the cigarettes I’d smoked, which, when plastered with Mercedes, I didn’t mind so much.

         The next morning, lying in bed with my eyes stuck together, my head throbbing like someone was slamming a sledgehammer against my skull, I discovered there was a man beside me.

         I held my breath, gazing at his bare back. Scratches just beneath his shoulder blade made in the dead of night. It was coming back to me, how we’d left the club together.

         ‘Are you awake?’ I mumbled, my throat sore. 22

         He stirred and opened his mouth. His tongue clicked as he swallowed. ‘What time is it?’

         ‘Two in the afternoon, almost. It’s Friday.’

         He moved underneath the duvet and sighed.

         I stared up at the ceiling, grinning to myself as more recollections of the previous night surfaced like the bubbles in a glass of Prosecco. I saw him leaning against the bar, scanning the dance floor, wearing dark jeans, a black polo shirt. I remembered how I’d sensed the heat fizzing from his body.

         By then, Mercedes had left. She’d received an angry text from Sugar to say she had better make herself available once again.

         ‘Do you know what I was thinking when I saw you?’ he said as he placed his arm around my waist. Hardly an original line, but I felt myself relax under the blue lights. I let him sway my body to the thrum of the music, and we melted, our bodies melding. ‘I was imagining all the things I’d like to do to you.’

         An hour later, we stumbled into my flat. He unbuttoned my shirt. His fingers crawled up my back. I hadn’t bothered to ask him his name. I suppose I could have asked when I fell back onto the bed, giggling as he unrolled my tights, tugging them at the toes until they slid off my ankles. It just didn’t feel like the right moment.

         He laughed at the size of my sensible knickers, but stopped when I told him he could fuck off if they weren’t the kind of knickers he liked women wearing. He flipped me over; that seemed to mark the end of our talk. He pinned me down, slowly slipping inside but not all the way, at first.

         Perhaps anonymity was best. 23

         I glanced at the alarm clock beside my bed. I knew I’d have to make excuses to get him to leave. That TikTok video was still playing on my mind, and there he was, in my flat, in my energy field.

         ‘I’ve got a few things to do,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’

         I glanced around, seeing his clothes scattered across the floor. I’d spent so long tidying up, only for him to be messy.

         He rolled over. ‘I thought you said you weren’t working tonight.’

         I saw his face fall. I wasn’t sure whether his heart hurt or whether it was his ego.

         I heaved myself up onto my elbows. All I kept thinking was, the place needed a jolly good clean. He would have to disappear now, to give me a good few hours to get on with it.

         ‘Nurse, was it?’ He tried so hard to remember what we’d said. ‘I thought you said you worked nights.’

         ‘I do, but I have some errands. I’m running out of time.’

         I climbed out of bed, feeling the comfort of the shaggy pile beneath my feet. I felt him reach out his hand to stroke the curve of my back with his fingertips.

         ‘I was thinking …’ he said.

         The problem with him was that he thought too much.

         ‘I really enjoyed myself and—’

         But I hesitated; I hesitated too long.

         From the corner of my eye, I watched him stumble out of bed, the smooth of his back, his strong, broad shoulders. He pulled on his polo shirt, then his jeans. His fingers fumbled around the fly for the zip.

         The front door closed as the kettle boiled. I was relieved to have gotten rid of him.24

         I staggered to the sink to brush my teeth. As I prepared breakfast, a part of me felt ashamed. I didn’t know why I’d brought a stranger home. To think where he might have been, all those germs and infectious diseases breeding.

         Later, there was a knock on the door.

         Through the peephole, I saw a man’s head, the shiny weave and pleats of his turban. His face was round, jaw neatly bearded. That winning smile was instantly recognisable.

         Balraj. 

         He wore a paisley shirt, a waistcoat, a bright-blue scarf. But as I opened the door, I saw his expression downcast. His eyes twitched; his hands fiddled in his pockets.

         ‘Nurse Nina! I am wondering if you are eating something healthy since Diwali is so close.’ He held up a clear plastic bag, stuffed with golden samosas.

         ‘It’s Diwali on Monday, isn’t it? We’ve still got three days.’

         ‘Yes, yes! You are quite right. But I am never certain of your schedule. I heard you enter last night.’ He coughed into his hand, glancing down. He was blushing. ‘I did not know you are enjoying nightclubs. I knew you are being at home afterwards …’

         This is awkward.

         I opened the door wider to let him in, swallowing down the bile rising. Balraj, my lovable landlord. Though I’d rather not see him right now, how could I refuse him entry? He’d given me a place to live, dead cheap, when I was still a student. Not many would have taken a chance. Next to no money to my name. No references. No guarantee of ever making it through my final nursing exams.25

         ‘I will not be long. Just a flying visit to see how you are.’

         He entered the flat, glancing over his shoulder like he always did, typical of a landlord about to do a site inspection.

         I ran ahead of him, grabbing my knickers off the floor, popping them into the laundry basket.

         ‘You are a very good girl, Nina. Always keeping things clean. I have never seen anyone take so much care of everything.’

         I swallowed hard, waiting for his next sentence.

         ‘I could not have a better tenant,’ he said.

         I moved to the kitchen table, coaxing Balraj to take a seat. I needed to keep a close eye, to understand what he wanted.

         ‘Is that leftovers?’ I asked.

         ‘Nothing wasted,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Balraj is always recycling.’

         ‘Sounds good to me.’ Everyone knew the Samosa Hut samosas were famous in Levinstone.

         ‘I am always respecting the traditions of this country. We are closed on Christmas Day, but for Diwali, we are always in service. A good nurse needs much nutrition,’ he said, ‘and I make my samosas with care and attention.’

         He pulled out a chair from under the kitchen table. ‘You are coming to the meeting?’

         ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

         Balraj glanced down, rubbing his chin. ‘Good, good. We must stay positive.’ He crossed his legs, and I immediately thought, here it comes. His timeless wisdom, a eulogy of some sort.

         ‘When my family came from Jalandhar, Punjab, to try to make a successful business in this country, my father knew –26 absolutely he knew – it would be very hard work …’ Balraj circled his finger on the polished tabletop. ‘He always said to me “Son, if you work hard, success will come. Good things happen when you invest good energy.” And look now! Most likely we will have an Indian prime minister.’

         I folded my arms, leaning against the kitchen counter. I suspected I’d be hearing a lot about this, the town so full of South East Asians. Here was a story of immigrant success to believe in, to hold on to even.

         ‘I hope he makes some positive changes, because by God we need it.’ I turned, staring down into the sink. My mouth filled with saliva.

         ‘I am always respecting nurses. Do you know, when I had an operation on my back – terrible pain for five years! – it is the nurse’s face I remember most. Not the doctor.’ Balraj winked. ‘A pretty girl, just like you. Sheela did not like her.’

         I smiled, uncertain how much longer I could keep the bile down. ‘I’m sure your lovely wife would be grateful to have you distracted.’

         He slapped his thigh and burst out laughing. ‘Very naughty girl, you are.’ He stopped suddenly and winced. ‘Oof!’ he said. ‘I do not want to remember the pain in my back. Terrible it was.’

         Balraj uncrossed and crossed his legs, stretching and cracking his fingers.

         ‘The problem is now, young people do not like working hard. Work–life balance, they want. And those youngsters making terrible trouble have no proper ambition. No work ethic.’

         I sighed. 27

         ‘One month in India, then they will learn!’

         ‘Meanwhile, I’m working like a dog,’ I said. ‘But it’s difficult when you don’t feel safe or appreciated. People regard us as being nothing more than cleaners. Not that there’s anything wrong with being a cleaner.’

         ‘Eh? What are you saying? There is no hospital if there is no nurse. I knew from your eyes when I saw you that day, having nowhere to live, just walking, homeless, near the station. I am thinking, this girl is hungry and lost. I am knowing, there and then, you are a good person. God told me to help you. Luckily, I had a flat ready to give you.’ He tapped a finger against his temple. ‘These days, Balraj is remembering so many things about his life and what he is doing.’

         ‘Well. We need better protection.’

         ‘Say again?’

         ‘Nothing.’ I couldn’t get into it now. Not so soon after I’d just woken up. But I was thinking of Sandra and the attack. If maybe I was next in line for a punch. ‘Would you like some tea, Balraj?’ I glanced at the clock. If I made it now and he drank it quickly, he’d be out of here in under twenty minutes. I might still make the meeting.

         ‘You are making?’

         I nodded reluctantly, catching sight of the calendar on my cork board where I’d scribbled ‘Day off’.

         ‘Then I will not say no.’

         He stood up, straightening a pop art print hanging on the wall: Audrey Hepburn surrounded by an explosion of colours. A flat-warming gift from Mercedes who said I should own something modern. All my fluffy cat pictures were making her feel uncomfortable. 28

         Balraj moved to the window, peering onto the pavement below. ‘It’s getting cold, no?’

         ‘Freezing.’

         ‘And so many terrible robberies and crimes in the area. We are no longer safe, Nina. Not like before. I am feeling uncomfortable. Every night, Sheela is checking the locks on the windows and doors.’

         I switched on the gas cooker, heating a pan of water. I knew Balraj wanted Indian tea. Making it was such a palaver.

         ‘Oof! So many pigeons making a mess. Where do they all come from? I wish they would go from here.’ Balraj turned. ‘Your heating is enough?’

         ‘I try not to use too much.’

         ‘Good, good,’ said Balraj. ‘Me, also. It is very expensive.’

         I approached, handing him a mug of tea. He peered into it, eyes shining, like it was the best thing he’d ever seen.

         ‘Nina …’

         Here it comes …

         ‘I must ask you about the rent,’ he said. ‘I know you are working very hard. But rent must be paid on time.’

         I felt my stomach twinge, my cheeks flush. ‘I’m sorry. I forgot. It must have slipped my mind with everything going on.’ I felt so stupid and yet I knew I’d deliberately held it back. When there’s so little money to play with, it’s only natural to want to hold on to it for as long as you can. But I regretted it now. The last thing I wanted was to let Balraj down. ‘I’ll do a transfer now, in front of you, so you know it’s done.’

         I placed my mug down, a splash of tea spilling onto the counter. I grabbed my laptop, sliding it out of its felt cover. 29I logged into my account as quickly as my fingers could key in the digits.

         ‘Take your time, take your time,’ he said. ‘I am feeling embarrassed asking you, but you understand, yes? If people are helping you with good discount, rent must still be paid on time.’

         ‘Of course. Don’t apologise. It’s my fault.’

         ‘It’s very important.’

         ‘Yes, Balraj.’

         ‘Actually, when they are helping you, it is more important not being late.’

         ‘So sorry, once again.’

         I felt my stomach clench more tightly. I was stupid, fucking stupid, to ever treat a man who had been generous to me like this.

         My account popped up on screen and I viewed my balance. I furiously scanned the numbers crawling around like insects. A long chain of debits, one measly credit. I had enough to pay the rent, eight hundred pounds, but there was not much left over to see me through the rest of the month.

         ‘I’m doing you a transfer now,’ I said.

         Balance: fifty pounds. 

         I bit the inside of my cheek and slammed my laptop closed. ‘And your lovely wife? How is her health?’

         ‘Sheela is okay. Just a little sad. But still, she is giving me a big headache. Always changing furnishings. It is unnecessary, I say. Please, stop wasting money! No need for different bedclothes every month. We are in a cost-of-living crisis. Too many nice things will mean people will rob us!’30

         But by now, I struggled to listen. My mind was ticking, performing mental calculations. I scrambled to figure out how I would cover my expenses. There was travel and food. Bus tickets were cheaper than petrol. I’d have to reduce my use of the car. That was okay because my car was, at best, unreliable – the suspension, about to pack in. I didn’t have enough money to take it to the garage. Plus, parking was so expensive after the hospital management got rid of the subsidy for staff.

         ‘Well, I must go now.’ Balraj stood up, placing his empty mug down. ‘Happy Diwali to you. I hope you stay healthy. This new year is very special to us Asians.’

         ‘It is?’ I mumbled. ‘You know I’m half, so I’m not too bothered.’

         ‘Of course! But half is still half. I can see on which side you are.’ He came closer, patting me on the back. ‘You are more Indian, yes? I see it in your face and in your behaviour.’

         It took me back a little to hear him say that, but I supposed it was true. That part of myself was something I could, at least, hold on to. I might not have felt like one of them, but the story of Asian success, of good immigration, was positive, at least. What did the other side bring? Unconscious bias, negative stereotypes: gangs, drugs, the constant threat of violence. Not knowing who I was, I had to choose. Of course, I would be lying if I didn’t admit that later, I would live to regret my ignorance.

         At the front door, I waved Balraj off. But as he climbed down the stairs, he stopped and turned.

         ‘I want you to be happy, Nina. Any problem, you come 31and see me. Balraj is here for you. One day you will make a man very happy. I am certain of it.’

         I scoffed. ‘What makes you think I want to get married?’ I preferred my own company, couldn’t he tell? Some of us were lone wolves. Born in the wild, always scavenging for food.

         Balraj shook his head. ‘Oof!’ he said. ‘You must not say such things. You are enjoying your life; I will not judge it. But one day you will want a good husband.’

         I closed the door, listened to it clunk. Then ran to the kitchen sink to violently throw up.
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         In Christ Our Redeemer Community Church, red velvet chairs were arranged theatre-style. I entered, straightening my skirt, painfully aware of just how late I was. Eyes followed me as I scrambled for a space somewhere in the middle, on the aisle.

         ‘Despite threats of criminal intent on social media, there’s no fixed date mentioned. This might all be a sick joke, intended to attract attention.’

         DC Barry Coombs stood at the front on a makeshift stage. Microphone in hand, he looked like a DJ in a kid’s primary-school disco. ‘Of course, we’re doing what we can to prepare. It’s all we can do right now.’

         Pastor Oswald Otis was at the front. I wondered if this was his way to ‘outreach’, to prove to secular folk that God still existed.

         I scanned the audience, warmed by the cultural mix in the crowd. Another reminder of why I loved Levinstone. There were whites, a few East Asians, the majority West African and Caribbean. Next, South Asians. I noticed a handful of Eastern Europeans too, but mainly they kept to themselves.

         Pastor Otis stared thoughtfully into space, hands clasped, moving lips as if whispering the Lord’s Prayer.

         An elegant arm shot up from somewhere in the middle.

         ‘So, what exactly are the police doing to prepare, because lack of assurance from you is what’s provoked the convening 33of this meeting in the first place.’ That was Farah Khan, a local reporter. Worked for the Levinstone Gazette. I’d heard she was pushy, sensationalising local news to clickbait national attention.

         ‘Well …’ Barry shifted his weight. ‘The police are looking into known agitators, aggressors – anyone we think might be potential suspects. Rest assured, we’ve a plan to mobilise forces quickly in the event of an incident. But right now, no crime has been committed.’

         There were groans in the hall. The crowd grew unsettled. Some tutted, kissing their teeth. Others waved their hands with agitation.

         Barry formed part of a five-strong panel of local representatives from each service area: education, social services, the local health service, and the police. Neighbourhood Watch were there, too; they’d organised the meeting.

         ‘Why can’t you just arrest them based on their threats –looking at their social media profiles?’ That was Derek; his question was fair. He ran a local newsagent but carried himself like a cartoon detective. ‘Surely, you’ve got teams in place to deal with that sort of thing. You can contact the online platforms themselves – TikTok, Facebook – to trace account holders.’

         Barry’s face flushed, affronted by the insinuation that he didn’t know how to do his job. ‘Online threats are still real and constitute a criminal offence. Those posts come from one account, and we will arrest on the back of it. If we manage to track down the account holder, that is.’

         Voices murmured; the air grew thick with questions.

         I scanned the crowds and was surprised to spot Richard 34Lonsdale, Newgate Hospital’s CEO, sitting in the corner. Presumably he was here to make a point of showing support. He was tall and thin with protruding cheekbones. His face strained as he listened.

         None of what I was hearing sat particularly well with me. I rather liked living in Levinstone and didn’t want to feel unsafe here. As long as those threats don’t turn real, was all I kept thinking. I didn’t want those thugs finding their way into Newgate, either.

         I scanned the hall and wondered if out there, somewhere in the crowd, were their parents.

         ‘We’re dealing with sophisticated individuals, part of a gang, or several gangs teaming up,’ Barry said. ‘They’ve gone to great lengths to conceal their identity. We’ve no affirmative details of their plans. We’re exploring all methods of intelligence available to us.’

         I glanced at a trestle table pushed against the wall. Biscuits, teas, plantain and cassava chips were laid out. There was an oil-smudged box labelled ‘Vegetable Samosas’. Next to it, someone had baked fresh banana bread. My stomach rumbled. I grabbed a serviette and a samosa, piling on cassava chips.

         ‘Regardless, you have our assurance,’ said Barry, ‘that we’re doing everything we can to keep things safe. Anyone caught breaking the law will be arrested.’

         I sat back down, munching as I listened. For weeks now, I’d heard the same thing. Those in authority, positions of power, extending their sorry excuses for things going downhill. This was my home. Only those who have grown up without one will know how much that means to a person. 35I didn’t want people sitting back, twiddling their thumbs. I wanted them to get up and to do something.

         My arm shot up, I cleared my throat.

         ‘I’m Nina, a nurse at Newgate Hospital.’ Heads turned in my direction. With everything going on, I wanted to say my bit. But somehow, with all eyes on me, I felt intimidated. I scrunched the serviette and balled my fist. ‘Some of us work nights because, well … we have no choice and need the money.’

         People nodded, offering compassionate understanding. With their support, it didn’t matter to me that Richard was watching.

         ‘The way things are going, we don’t feel safe travelling to work. Also …’ I looked around me. ‘All this crime on our streets is tragic. This is our home. We must protect it. I don’t feel like we’re doing enough. I hate to say it … but there are some in this community that don’t deserve to be here.’

         Barry stared at me, perplexed, an expression hard to read. I wasn’t having a go at the police, but I didn’t mind him taking it personally.

         ‘We need to find a way to bring back what was once great about this place,’ I said, ‘to keep ourselves safe. This town was alive once, before the pandemic ruined things. The history of the area, if people can be bothered to look it up, is of civil action. Youth-led movements in the sixties and seventies. National campaigns against racism, safer buildings. There were factory lines. Textile wholesalers … We should be rebuilding this community, together.’

         The crowd nodded.36

         ‘I know we’re meeting about a specific online video threat, but we all know we’re experiencing increased crime rates. We shouldn’t have to change our lives. It’s the bad people that do bad things that need to get the hell out of here.’

         People clapped. I realised how good that felt.

         I sat down, breathing heavily, my knees weak. I was proud of myself for speaking out.

         Next to me, a woman in a pink tracksuit raised her hand.

         ‘We need answers about what to do. If nurses are scared, talking about punishment, you know it’s serious.’

         ‘It’s out of control,’ a woman called from the back. Her voice slashed the air like a knife. Smartly dressed, she looked like she worked in a branch of Lloyds Bank on the high street. She stood up, straightening herself. ‘My name is Manisha, and what I think is that there’s no excuse for this antisocial behaviour. In the land of free education there is plenty of opportunity and access. I have a son and, believe me, I am strict with him. Parents should instil the right values in their children.’

         Balraj was sitting to my left, two rows in front. He nodded in emphatic agreement, whispering to a woman wrapped in a red scarf pinned with a lizard brooch.

         A man with a ginger beard stood up. ‘She’s right. I run the off-licence on Civic Street and what I think is that we’re living in the land of the lawless. Burglaries, stabbings, shootings. Threats of looting and more violence. We’ve seen the same happening in America, and now it’s happening over here, and we don’t want it!’

         ‘Hear, hear!’ I shouted.

         Neighbourhood Watch wittered on about the need for a 37more harmonious community, then a rep from education talked about longer-term strategic interventions. What none of them were saying was that most of those criminals were assumed to be black or brown. I knew what some folks were thinking. Why they’d ever let control slip in this town. But I had mixed emotions, too. These youths were feeding that prejudice. And there I was, slap bang in the centre of those two sides, listening to excuses for how some kids downward spiral, lacking this or that.

         As far as I was concerned, I also had a hard life, a terrible upbringing which I dared not talk about. But I turned out just fine. Someone ought to tell them: crime was a choice, not a medical condition.

         ‘You need to remember, essential investment has been cut, libraries, parks, youth centres … Where do these kids go when a system has failed them?’

         Thoughts of the previous night hit me. I swallowed hard.

         A man from the back shouted in a gruff voice. ‘But we have shit happening all over town so we need to focus on what you’re gonna do about it, now!’ A cluster of heads turned. ‘They ride BMXs for Christ’s sake! They’re not that hard up!’

         Another woman stood up. ‘Nina the nurse is right …’

         My ears pricked.

         ‘We don’t feel safe leaving our homes. And they’re getting younger, that’s true. But you all need to understand that this issue is complex.’

         I could see her supporters nodding.

         ‘My name is Grace …’ Her face was wide like a broadsheet, her expression a tragic headline. ‘I’m a local primary schoolteacher.’ 38

         For some, recognition descended.

         ‘From talking to my son, familiar with such groups, I understand these youngsters are frightened themselves. That’s why they carry knives and lash out. What they’re doing is protecting themselves.’

         Barry grabbed hold of the microphone. ‘Grace is right …many of these youths are simply children themselves. They are more likely to be stabbed by their own knife than anyone else’s. We need to understand, they are afraid and vulnerable.’

         I wasn’t sure whether the two of them knew each other, or whether their tag-team approach was merely a coincidence.

         Grace nodded, appreciative of the support.

         Barry switched off the microphone, placing it on the table.

         Pastor Oswald Otis shook his foot nervously, then stood up and shouted, ‘Praise the Lord!’ Around him, some of his supporters raised their hands and joined in the chant.

         It was complex, all this. I wondered whether, thinking only of myself, I had been selfish. I’d attended this meeting because of concerns for my own safety. It didn’t occur to me that perpetrators of the problem might need support as well.

         Around us, people weren’t sure what to do with themselves. The meeting had ended suddenly without a clear outcome. I remained in my seat as people stood, chattering, chairs scraping. They began dispersing, ushered by Pastor Oswald Otis to try some of the international feasts on offer. Leaflets were handed out, encouraging everyone to post their views in an online community forum: www.levinstonematters.com. 39

         Farah remained, scribbling on her notepad. Later, I would recall that scene of her often. How we’d first met. How I should have known her real intention then. But in that moment, I simply wondered how she’d made reporting news her living. Whether a woman like Farah had answers to our problems.

         I watched as she slipped her notebook and pen into her back pocket. She stood up and sauntered to the table. Cool, centred, she eyed up the Nongshim Shin cup noodles.

         I followed behind, trying to be discreet.

         Balraj waved, and I waved back. Farah turned, sizing me up and down. She moved closer. ‘Why do I feel like I’ve seen you before?’ she said, peering at me.

         I need coffee and I need it now. 

         ‘I’m Nina, a nurse at Newgate. You might have seen me there,’ I said.

         She nodded. ‘I’m Farah, reporter for the Levinstone Gazette. Cover mostly crime.’ She offered her hand.

         ‘I know.’ Her hand felt fleshy and cold as I shook it. ‘We’ve all read your articles.’

         She tore the foil lid off the cup noodles and smiled. ‘Well, that’s good to hear. Nice to know I’m writing something relevant. My editor does like to carefully curate.’ She glanced around her and sighed. ‘Doesn’t seem to understand that local stories are fine, but it’s national attention that’s needed to drive systemic change.’

         She poured hot water on her noodles, jabbing her fork in the mound.

         ‘What stories are you covering now?’ I asked, genuinely interested.40

         ‘Stabbings, shootings, robberies – that sort of thing.’ She glanced up at the stained-glass window. ‘A few cases of fraud and scamming; that seems to be growing.’

         I thought what a joy Farah’s job must be, to write about stories from a distance without ever having to live through them.

         ‘I’m looking for something big, though.’ Her face turned, eyes narrowing. ‘You work at Newgate, did you say?’ She blew over her fork, shoving crispy noodles into her mouth.

         ‘Been there five years,’ I said.

         ‘Interesting.’ She placed a hand over her lips. ‘I’d love to talk to you about what’s going on there,’ she said, chewing. Her eyes had lit up.

         ‘About what, exactly?’

         ‘Hospitals are pressure cookers, aren’t they? We all know there’s stuff going on inside.’ She glanced around her, catching sight of Richard pouring coffee. ‘New CEO. Lots of changes.’

         ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said, because really, I didn’t. Not then, at least.

         ‘There’s probably a lot that doesn’t get talked about. Good to get a bit of inside information.’

         She was persistent, I had to give her that.

         I was half tempted to indulge her, but I sensed Richard watching me from the corner. He stood next to Barry, and they struck up a conversation. ‘We’re not allowed to talk to the press. It’s in our contracts,’ I said.

         Farah nodded, shoving more noodles into her mouth. Watching her eat made me salivate. I glanced at the table longingly, at the cassava chips, and grabbed a few more.

         ‘Well, you know where I am if you want to talk.’ Farah 41dabbed her mouth on the sleeve of her jumper. Barry stood in the corner on his phone. ‘I don’t think they’ll continue the panel discussion. It just winds people up.’

         ‘I’d better go,’ I said. ‘Maybe next time.’ Her work was worthwhile, but I didn’t want to get involved in it.

         ‘Wait! I’ve got a card. Let me go grab it—’ Farah placed her noodles down on the counter.

         But I was gone.

         Outside it rained. I pulled my coat tightly around me, covering my neck. Just as I was about to leave the courtyard, I heard someone calling after me.

         I turned and saw it was Richard, waving from the entrance.

         ‘Was hoping to catch you,’ he said, walking towards me. I wasn’t sure what to do or say. We’d never spoken. ‘Just wanted to say hello. I think I’ve seen you in the hospital.’

         I smiled awkwardly, an attempt to be polite. I couldn’t take my eyes off Richard’s leather-like face. ‘I’m nurse in charge in Florence Nightingale.’

         ‘Ah! That must be it,’ he said, nodding. ‘I thought you looked familiar. Terrible situation, all this. I’m glad I attended to fully understand it.’ He peered at me. ‘Things are well with you? You’re enjoying your job?’

         ‘Sure, I love working at Newgate,’ I said coyly.

         ‘Great to hear.’ He pressed the handle of his umbrella, holding it over me like the proper gentleman he appeared to be. Well mannered. Educated. ‘Many exciting times ahead.’

         For a second, I stood awkwardly, wanting to keep our conversation short. He was the hospital CEO, driving through change. I felt small in his presence.42

         ‘Would you like a lift home? This rain is rather inconvenient.’ Richard closed his umbrella. ‘My car’s just over there.’

         A black Jaguar was parked on the kerb.

         ‘I’m alright. I’ll take the bus – it’s quicker.’

         ‘Very well. Hope to see you at Newgate!’ He waved as he trotted off.

         I watched him climb into his car, listening to the sound of his engine purr like a well-fed cat. He turned the wheel to pull out. A flock of pigeons cooed and flew ahead of us. As the last pigeon rose, a waft of powdery grey, something on the lonely street lay empty and unsaid. When those who are meant to care for you discard you like a dirty rag, this town, your only home, is all that’s left to love. 

         I knew I had to play my part in trying to protect this town. A home is where it begins, a home is where it all ends. I would surely kill to keep it safe.
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